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   To Jamie—
 
   for not killing me.
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   Forget what you think you know about the world. There is another world, a world where true evil exists, lurking in the darkness. Vampires, Lycans, Demons, the Bogeyman and all the other things that go bump in the night walk among you, rub shoulders with you…and feed on you.
 
   I'm something different. I was born to a pureblood vampire and a human man. I have a vampire’s strength and abilities and almost none of their weaknesses. They call me Dhampyr, or day walker. And that's when they're being nice. 
 
   I'm a police detective for the Chicago Police, Homicide Division. This is my city. When darkness comes crawling out of the pit, I’m the one who sends it screaming back to hell.
 
   I am the Night.
 
   I am Raven Storm.
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   A LONE FIGURE DRESSED IN black leather pants and a dark green blouse stood atop the Second Presbyterian church, her flame-red hair streaming in the spring wind blowing in from the west.  She held her silver Automag in her hand and watched the distant thunderstorm roll toward Chicago. Lightning crackled inside the purple and black clouds and she could feel the electricity teasing along her skin even at this distance. The sensation made her shiver involuntarily and she stared a moment longer. She didn't like portents or drama. They complicated her already complex life and this one felt like it was somehow going to be a royal pain in the ass.
 
   Raven Storm sighed and crouched, peering into the dark alley below. In the gloom of the oncoming storm she could see only shadows. She closed her eyes; when she opened them emerald orbs had become the feral slits of a master vampire. Through the twilight she could see the blue and red image of Rupert Levac crouching in the shadows behind a dumpster. His beige trench coat hung around him like an old rag, his tie flapped in the wind and she could smell the mustard and old food wrappers in his pockets even this far away. But his new ten millimeter Colt was in his hand and he was ready to back her play, as always. 
 
   Across the street she could make out their suspect, Jammer Creed. He was a rail thin man with almost unnaturally long arms. He sported a green Mohawk and wore a yellow motorcycle jacket under which Raven knew he’d hidden a pair of wickedly curved knives he'd been using to butcher helpless young women for the last two weeks.  Levac had fit the last piece of the puzzle onto the murder board just an hour before.
 
   Creed was leaning against the wall of the subway stairs, no doubt waiting for his next victim. He wasn't called the Metro Murderer for nothing; he stalked and killed his victims on empty subway cars. He must have seen something he liked because a smile appeared beneath his hooked nose and he turned, disappearing down the steps into the station.
 
   Raven dropped off the roof to land with panther-like grace a few steps behind Levac. He glanced back at her and made a face.
 
   “I hate it when you do that,” he said. “Can’t you just take the stairs like everyone else?”
 
   “Stairs are slow and we have work to do,” Raven replied, stepping into the light. “I’m not letting Creed get away again.”
 
   The pair crossed between traffic, their sidearms barely noticeable in the oncoming gloom. Raven motioned with one hand for Levac to take the entrance to their right while she ran lightly down the stairs to the left.
 
   The platform below was crowded with people on their way home; the sounds of cell phones and iPods mingled with the electric crackle of the distant train and made a symphony only Beethoven could have enjoyed.
 
   Raven moved cautiously through the crowd, searching for her suspect. She moved with unconscious grace, stepping past people without jostling them or bringing attention to herself or her weapon.
 
   On the far side of the platform she spotted a green Mohawk; Creed was stalking a blonde teenager who was standing at the edge of the platform, earbuds in her ears, oblivious to everything except her music.
 
   Raven moved faster, pushing past people as politely and quietly as possible. Something gave her away however, and Creed turned to look at her, his wide grin in place. He acknowledged Raven with a wink and then began pushing his way through the crowd, shoving people aside with wanton disregard for anyone but himself.
 
   Raven raised her Automag and yelled, “Chicago Police, everyone get down!”
 
   The crowd around her spread out or hit the deck, giving her a clear line of fire on the retreating Mohawk. She aimed the Automag one-handed, her vision narrowing to the retreating killer’s head. She was about to squeeze the trigger when Creed grabbed a small girl still in pigtails away from her mother and threw her onto the tracks. By some miracle the girl didn’t land on the third rail, but she’d been injured by the fall; Raven could hear the child crying for help. 
 
   Raven snarled at Creed, who gave her a jaunty wave, and jumped down onto the rails. The girl, no more than seven or eight years old, had broken her leg and was writhing in pain, her blonde pigtails mere inches from the third rail.
 
   “Come on, kid!” Raven said, glancing at the lights of the oncoming train.
 
   She picked the girl up and held her tight. When she turned she realized the train was moving much faster than she’d thought; it was almost on top of her and far too close to make an escape look anything other than miraculous.
 
   Without hesitation Raven tossed the girl up to some men waiting on the edge of the platform.  They hauled the child to safety just as the train hit Raven with a sound like silly-putty on a wall…
 
    
 
    
 
   RAVEN GROANED IN PAIN AND held onto the front of the train car for dear life. 
 
   “Now I know how Indiana Jones felt,” she muttered, watching the tracks whip by only a few inches from her buttocks.
 
   She hauled herself up until she could grab the chains that kept anyone from walking out the front door. When she reached the top she pulled herself over and flopped onto the steel landing like a beached fish. She rested a moment on the small step then tested the door leading into the train. The lock gave way under her strength and she stepped through into a thankfully empty car, grateful that the driver hadn’t seen her. She paused and pulled various bones back into place, biting her lip to keep from crying out in agony. She dropped to her knees when she was through and let her body take over. Bones knit, organs repaired themselves and in a few moments she was able to breathe a sigh of relief. She stood and staggered toward the back of the car, knowing she would need claret before the day was out. Using her powers always took a toll, a toll that had to be paid in blood or her body would begin to feed on itself.
 
   She pushed through the next car and smiled at the handful of passengers on their way home. None of them paid her or her torn blouse any heed and she passed through the car without incident, entering the third and last car without looking back.  Raven closed the door behind her and turned to look at a collection of blank faces all staring at her. Alarm bells went off in her head and she gazed back, her eyes moving from face to impassive face. She saw what she was looking for about halfway down the car. Raven smiled at the nearest passengers and began moving through the train, stepping around the commuters as if nothing was wrong. When she reached a small group of leather-jacketed thugs in the middle of the car she stopped and grabbed a handrail, having picked out the largest of the men as being the leader.
 
   “Those are pretty gang colors you’re wearing,” she said. “It’s a little warm in here for a motorcycle jacket, don’t you think?”
 
   The man sneered and looked Raven in the eyes. “You’re one to talk. Nice pants, Chica.”
 
   Raven made a face and let go of the rail. “You know, ordinarily I would do the whole banter thing with you, be all witty and subtly find out that you’re trying to rob the folks on this train. It would be very entertaining and you would probably insult me seventeen times before I crushed your face. But I’m in a hurry so do you think you could speed this up?”
 
   The gang leader frowned. “Whatchu talking ‘bout, Puta?”
 
   “I’m talking about all the frightened people staring at you like deer in the headlights, the Glock in your waistband and the idiot behind me who thinks I don’t know he has a knife in his hand, pendejo,” Raven replied. “I’m Detective Raven Storm of the Chicago police. Do you want to drop the nine mil and give up now or are we doing this the hard way?”
 
   The ganger’s eyes widened and he pulled the pistol from his waistband. Raven moved with lightning speed; she grabbed the ganger’s gun and directed his first three shots into the knife wielder who had been standing behind her. The copper-jacketed slugs caught him in the chest and sent him sprawling to the floor, out of the fight and possibly out of this world. She then jerked the gun from the gang leader’s hand, her other hand pulling him face first into the metal pole he’d been using as a handrail. His nose cracked like an old egg and he howled in pain. Raven shoved him away and threw the Glock at the face of the next ganger while punching the fourth, knocking out two of his teeth.
 
   In the space of a few heartbeats all four gang members were out of the fight. Raven zip-tied the living ones to one of the handrails and muttered, “Why do they always pick the hard way?”
 
   She slid the Glock into her waistband and turned to the applause of the passengers.
 
   “Is everyone okay?” she asked over the din.
 
   There was a general chorus of “Yes,” and “thank you,” and Raven smiled.
 
   “I’m glad I could drop in. I hate to run, but there’s a murdering scumbag getting away. Do me a favor and hand these bozos over to the transit cops at the next stop.”
 
   She didn’t wait for an answer. She spun on her heel and stepped out of the train and onto the rear platform. From there she could see Chicago speeding by at forty miles an hour, the station she’d chased Creed through now several miles away. She swore under her breath and vaulted the railing to fall between the slats supporting the rails and dropped seventy feet to the ground. A few minutes later she was racing across town on a borrowed Kawasaki Ninja, her vampire eyes glowing with anger and determination.
 
   Her phone rang as she weaved through an intersection, narrowly missing several cars. Once clear she pressed the stud on the Bluetooth in her ear.
 
   “Storm.”
 
   “Ray? Where the hell are you?” Levac asked. “Witnesses say you saved a kid named Melissa Webb and got hit by a train!”
 
   Raven guided the bike around a slow moving Mercedes and accelerated down a narrow alleyway. “That’s more or less right. I’m going to need some of our stash when we catch up. Where’s Creed?”
 
   “He’s on a bike heading toward Old Town,” Levac replied. “I’m chasing him in the Bass but…”
 
   Raven paled. “Why aren’t you in the Nash?”
 
   “The Bass was closer,” Levac replied.
 
   “Keep an eye on him, but don’t take any chances!” Raven said, accelerating even more.
 
   “Trust me, I’m a professional,” Levac replied.
 
   Raven ended the call and swerved into traffic on Clybourne Street, the fastest way to Old Town. The Ninja hugged the centerline and Raven leaned down over the handlebars, giving the bike as much speed as she dared. Several times she swerved into oncoming traffic to avoid slower moving vehicles only to veer back at the last moment, narrowly avoiding being crushed by oncoming cars.
 
   Seconds ticked by and sweat ran down her back in spite of the chill wind. She didn’t know if she was more concerned about Levac, the car or Creed getting away.
 
   Raven gritted her teeth and kept the throttle twisted as far as it would go. The Ninja’s engine whined in protest, but kept going and soon she saw the unmistakable black shape of her Bass 770, police lights flashing. Not too far ahead of the Bass was a pink Suzuki Hayabusa racing motorcycle, Creed visible in the saddle. 
 
   The Hayabusa passed under a green light, grabbing air as it headed down the alley on the opposite side. Levac and the Bass pursued, entering the intersection at breakneck speed. Raven saw it all happen as if in slow motion. A box truck laden with booze rumbled through the intersection and hit the Bass broadside. The Bass spun out of control into a retaining wall and rolled onto its side, smoke pouring from beneath the hood.
 
   Raven felt rage rise behind her eyes; her familiar was in pain. She choked it down and skidded to a halt next to the ruined car. Already onlookers were gathering and the truck driver was approaching, jabbering into a cell phone.
 
   “Detective Storm, Chicago Police,” Raven snarled at the crowd. “Back off and find something useful to do!”
 
   The crowd, though affected by Raven’s tone only backed away to a safe distance. Raven ignored them, slowing only to pluck the cell phone from the truck driver’s hand and fling it at the wall with all her strength. The phone shattered into a thousand pieces that fell like black snow around her as she climbed up her destroyed car. Levac was belted inside, unconscious, but otherwise unharmed.
 
   “Oi You! That was my phone!” the driver yelled from somewhere behind her.
 
   Raven glanced at him then looked back into her car. “This was my car and my partner in pursuit of a fugitive under full lights and sirens. You, sir are guilty of a Class D Misdemeanor for failing to yield to a police vehicle. If you want to try for a felony, keep talking.”
 
   The man’s jaw slammed shut and Raven dropped into the car where Levac was stirring. Feeling guilty, Raven pulled one of the blood packs from the glove box and sucked down the contents, trying not to gag on the coppery taste. She shoved another packet into Levac’s jacket pocket then released his belt and pulled him from the car.  He was coming awake when she laid him on a tarp the driver had provided. Raven guessed his hospitality was an attempt to avoid spending ninety days in jail being careful not to drop the soap.
 
   “How are you feeling, partner?” Raven asked.
 
   Levac opened his eyes and looked around before focusing on Raven. “I’ve got a headache, but I don’t think anything is broken. What happened?”
 
   Raven jerked her head at the smashed truck parked nearby. “That idiot T-boned you and you spun the Bass into a retaining wall.”
 
   Levac rubbed his head. “How’s your car?”
 
   Raven looked over to where the Bass 770 lay on its side. Levac followed her gaze and frowned.  “Oh God.  Will insurance cover it?”
 
   “Probably not,” Raven replied. “Don’t worry about it. I was getting tired of it anyway. Do you think you can hold the fort until the scene is cleared? Creed is still on the run.”
 
   Levac stood and rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re being amazingly calm about your car.”
 
   “You’re okay, that’s what counts,” Raven said. “It’s a car and like I said I was getting tired of it. GPS is overrated in a town you were born in. Now can you handle the blueboys or not?”
 
   “Yeah…yeah,” Levac replied, looking at the crushed car. “You can explain later why I just have a headache from that impact. I should be dead.”
 
   “I’d say it was the miracle of a safety harness and enough airbags to turn that thing into a cannoli. See you in a few,” Raven replied, turning toward the bike. 
 
   The Ninja’s engine sputtered to life and she accelerated past her destroyed supercar and down the alley. Sooner or later she was going to have to explain to Levac about being her familiar. This was the third major incident in the last few months and he wasn’t stupid. His comment made it clear he knew something was up.
 
   “Later,” Raven muttered, accelerating again. “Much later.”
 
    
 
    
 
   RAVEN WEAVED THE NINJA THROUGH traffic at breakneck speed, swerving between cars and trucks as they cruised sedately through afternoon rush. It didn’t take long for her to catch up to Creed who had slowed to a more normal speed. It also didn’t take long for him to spot the Ninja in his mirror. He took off like a frightened rabbit, swerving around a garbage truck and narrowly missing an oncoming Mercedes. Raven gunned the engine and accelerated, climbing the trash overflowing from the truck’s rear end. She rode across the top of the truck and jumped off, landing in a shower of sparks only a few cars behind Creed. She saw him grin in his mirror and downshift the Hayabusa which was much faster than the Ninja. He skidded around a corner and disappeared down a narrow alley. By the time Raven arrived he was lost in the maze of trash and narrow back alleys.
 
   “Marvelous,” Raven muttered. “Frost isn’t going to be happy I lost our prime suspect.”
 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY MINUTES LATER THE NINJA cruised slowly through Old Town. The supernatural section of the city had changed in the weeks and months since the fire. Most of the buildings had been untouched, but Club Purgatory, The Olde Curiosity Shoppe and Isle of Night had taken the insurance money and done some refurbishing. The Shoppe looked like something right out of a Dickens novel with a wide Victorian door, brass doorknocker, antique pillars and a pair of store windows imported from England. Isle of Night had been redone even more Scottish, though Angus had chosen to put gargoyles around the second floor and Club Purgatory had gone upscale with a modern sign, wide friendly-looking doors and a doorman who’d been hired for his skill and etiquette and not how muscle bound he was.
 
   Raven’s gut told her that Creed would have tried to get lost in the nearest large crowd where he might find a victim. Levac’s profile indicated that Creed needed to kill in the same way a drug addict needed his next hit. It made him more dangerous than most psychos, but far more predictable. 
 
   Raven cruised past Club Purgatory and saw the Hayabusa very neatly parked in front where not even a blind man could miss it. She shook her head at his brass and turned the Ninja to the far side of Old Town where a second club had opened. She parked her borrowed Ninja next to a Bugatti Veyron near the door and walked toward the entrance. 
 
   The Night Shift was entirely new, constructed to replace the one lost in the fire. It had been built to look like a 1940s nightclub. The outside was a mixture of stone and antique wood framing imported art-deco glass and stone sculptures. The front doors, also made in art-deco style opened into a marble foyer that contained nothing but a reception desk, an attractive Asian receptionist who was always dressed in a white Cheongsam dress and a bellhop who would operate the elevator. The jazz club was on the floor above and Francois’ staff insisted that was all there was to the building. Raven knew however, that a set of hidden doors led to Francois Du Guerre’s private sanctum in the basement. A few bucks and a few threats had gotten her that information. Her father had always said, “Kid, don’t keep your enemies too close, but always know where the bastards lick their wounds.”
 
   Raven pushed through the doors and smiled at Lim Yu who stood primly behind her desk. “Good evening, Lim Yu.”
 
   Lim Yu bowed slightly from the waist. “Good evening, Detective Storm. Do you have a reservation?”
 
   Raven shook her head and kept walking toward the elevator. “Nope, just here to pick up a scumbag.  Don’t worry, it isn’t your scumbag. This time.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Ms. Storm,” Lim Yu said, hurrying after Raven. “The Master said you weren’t to be allowed into the club without a reservation.”
 
   Raven withheld a growl and turned toward the smaller woman. “Did the tall freak with green hair have a reservation?”
 
   “No, Ms. Storm,” Lim Yu replied.
 
   “But you let him in without any problems?”
 
   Lim Yu gave another slight bow, her ears turning pink. “Of course.”
 
   Raven smirked and turned back to the elevator. “Swell. Yu, tell your Master he’s an ass.”
 
   The bellman looked at Lim Yu and at Raven, uncertainty in his grey eyes. Raven pulled the elevator gate open. “Don’t sweat it, kid. If Du Guerre fires you, I will get you a job at Purgatory, no problem.”
 
   “Ms. Storm, I really can’t…” Lim Yu started.
 
   Raven spun, her eyes glowing green. “Get in my way? Good, a girl’s got to know her limitations. This building is open for business, I’m performing my duty as a peace officer and I’ll go wherever I like. If you want to be helpful call 9-1-1. Tell them there’s a green-haired asshole upstairs, he’s resisting arrest and they should send an ambulance. And a spatula.”
 
   Lim Yu bowed more deeply and backed away. Raven watched her for a heartbeat then stepped inside the elevator. The young operator closed the gate behind her and she cranked the handle, her gaze aimed upward.
 
   She could hear music over the elevator’s whine before she reached the second floor. She recognized the Brian Setzer Orchestra and wondered if Francois had actually managed to get the band to work his club or if it was just a very good collection of wannabes. Knowing how tight-fisted Du Guerre was with his money, it was probably the latter.
 
   The elevator stopped and the attendant at the top opened the gate. Raven stepped out and smiled at the young Embraced. He was a handsome man in his apparent twenties with slicked back hair, a pencil thin mustache and a black tuxedo. He looked surprised that the elevator operator wasn’t in the car, but took one look at Raven’s face and didn’t comment.
 
   Raven’s eyes took in the marble foyer, art-deco chandelier in the shape of a giant icicle and the three sections of the club. To her left was the entrance to the dance hall where the Orchestra was doing a reasonable facsimile of Jump, Jive and Wail and a few dozen couples were swing-dancing with enthusiasm if not skill. To her right were intimate tables where couples could hear the music at a softer level and take advantage of each-other’s company. Raven’s nose told her more than a little claret had been spilled behind the velvet curtains.
 
   Directly ahead of her was a spacious sound-proof bar where an antique jukebox that looked like an old Philco radio was playing Dean Martin. Raven spotted Creed’s green Mohawk seated in the corner of the bar and she walked toward his table. She was stopped just short of the entrance by Francois Du Guerre. He was dressed in a shiny black tuxedo with a pressed white shirt, black tie and burgundy cummerbund. He wore his blonde hair loosely around his shoulders and offered Raven a smile that never reached his eyes.
 
   “Detective Storm, I gave instructions you were not to be admitted without a reservation,” he said, his French accent curling around the words.
 
   “Yeah, your flunkies mentioned that,” Raven replied, her eyes still on Creed. “I told them you were an asshole. Are you going to move so I can go arrest a killer or am I taking you in for obstruction? Obstruction is my preferred choice, maybe with a side of resisting arrest.”
 
   “A pleasure as always, my little Ravenel,” Francois said. “I have no wish to delay you in your duties, but you know my rules. Do you have a warrant?”
 
   Raven’s eyes shifted to Francois’. “One, don’t ever call me your little anything. You lost your chance to call me pet names when you served me on a platter to my so-called sire. Second, this is a public building. I don’t need a warrant to arrest Creed unless you’re going to admit you have a coffin and fresh dirt in the basement in which case I will gladly go get a warrant and broadcast to every enemy you have that this is where you’ve been hiding since my brother tried to kill you.”
 
   Du Guerre frowned. “I have not been hiding, Ravenel. I have been…recovering.”
 
   “Whatever. Get out of my way, Francois or they are taking you out of your own club in a baggie.”
 
   Francois’ face darkened, but he stepped aside allowing Raven to pass into the tavern. A long bar of polished cherry sat to her left, running the full length of the room. A barman dressed in period costume complete with garters on his sleeves and a bowler hat stood behind the bar, polishing glasses that were already sparkling.
 
   To the right were tall tables made of the same dark cherry surrounded by handmade high-backed chairs. A handful of men and women were lingering over drinks and listening to the music. Raven knew a few were old-dead vampires pretending the blood in their glasses was Scotch or wine or whatever their drink of choice had been when they were alive. Others were clueless humans out to enjoy the ambiance of Old Town.
 
   Raven ignored them and strode toward Creed who was cradling a glass of bourbon in his long-fingered hands. He looked up when she approached and licked his cracked lips. 
 
   “Hello, half-breed,” he said, his voice deep and tinged with a German accent. “I’m surprised you found me.”
 
   Raven frowned. “No one can hide from me in my city. Care to explain that half-breed comment?”
 
   Creed laughed. “It’s your scent, girl! Anyone with any sense of smell at all should be able to detect the death and blood that surrounds you.”
 
   “You’re one to talk about being surrounded by blood, Creed,” Raven replied. “You’re under arrest for multiple murders including the attempted murder of Katherine Baker.”
 
   Creed finished his drink. “So that’s who gave me away. I figured someone survived. A pity, I was having such a good time, too.”
 
   “I’m sorry that reality has spoiled your killing spree,” Raven said, pulling out her handcuffs. “Get on your knees and place your hands behind your back.”
 
   “Now, Detective, do you really think I am going to jail?” Creed asked.
 
   “That’s the plan,” Raven replied. “Get on your knees, right now!”
 
   Creed leapt up so hard the table fell over. Corpse-grey hands with inch long claws sprouted from his arms, tearing through his skin like it was tissue. He used one clawed hand to swipe at Raven, the other to peel the skin from his face to reveal his huge, tooth-filled maw.
 
   Raven jumped back and drew her Automag. “Francois, get everyone out of here!”
 
   She could hear Du Guerre’s melodic voice directing guests to the exit and relaxed. His hypnotic powers would make sure no one would remember anything other than Jammer Creed resisting arrest. At least the son of a bitch was good for something.
 
   She fired three shots into Creed’s chest, staggering him. He snarled, venom dripping from his blackened fangs. “You can’t hurt me you stupid half-breed! I am immortal.” 
 
   Raven fired again, both shots hitting their targets. The skin-walker’s eyes exploded like bags of jelly and he reached for the now empty sockets, howling in pain. He staggered backwards into a table, crushing it beneath his weight and making Francois cry out as if he’d been struck.
 
   The dhampyr didn’t give Creed any time to recover. She ejected the magazine from her pistol and exchanged it for one loaded with rounds designed to destroy supernatural creatures. She stepped forward and placed one booted foot on Creed’s chest, holding him in place.
 
   “I wish things like you would do a little research before you try this kind of crap in this city,” she said. “I’m not just any half-breed. I’m the Childe of Strohm, Fürstin to the Mistress of the City and lead detective for the Chicago Police, 42nd District. This city is under my protection. And nothing, not even you, is immortal.”
 
   Creed whimpered and tried to squirm away. “My apologies, Mistress, I had no idea! Please let me make amends for my transgressions.”
 
   Raven thumbed back the Automag’s hammer. “Not a chance, skinjob. You’ve killed and killed again. I’d put you behind bars if it would do any good, but you’ll just switch with a guard and be out in a handful of hours. That isn’t a chance I’m willing to take.”
 
   With that she squeezed the Automag’s trigger once, twice, three times. Creed shook with each impact, his skull shattering and leaking grey ichor into the imported hardwood floor.  He then began to dissolve leaving only the body of Jammer Creed, lifeless and limp.
 
   Raven knelt next to the body and closed Creed’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Creed. You get to take the fall. Damn. You were just some poor bastard in the wrong place at the wrong time. Sometimes this job really sucks.”
 
   She stood and turned to find Francois who was standing a few feet away, his hands on his hips and his eyes glowing blue. He didn’t look happy. 
 
   “I know that look,” Raven said. “It usually means you want to break something.”
 
   “You destroyed my bar!” Francois yelled.
 
   Raven rolled her eyes. “One table and some goo on the floor is hardly the whole bar. Besides, I know you got a fat bankroll for selling me down the river…twice. You can afford the cleanup.”
 
   Francois stepped forward. “Ravenel, I didn’t…”
 
   Raven raised the Automag and leveled it at Francois’ heart. “Finish that sentence and they will be sweeping you up with Creed’s body.”
 
   Francois raised his hands in surrender and stepped back. In turn Raven holstered her pistol and fished her phone out of her pocket. She called in the details to her Lieutenant as she left the bar, ignoring Francois’ whispered, “I love you, Ravenel.” Killing him just wasn’t worth the argument with her mother.
 
    
 
    
 
   RAVEN SPENT THE EVENING FILLING out reports explaining why she’d shot Creed a total of five times and why there were an additional three slugs pulled from the club’s floor. She hated to lie on official paperwork, but it was either that or tell the truth and get locked up in Chicago-Read Mental Health Center as a delusional psychopath. She’d take a few white lies over that any day.
 
   She pushed the paperwork away just before eleven and stretched, her back popping loudly in the empty squad room. She rubbed her neck and looked at her desk.  A stack of reports sat in her out box, a few long forgotten messages sat in her in box and her shiny new report sat in the middle on top of a blotter her father had used at the very same desk. Other than that, there was a picture of her and Aspen sitting on the hood of the Bass, a picture of her father and a small commendation for heroism in the fire that destroyed twenty-three city blocks. Not much for all the cases she and Levac had solved over the last couple years. She knew Levac kept a binder of all the weird cases they had solved together. He kept it stashed in his bottom drawer, but she rarely looked at it. She knew every weird case by heart.
 
   With a sigh she picked up the picture of her and Aspen. Aspen was grinning like a twelve year old, her purple hair held in braids and Raven was smiling, something she knew she didn’t do often enough. She couldn’t for the life of her remember what Levac had said before snapping the picture, but it had been funny.
 
   Aspen had left Chicago for parts unknown three weeks after the picture was taken. She’d sent a post card from someplace in St Louis and Raven could still feel her somewhere not too far away so she knew the kid was okay. But it didn’t keep her from missing the purple haired geek.  She’d forgiven the girl’s betrayal long ago. Aspen hadn’t asked Xavier to make her his familiar and she’d fought him as best she could. Maybe Aspen just hadn’t been able to forgive herself.
 
   Raven frowned and put the picture back. She needed to get out of there.
 
   She grabbed her things, flicked out the lights and headed down the back stairs. She would call Levac and make sure he was okay, grab a cab and head home.
 
   The night air hit her like a wall and she pulled her leather jacket around herself to keep out the worst of the chill. A pink tinted full moon hung over the city and illuminated the mostly empty parking lot in the gruesome shade of watery blood. Raven folded her arms and watched the odd moon for a minute before a vague flapping noise caught her attention. She turned her head and realized what she thought was some equipment covered by a tarpaulin was actually a car under a suede-cloth cover. Her eyes took in the shape of the car and her heart beat faster. She walked toward the shape and plucked a black envelope from the cloth. Red ink read “My Darling Ravenel.”
 
   Raven pulled the envelope open and read the note.
 
    
 
   This came for you today. I heard about the Bass from that sweet detective Levac and thought I would have it delivered for you. She’s beautiful. Dominique will be waiting for you. Don’t be late.
 
   All my love,
 
   Mom.
 
    
 
   Raven jumped like a happy schoolgirl and ripped the car cover from the vehicle. Beneath the suede-cloth sat a black and grey 1967 Shelby 500. She’d ordered the car from a custom manufacturer after her dad’s car had been destroyed by her brother Xavier. She’d reversed the two tone paint job and replaced the stock 428 engine with a twin-turbo 427 that was pushing close to one thousand horsepower. She had then added all the bells and whistles including lights, sirens, alarm system, ultraviolet fog lamps and a radio that would reach Moscow on a clear day. She’d thought she would need it if things kept getting worse. The weird cases were just getting weirder. The Shelby had taken longer to get in than she’d expected, but she was happy it had arrived just when she needed it most.
 
   Raven ran her hand over the near frictionless paint job and walked around to the driver’s side. She popped open the door and slipped into a seat that felt as familiar as her own bed. She checked the ignition and center console for a key, but found nothing but the sales slip. She tossed it into the back seat; she knew she’d paid more than 140K for the car, she didn’t need to see the receipt. The trust fund was hers and at the rate she collected bullet holes she’d never retire anyway.
 
   Raven glanced around the black interior with its chrome dials and knobs, custom Hurst shifter and discrete police radio, siren and light controls and she smiled, a thought coming to her.  She reached up and pulled the visor down, catching the keys as they slipped out. She folded the visor back into place and slid the key into the ignition. With a deep breath she turned the key and the engine roared to life, a familiar warm thrum that had always made her heart sing. It was almost like coming home.
 
   She backed the car into the street, shifted smoothly into first and roared down the alley, loving how the new engine echoed off the brick walls. 
 
   Grinning like the Cheshire Cat she called Levac. He picked up on the second ring.
 
   “Hey Ray, what’s up?”
 
   “I’m finished filing reports for the day and called to check on you. How’s the head?” Raven asked.
 
   “It’s still attached, more or less,” Levac replied. “The paramedics gave me some pain meds and I’ve been right as rain ever since. How about you?”
 
   Raven shrugged. “You know how I hate being less than truthful in my reports, but there really wasn’t much else I could do. Our suspect was a skinwalker, one of those German things that can take over the bodies of humans. It isn’t like I can put that in my report if I want to stay out of the psych ward with my very own padded cell.”
 
   “No… I suppose not. It sounds like you’re in a car, I can hear an engine. What are you driving?” Levac asked.
 
   “I’ll show you in the morning,” Raven replied. “You get some sleep and I will see you at the District tomorrow.”
 
   “Whatever you say, boss,” Levac said. “Catch you in the morning.”
 
   Raven ended the call and punched the gas, thrilled with her new ride and the resurrection of her lost love.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE FAMILY MANOR SAT SEVERAL miles outside the city on enough land to make a good-sized park. It had been built in the early 1800s before Chicago was even officially founded. Different Masters and Mistresses of the City had added on over the years until the house was part manor, part castle and part fortress. The odd pink moon hung behind the north tower and Raven frowned at it before pulling into the drive. She cruised past a collection of cars ranging from a 1960s hearse all the way up to a Pagani Zonda and pulled into the garage. She parked in her space next to her father’s old Chevrolet, locked the car and headed for the great room.
 
   Raven’s mother, Valentina Tempeste, had redecorated in the last few months and the once airy but dark foyer was now made of all light colors and the windows in the dome far overhead had been replaced with stained glass. At midday the hall looked like the inside of an ancient cathedral.
 
   Dominique, Valentina’s familiar stood near the door to the large dining hall, a leather garment in her arms. The young-looking blonde woman, barefoot as always, smiled at Raven and held out the clothing. “You are just in time, Miss Ravenel.”
 
   Raven pulled off her torn blouse and bra and laid them on a nearby chair. “Dominique, you helped raise me. I think you can call me Raven, don’t you?”
 
   Dominique blushed and looked down. “That would not be proper, love. Now let me get this on you.”
 
   Raven rolled her eyes, but turned. Dominique wrapped the leather corset around the taller woman’s waist and laced it tightly. Raven ran her hand over the leather and found that her knives had been slipped into sheaths at her waist, which meant her mother was expecting trouble.
 
   The athletic redhead turned and let Dominique put her official badge of office around her neck. The family crest hung quite visibly at her throat, the silver glistening wetly in the light.
 
   “You look beautiful, Miss Ravenel,” Dominique said, bouncing on her toes.
 
   “I feel like I’m stuck in a vice and my boobs look like a pair of barely restrained zeppelins,” Raven replied. “Why Mom insists on this crap is beyond me.”
 
   “It is tradition, love,” Dominique said. “Now get inside, the Mistress is waiting.”
 
   Raven kissed Dominique’s cheek and pushed through the doors into the dining hall. Close to fifty vampires were seated at the long oak table, a handful of familiars standing or kneeling nearby. Raven shook her head and moved to stand next to her mother.  The day she asked Rupert or Aspen to kneel was the day she ate the barrel of her own gun. Familiars were friends and confidants, not pets or portable snack trays.
 
   Valentina sat in her chair, her leather dress cut to reveal far too much cleavage and thigh. Her black hair had been piled on her head, held in place with an antique comb and pin that dated back to twelfth century Germany. Her red-nailed hand was playing with a glass of warm claret while she listened to Evangelina, a vampire who had once followed Raven’s brother Xavier.
 
   “…and what of Lord Strohm?” she was saying. “It is well known he didn’t die when you and your human lover claimed. Your right to the throne is in dispute until his whereabouts are determined and his assassin, if there is one, dealt with.”
 
   “My late husband did indeed pass as Mason Storm and I reported before the council,” Valentina replied in a calm voice. “His subsequent means of resurrection is a mystery currently being investigated by my son Andre along with Igor. Regardless, my claim to the throne is not in dispute.”
 
   “It is if Strohm lives!” another vampire, an Embraced named Lankan Choum, interjected.  
 
   Valentina stiffened and Raven laid a hand on her shoulder. She knew what was being asked of her. She stepped forward, her eyes locked on Choum. “Strohm is dead. He’s nothing but ash sitting in a mausoleum and a charred sword sticking out of an ancient stone.”
 
   “So you claim,” Choum said, swirling his own glass of claret. “I somehow doubt a half-breed, even a Fürstin such as yourself could have destroyed the great Lord Strohm. Where is your proof?”
 
   “You want proof?” Raven asked, turning and walking around the table toward Choum.
 
   “I do indeed!” the lanky vampire replied.
 
   Raven stopped next to him, her eyes glowing green. “By the laws of the Totentanz no proof of my kill is required, save the absence of the deceased. This was decreed in 1366 due to the… volatile nature of vampires when their heart is pierced or head removed. I claim that Strohm is dead by my hand and sword. Do you dispute this claim?”
 
   Across the table Evangelina leaned back, one hand going to her chest. Raven watched her from the corner of her eye and waited for Choum’s next move. 
 
   “You do not frighten me, Fürstin Ravenel,” Choum said. “You are a half-breed with no claim to the title you carry so proudly. Yes, I dispute that you destroyed Lord Strohm! He lives and Lady Valentina rules in his stead! You should both be bound in silver and locked in coffins for all eternity!”
 
   Raven’s eyes narrowed and her hand moved in a blur. She drew one of her long silver knives and stabbed it through Choum’s hand, pinning him to the table. He screamed in pain and pulled at his wounded hand. Raven punched him in the throat to silence his cries, her other hand twisting the knife into the table.
 
   “Let’s get this straight,” she said, addressing the rest of the room. “You’ve all heard the rumors. They’re correct. I am a Childe of Strohm, a day walking half-breed with all a vampire’s strength. And I killed the bastard some of you revere as some great leader to protect myself and my family. He was killed in self-defense as proscribed by the Totentanz and his death is a matter of record not a matter of debate. Discussion of his demise has no place here at court. Lady Valentina is the rightful Mistress of the City and I am her Fürstin. If you have a problem with my actions, like Choum here, bring them directly to me as the laws demand. Is that clear?”
 
   The only sounds were the rustle of silk and satin as forty-nine heads nodded in unison and the muffled gagging of Choum as he tried to regrow his windpipe.
 
   “Good,” Raven said. “As for my friend, Choum, under the laws of the night he has challenged my truthfulness and my honor. I choose the right of combat to prove my words.”
 
   Choum’s eyes bulged and he shook his head furiously.
 
   Raven shrugged. “You made the claim, Choum, and you know the law.”
 
   She pulled her knife from his hand and stepped back, allowing Choum to stand.
 
   Choum rubbed his hand and stepped away from Raven. “I misspoke, Fürstin Ravenel. Allow me to apologize…”
 
   Choum had barely finished the sentence when a derringer popped from his sleeve and spat a 357 magnum bullet. The vampire-killing slug missed Raven by inches and embedded itself in the wall. 
 
   “Your apology needs some work, Choum,” Raven said. “It should start with ‘I’m an idiot and I apologize profusely, please don’t kill me like the worm I am’.”
 
   Choum tried to fire again, but the tiny weapon had been spent. He threw it at Raven and looked wildly around the table for support. Even those loyal to Strohm looked away from the doomed vampire.
 
   “You’re on your own, Embraced,” Raven said, drawing a second knife. 
 
   Without another word she stepped forward, ramming her knife up through Choum’s jaw and into his skull. His eyes bulged and he clawed uselessly at Raven. She ignored him; her second blade sliced cleanly through his neck and he exploded into ash that swirled around everyone at the table and settled on the Persian rug.
 
   “Does anyone else want to challenge Lady Valentina’s right to the throne this night?” Raven asked. “I have plenty of knives.”
 
   No one spoke, though Evangelina looked as if she wanted to. Raven glared at her for a heartbeat before returning to her spot at her mother’s elbow. She dropped the bloody blades on the table next to the Mistress, whispered, “Happy, Mother?” in a tone only Valentina could hear and made her exit.
 
   Outside, Dominique had been waiting. She stood, her beautiful face creased with concern. “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Mom is safe, if that’s what you mean,” Raven said, walking past the blonde woman and turning toward the stairs. 
 
   “I heard a scream…” Dominique began, reaching for Raven’s arm.
 
   “I did what you and Mom planned,” Raven replied, her voice like ice. “I made an example of some idiot defying mother’s authority, something she should have done if she wants to hold the throne. Now I’m going to my room to get out of this stupid thing and get some sleep.”
 
   Raven started up the stairs feeling Dominique’s eyes on her back. She refused to turn around.
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   RAVEN ENTERED HER ROOM AND used one hand to tear the laces out of her corset; she was in no mood to fuss over them. She dropped the corset onto the floor, kicked off her boots and leather pants and slipped into the purple Batgirl nightgown Aspen had gotten for her before she left. 
 
   She dropped into the chair in front of her vanity and ran her silver-backed brush through her hair. The mundane activity always seemed to relax her. While she worked the knots out of her waist-length tresses of fire she let her eyes wander. Her room hadn’t changed much over the years. She’d added more photos of herself and Levac between the noir movie posters, added a gun case that contained two spare Automags, two Nightmare 1911s, a massive shotgun and her father’s original police issue revolver. It had only been fired twice; once at the factory and once to commit his murder.
 
   The room now also contained a photo of her father’s Shelby framed with the charred ignition key, all that had been left of the wreck, a broken Katana and a framed picture of Aspen and Raven enjoying cranberry juice at Club Purgatory’s grand re-opening. The two women had become close after the events that saw the destruction of a several city blocks and Raven had to admit she missed having someone around who understood her, the vampire world and could do magik. Levac was a wonderful partner and her dearest friend, but he was never going to fit into the supernatural world. Nor did she want him to. The darkness had a way of devouring people and she wasn’t going to lose anyone else.
 
   Raven set her brush aside with a sigh and turned toward her four poster bed. She was about to climb under the purple covers when there was a knock on the door. She turned and pulled the door open, not at all surprised to see her leather-clad mother standing outside.
 
   “Hello, Mother. I trust someone found a dustpan for Choum?”
 
   Valentina scowled. “His was a necessary death. These challenges to my power cannot be allowed to continue and it is your job to put a stop to them.”
 
   Raven turned away and sat on her bed, one leg curled under her. “I know what being Fürstin means, Mother.  You’ve been drilling it into my head since I was seven.”
 
   Valentina entered and sat next to her daughter, her satin-lined dress whispering around her legs. “Then why all this hostility, my child? What’s wrong?”
 
   “This vampire baloney is your life, Mom,” Raven replied, pulling her Naugadoll into her lap. “Not mine. I’m a cop. What I just did still boils down to murder even if he was a bottom-feeding little twerp squirming on the end of Evangelina’s leash.”
 
   “Raven, you know human laws do not apply within the Totentanz,” Valentina said. “We are above that, above mortals.”
 
   “Murder is murder, Mom. I’m your champion, not your assassin.”
 
   Valentina stood, her face darkening. “You are Fürstin of the House Tempeste and I expect you to act accordingly or as much as it pains me you will be duly punished!”
 
   Raven snorted. “Go ahead and try, Mother. If you could even find someone stupid enough to try and punish me, how long do you think they would last? In seconds? You know none of the House can take me in combat and I’m not about to let you lock me up somewhere.”
 
   “You would defy me, my daughter?” Valentina asked in a soft voice.
 
   “Only when you’re wrong, Mom,” Raven replied. “There has to be a better way to consolidate your power than executing everyone who disagrees with you. That’s Strohm’s way. You and dad wanted something better, something human. You destroyed Strohm to get away from his madness and the dark world he was creating. I won’t help you make the same mistakes.”
 
   “You are a very wise woman, Ravenel,” Valentina said. “Your father would be very proud of you. Goodnight, my child.”
 
   “Goodnight, Mother.” 
 
   Valentina exited the room, closing the door behind her. After a moment Raven got up and locked the door.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   *Morning rose over the city of Chicago, trading a pink moon for the bright pink and yellow of a new day that reflected off the distant city like a candle off of diamonds. Raven had watched the sun come up from her bed then taken a long hot bath. Her phone was ringing when she left the bathroom dressed in a mauve long-sleeved tee, belted jeans and a denim jacket. A pair of cream suede boots and matching endless scarf completed the outfit. Knives were sheathed in her boots and her Automag hung comfortably in its holster beneath her left arm.
 
   She plucked her phone from the nightstand and slid her thumb across the screen. “Storm.”
 
   “Detective?  Lieutenant Frost.  I’ve got a new case for you and Levac. A patrolman found a body hanging from a gargoyle in Old Town,” Lieutenant Frost said. “It’s got you two written all over it. Meet Levac and that new kid Pocock outside Isle of Night, pronto.”
 
   Frost hung up before Raven could even reply. She shrugged, slid the phone into her jacket pocket and put her wallet and badge in the other. She’d given up carrying a purse, it always seemed to get dropped somewhere.
 
   She left her room, locking the door behind her. She passed her mother’s room halfway down the stairs and paused to lay a hand on the door as she had a thousand times before. Mother was rarely awake during the day. 
 
   “She knows you love her,” Dominique said from the bottom of the stairs.
 
   Raven closed her eyes. “And I know she loves me.”
 
   “She is under a lot of stress, Miss Ravenel. Perhaps you could cut her a little slack? These are, after all, enemies of the house,” Dominique said.
 
   Raven continued down the stairs. “But where does it stop, Dominique? With enemies of the house or do we kill everyone who questions or disagrees with Mother’s decisions?”
 
   Dominique looked down for a moment and then her blue eyes met Raven’s. “Guide her, Raven. Don’t fight her. Be her conscience.”
 
   “I’m not Jiminy Cricket,” Raven said, walking toward the garage.
 
   Dominique smiled and walked with her. “No. You are your father’s daughter. She will listen. Temper her anger and fear with humanity, as he did.”
 
   Raven shrugged. “Maybe. I’ll see you later, Dominique. Give Mom and ‘Dora my love.”
 
   “Of course,” Dominique replied, holding the door open to the garage. 
 
   Raven ducked beneath the woman’s arm and walked into the dark, her heels clicking on the black and white tile.
 
   A few moments later she was cruising into the city, the Shelby’s engine rumbling and the stereo belching out The Peter Gunn Theme. At such an early hour the roads were clear and quiet; she took advantage of the empty highway and unleashed the Shelby’s horsepower, reveling in the noise of the engine and the feel of the gearshift in her hand. She hadn’t realized just how much she’d missed her dad’s Shelby until she was behind the wheel of another one.
 
   The roaring engine, hissing supercharger and squealing tires brought her to the edge of Old Town in record time and she parked the Shelby next to Levac’s rust on rust Nash Metropolitan. The battered old car was empty and she spotted the detective’s beige trench coat and messy hair within the crowd of uniforms in front of Isle of Night. She grabbed her kit from the trunk, silently thanking Dominique for remembering to put it in the car, and moved to join them. She put on a pair of Nitrile gloves as she crossed the courtyard. From here she could see six feet of rope hanging from a particularly ugly gargoyle on the second floor of the building. Blood was smeared on the brick wall just above the first floor window and it ran down the glass in thick rivulets.
 
   Raven took it all in and slipped under the police tape to join Levac, who was slurping from a familiar-looking coffee cup. He glanced at Raven and handed her the cup he’d been holding in his free hand. Raven sipped it gratefully and smiled at her partner.
 
   “So what do we have this time?” she asked.
 
   Levac gestured at the chubby young man kneeling next to a brown tarpaulin. “Harvey and the boys lowered the victim a few minutes ago,” he said. “Apparently a male, killed by deep lacerations that cut through the arteries in his neck. He looks like he had the crap kicked out of him before death. but it’s hard to tell.”
 
   “Why is it hard to tell?” Raven asked, taking another sip of coffee.
 
   “Hey Rookie! Show Detective Storm what you’re playing with” Levac called.
 
   Harvey Pocock looked over his shoulder. Sweat covered his chubby face and black hair spilled down over his eyes. He wiped his forehead with a cloth and shrugged. “Your stomach, Detective.”
 
   He pulled the tarp back with a sound like tearing silk. Beneath lay a human body, carefully skinned down to the muscles. Some kind of reddish crust covered the whole body from hairless head to nail-less toes. Raven swallowed her coffee and looked the body over. “Judging by the musculature and narrow hips I’d say male. He’s lost a couple inches of fat, but he was probably over six feet tall. What’s that stuff all over him?”
 
   “You know, the patrolman who found him left his breakfast around the corner,” Levac said. “You see this and all you do is start asking questions.”
 
   “Death doesn’t bother me,” Raven replied, taking a swig of coffee.
 
   “What does? Besides the morgue?” Levac asked, pulling out his notebook.
 
   “All that ketchup you put on hotdogs. Nobody puts ketchup on hotdogs, it’s just gross. Why is our victim all crusty?”
 
   “Salt,” Pocock said from his place next to the victim.
 
   “Excuse me?” Raven asked.
 
   “Salt,” Levac repeated. “Sea salt, to be exact. Whoever did this salted him down.”
 
   Raven looked back at the body. “Tell me he was dead first.”
 
   Two technicians lifted the body and put it on a gurney which then rose to its normal height at the nudge of Pocock’s toe.
 
   “We don’t know for sure,” he said. “I can’t get an accurate time of death. Doctor Zhu can give you more later. For now all I can tell you is this guy bled to death, he didn’t bleed to death here and he was hung afterwards while he was still juicy. My guess is that he was salted after death as a sort of preservative and to keep him kinda dry during transit. Whoever did this wanted people to see him in all his skinned glory. His Johnson was even saved in his mouth. You get some weird cases, Detective Storm.”
 
   The two technicians started off with the body. Pocock made to follow them, but Raven stopped him.
 
   “One more thing, Harvey.”
 
   Pocock blinked and glanced at Levac before meeting Raven’s eyes. “Yes, Detective?”
 
   “The rope. What can you tell me about the rope?”
 
   Pocock flipped through his clipboard. “I’ll have to do some more tests, but my guess is that it’s one and three-quarter inch Manila hemp. It was once used in train track construction because it shrinks when wet and burns like the dickens when set on fire. It can also be found on ships and in old mines.”
 
   “Thanks, Harvey,” Raven said. “At least that gives us something to go on. Give me a call when you get the dental records back. I’d like to know who the victim was as soon as Zhu can get the molds done.”
 
   “Will do, Detective,” Harvey replied. 
 
   Raven watched the chubby coroner’s assistant waddle off and again felt the distant ache of her missing friend.
 
   “What do we do with rope?” Levac asked.
 
   Raven turned and looked up. “Rope, salt and blood, Rupe.”
 
   She reached out and ran a finger through the still wet blood. She sniffed it gingerly and then wiped her finger on the wall, something Angus was sure to be proud of. “He was B positive with a vitamin deficiency.”
 
   “And that tells us?” Levac asked.
 
   “That I need a donut,” Raven replied. “But we should probably poke around here and see if anyone saw anything last night, don’t you think?”
 
   Levac looked around Old Town with its antiques, ancient structures hiding monsters he now knew were real and gothic wrought-iron fence and shook his head. “Personally, I’d rather go get the donut.”
 
   Raven gave him a look and led the way around the side of the building. She lowered her chromed sunglasses and let her vampire eyes and sensitive nose guide her. Drops of blood led down the sidewalk and toward the eastern entrance to Old Town. On the far side was Club Purgatory and the old Warehouse District.
 
   Raven started to pass through the gap, but her sensitive nose detected the coppery scent of blood. She turned and spotted a handprint on the iron gate. She held up her own hand and whistled at the size of the print.
 
   “Gigantor apparently came through here with a handful of blood,” she said, kneeling and rummaging through her kit. “Look at the size of this person’s hand.”
 
   Levac also held his hand up to the print and looked at Raven in disgust. “Whatever happened to plain old crimes of passion?” 
 
   Raven pulled a spray can and a jar of amido black from her kit. “Those went away when you got assigned to be my partner.”
 
   She sprayed down the handprint with what amounted to sterilized hair spray to set the blood then used the amido black to get a clean print. She examined the lifted print and frowned. Each finger was twice the size of one her own.  
 
   She slid the lift into a folder in her kit and stood.
 
   “What do you think we’re looking for?” Levac asked.
 
   Raven shrugged. “Maybe a guy who crushes bones to make bread and has a bean fixation, how should I know? Let’s see if anyone heard or saw anything and then check out the warehouse district. With any luck someone saw a disgruntled wrestler carrying our vic and we can wrap this up.”
 
   Levac frowned. “You don’t believe that any more than I do.”
 
   “Nope. But it would be a nice change.”
 
    
 
    
 
   RAVEN AND LEVAC SPENT THE next hour knocking on doors and waking the denizens of Old Town. Unsurprisingly, no one had seen or heard anything, not even Angus MacLeod, owner of Isle of Night, though the old Scot was disgruntled at having been awakened twice to “answer the same stupid questions I nay have answers to.”
 
   The sun had climbed from behind the city’s building and was burning away what remained of the night’s spring fog when Raven set her kit in the trunk of the Shelby. Levac walked all around the car, admiring without touching. He stopped next to Raven, set his kit next to hers and leaned against the back bumper.
 
   “Where did you find another old Shelby like your dad’s?” he asked.
 
   “I didn’t, though I had guys looking all over the place,” Raven said. “This one was custom made with my own little twist on the engine and paint.”
 
   “And this is why you didn’t kill me for wrecking the Bass?” Levac asked.
 
   Raven shrugged. “Partially. I knew it would be coming sooner or later, and like I said yesterday, the important thing is you’re alive and not in Mercy General nursing a coma.”
 
   Raven closed the trunk and fished her keys out of her jacket pocket. Levac slid into the passenger’s seat and leaned back.
 
   “What’s our next play?” he asked as Raven brought the engine to life.
 
   Raven backed the Shelby into the street and nosed it toward the warehouse district. 
 
   “See what we can find between here and the water. If we come up with another big fat zero we start checking grocery stores to see who sold a massive amount of sea salt recently,” Raven replied.
 
   “And you’re not going to say anything about yesterday?” Levac pressed.
 
   Raven guided the Shelby through the narrow alleys of the warehouse district. “What’s to say? You were wearing a four point harness and the car has more airbags than a family reunion. You got lucky.”
 
   “I seem to be getting lucky a lot lately,” Levac said.
 
   “Then stop grousing, most of my partners have had rotten luck,” Raven replied. “You’re alive and healthy. The rest are either dead, insane or eating through straws.”
 
   Levac opened his mouth to say something, but closed it and turned his attention to the buildings around them. Graffiti and gang signs covered most of the walls on either side of the alleyway; some dated back to the sixties while others were new. 
 
   “Looks like Paco has a new sign,” he said, pointing.
 
   Raven glanced at the stylized yellow P with a pink heart in the center and tried not to laugh. “He tries so hard to be tough and just can’t get around that soft heart of his.”
 
   Raven rolled down the window and leaned against the frame, letting her nose guide her.  The scents of old fish, rotting meat and smoke rode on the wind, but there were fresher smells on top; blood and salt. Whoever had carried the victim to old town had come this way.
 
   She turned down another alley and slowed to a halt. Empty and collapsing buildings stood on either side of them. Ahead was an old root beer bottling plant that hadn’t been touched since the 1980s when a vampire had tried to use it to bottle blood. His plan hadn’t gone well.
 
   The plant, with its two towers, massive central building and long-fallen sign now stood silent and still at the end of the road like a castle abandoned on some concrete moor. Weeds made a futile effort to push through the dirt and rails that lay outside the brick building, old crates and barrels lay among fallen bricks and the back stairway leaned crazily to the side, a casualty of abuse more than old age.
 
   Raven climbed out of the car and loosened her pistol in its holster. Levac joined her and shaded his eyes with one hand, looking at the plant.
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   “Blood,” Raven replied. “Can’t you smell it? That place stinks of blood and it isn’t twenty years old, it’s fresh. I’d bet my badge that our giant was here.”
 
   She led the way through the weeds and debris toward the loading dock. She avoided the old wooden stairs and simply jumped from a barrel to the concrete dock. Behind her, Levac followed, joining her in front of a wide steel loading door. The steel was pitted and rusted from old age, but a fresh, thick layer of grease covered the chain and rails that would operate it; someone had used it recently and planned to do so again.
 
   Levac gripped the chain and pulled, raising the door in a swift hand over hand motion. Raven ducked under when the door was only a few feet off the ground. Levac was right behind her, wiping grease on his coat.
 
   Inside was a neatly organized warehouse. Crates lined one wall, some apparently full of old root beer bottles, others empty and waiting for loads that would never come. A wooden staircase led to the second floor and two doors led deeper into the building.
 
   In the center of the floor was a pool of drying blood slowly draining into a floor grate. A bloody floor squeegee sat nearby as if someone had been using it only moments before. Raven drew her Automag and motioned for Levac to check the eastern door. She watched him move off before turning her attention to the northern door with its flaking paint and “Do Not Enter” sign so faded it now read “DoN Entr”. The knob turned easily with only the faintest of squeaks and she nudged it open with her toe to reveal a pitch-dark room. She glanced back at Levac who nodded and passed through his door into a dimly lit room that appeared to be full of old bottle tracks.
 
   Raven clicked on her mini Maglite and slipped into the room. The chamber smelled like the ocean mixed with the cloying scent of death and blood. Raven shined her light around the room, the powerful beam picking up more empty crates, another door and a metal table smeared with blood and chunks of bloody salt. 
 
   Raven approached the table, her beam sweeping it from one end to the other. A bloody, wood-handled skinning knife and a tool with a short, wide blade lay on a cart next to the table alongside a large half-empty barrel of salt. Raven dipped a finger in the blood and sniffed it gingerly. Whoever had leaked all over the place was B positive with a vitamin deficiency. More than likely the poor man they’d seen carted away to the morgue only a few hours before.
 
   She donned a pair of gloves from her pocket and took a sample of the salt for possible matching with the crust on the victim. She was just putting the sample in her pocket when she heard Levac’s voice and a gunshot. She turned toward the room’s second door and kicked it open. She slid through and turned, her green eyes immediately picking out Levac on the catwalk above. A huge, grey-skinned man, bald and naked from the waist up held Levac at arm’s length, strangling him with one massive hand while the detective flailed ineffectively, trying to get loose. Raven reached for her pistol but realized from this angle the .30 carbine bullet would pass through the grey-skinned man and into Levac unless she went for a head shot. And she needed the giant alive.
 
   With a snarl Raven jumped toward a nearby conveyor. She pushed off and flipped backwards onto the steps above, placing her behind the giant. From there she could see Levac’s eyes bulging and him mouthing the words, “Shoot him! Shoot him now!”
 
   “Chicago Police!” Raven yelled. “Let him go, you are under arrest.”
 
   The giant dropped Levac and turned, his fists clenching. Raven held up her badge. “Lie down on the floor and put your hands behind your back.”
 
   The grey-skinned man growled and charged.  Raven back-peddled and drew her pistol. She felt the comfortable weight in her hand and raised the barrel toward the charging figure, aiming low and to the right. She squeezed the trigger and the gun bucked in her hand, the barrel spitting flame and a silver-jacketed round. The bullet caught the target in the shoulder, spinning him sideways and causing him to stumble. He crashed through the rusting handrail and fell, impaling himself on the bottling equipment twenty-five feet below. Raven leaned over the edge and looked down at the body, her pistol at her side. The man’s blood was slowly filling a collection of old root beer bottles much more efficiently than they’d been filled back in the 80s. Not a drop was going on the floor.
 
   “Swell. That’s a lead that won’t be answering any questions.”
 
   Levac joined her, one hand rubbing the bruise on his neck. “Frost is going to be annoyed you killed another suspect. Thanks, by the way. You missed me by about an inch.”
 
   Raven turned away and walked back down the stairs. “At least I missed you. Come on let’s get Harvey and the boys in here so I can go face the music.”
 
    
 
    
 
   TWO HOURS LATER RAVEN SAT in Lieutenant Frost’s office, her legs crossed primly, one foot waggling. The office looked like something out of a B cop movie with grey filing cabinets, a wide grey desk with an antique telephone, windows that overlooked the city and blind-covered windows that looked into the squad room. The only decorations were a handful of photographs, including one of the Lieutenant and Raven’s father when they’d been partners, and a few dozen commendations, many with Raven’s name on them. 
 
   The Lieutenant sat behind his desk, a collection of files beside him. The thin, white-haired man was flipping through Raven’s report. It didn’t take long. When he looked up his steel blue eyes were angry and Raven had to stifle a grin. Anger just didn’t look right on Dick Van Dyke’s face.
 
   “You and Levac were doing a good job…right up to the point where you killed the only potential suspect in this case,” he said, closing the folder.
 
   “I didn’t actually kill him,” Raven replied. “I shot him in the shoulder. It was the fall and sudden stop on top of a few hundred broken bottles that killed him.”
 
   “Maybe if you weren’t using that damn cannon of your father’s it would have been a smaller wound and he wouldn’t have fallen!” the Lieutenant growled back.
 
   Raven rolled her eyes. “Get serious, Chris! You saw the body, that guy was seven feet tall and five hundred pounds, easy. He could have palmed your head, do you really think a nine millimeter or .38 would have done anything but irritate him? The initial report says he had enough speedball in him to drop a rhino; he probably didn’t even feel the .30 hit him.”
 
   Christian Frost ran a hand through his thick white hair and visibly made himself relax. “You’re almost certainly right, Ray, but I’m really getting heat for you carrying that thing and your shoot first methods. Your apprehension rate is through the roof, but your arrest rate is almost non-existent. Criminals are supposed to be brought in for a fair trial not shot on sight. You aren’t judge, jury and executioner. You’re a cop, dammit. The Captain is furious and it’s my ass he’s chewing on!”
 
   “There is nothing wrong with shooting as long as the right people get shot. Look, lieutenant, if you want me to stop shooting at the bad guys stop giving me and Rupe all the weirdest cases,” Raven said, leaning forward. “You know what we’re up against. What kind of slime we have to deal with. These aren’t the kind of perps who are going to let us arrest them and even if we do manage to bring them in, they will be back on the street in a few hours. Most of them are connected all the way to the top and if they aren’t they have other means.”
 
   “I can’t take you off those cases and you know it. Everyone else who gets a weird one ends up in Mercy General, or worse. What do you want me to tell IA?” Frost asked.
 
   Raven shrugged. “Just tell them the truth. I went for the good wound and this clown fell, probably because he was higher than a kite. If they want my badge, fine.”
 
   Frost bobbed his head and made a note on the file. “I’ll give it a shot, but no promises. It would help your case if you didn’t shoot anyone else today.”
 
   Raven stood and shrugged into her jacket. She tossed her hair over her collar and turned to leave. “I’ll give it a shot, but no promises. This one is already stacking up at the top of my weird shit meter. If IA comes calling, you’ll know where to find me and I’m happy to give Jordan a seven point suppository. Please give Cappy my best between chews.”
 
   She let the door close behind her and turned toward her desk. The rest of the squad watched her as she crossed the room and she smiled at the three new detectives, Evans, Reed and Sanchez who all looked at her with a mix of awe and terror. She took a seat behind her desk and started flipping through her files, aware of their eyes on her. Levac pushed off his desk and rolled his chair over next to her.
 
   “There was less yelling than usual, is everything okay?” he asked.
 
   “Just peachy,” Raven replied. “Infernal Repairs is as happy as always with my work, the Captain wants my Automag and my butt and the rookies are looking at me like I’m Harriett Callahan. Did we hear from Zhu about an ID on our vic?”
 
   Levac stretched and plucked his notebook from his desk. “He called around the time Chris was pulling some hair out. He identified our vic with dental records and DNA as one Wade Franks from Logan Square. His profile says he’s a high end bouncer for Club Black downtown.”
 
   Raven whistled. “That’s an expensive part of the city. Did you get an actual address from the DMV or are they insisting on a warrant?”
 
   “I did a little sweet talking and nabbed the address. I even got us a search warrant for his apartment. Some of us were working while you were in the principal’s office. Franks lives on West Palmer in a four story apartment building where he’s got a loft apartment, very sexy.”
 
   “Yeah, I bet they shoot porn there. It’s worth a try, let’s go check it out,” Raven said.
 
   Levac stood and Raven watched as he pushed his chair back in the general direction of his desk. He then emptied his pockets of cheeseburger wrappers and mustard packets.
 
   “Are you feeling okay, Rupe?” she asked.
 
   Levac grinned. “We’re going upscale. I need a pocket full of Starbucks and Wendy’s if I am going to impress the locals.”
 
   “I think you’ll need a clean coat, a suit that hasn’t been slept in and a haircut, but hey, some people like the scruffy look; maybe you’ll get lucky. Let’s roll.”
 
   Raven turned toward the back stairs. She was just through the door when she heard Levac mutter, “Who’s scruffy looking?”
 
    
 
    
 
   THE SHELBY RUMBLED THROUGH AFTERNOON traffic like a wolf stalking prey, the black and grey paint glistening in the pink-tinted sun. Raven tilted her shades back to look up at the oddly colored sun, ignoring how much it hurt her sensitive eyes.
 
   “It usually happens only a couple times a year,” Levac said. “This year is a little strange with two so close together.”
 
   “It’s annoying,” Raven replied, lowering her shades. “I have enough blood red in my life. The sun is supposed to be yellow and the moon is grey. I drew it enough times growing up to know the difference.”
 
   “Cheer up, Ray,” Levac said. “It’s a normal thing and will be gone in a few days.”
 
   Raven glowered behind her glasses and continued to guide her new Shelby through traffic toward one of the better sections of the city. Soon they were passing along the tree-lined streets of Logan Square; a low-key upper class neighborhood far enough from skyscrapers and industry to make it seem quietly quaint, but close enough to make commuting convenient. Levac pointed out Franks’ apartment building and Raven pulled into an empty spot between a Fiat 500 Abarth and a Toyota Prius.
 
   Franks’ apartment building was an odd combination of twenties revival mixed with Gothic elements such as a wrought iron security gate, gargoyles at the corners of the building and high, arched windows.  It was a strange-looking building, even for the ritzy part of town. Rumor was that Igor Steinmann had designed the place before moving to New York. The man was a wacko.
 
   Raven led the way past the security gates and through the heavy wooden doors into the building. Ice cold air hit her in the face and she shivered. The air conditioner was turned up to second ice age. She huddled in her jacket and approached the attractive young receptionist who was wearing a leather jacket.
 
   “Good afternoon,” she said, her breath spilling from her mouth. “How can I help you?”
 
   Raven pulled out her badge and placed it on the wide desk. “I’m Detective Storm; this is Detective Levac. We have a search warrant for Mr. Wade Franks’ apartment and a request that the temperature be turned up to somewhere above ‘meat locker’.”
 
   “I don’t believe Mr. Franks is in,” the receptionist replied, tucking a strand of brown hair behind her ear. “And I’m sorry but the air conditioning seems to be broken.”
 
   Raven picked up her badge. “Franks’ is out because he’s lying on a slab in the morgue… which is a bit warmer than your lobby. Can we have the spare key to his apartment, please?”
 
   The receptionist put a perfectly manicured hand over her mouth. “Mr. Franks is dead? Oh my!”
 
   “I’m afraid so, ma’am,” Levac said. “We would really appreciate that key so we can get on with our investigation and be out of your hair as quick as possible.”
 
   “Certainly, Detective,” the receptionist said.
 
   She opened a section of her desk and rifled through a collection of antique keys, eventually pulling out one labeled “Franks, 404” in large black letters.
 
   “Here you are. He’s on the fourth floor at the end of the hall,” she said, handing the key to Levac.
 
   “Thank you, ma’am,” Levac said. “Just one more thing, could I have your name for the file?”
 
   The receptionist smiled and Raven stifled a grin. Levac’s Codumbo routine always charmed young women. 
 
   “Melanie. Melanie Clark.”
 
   Levac smiled back and made a note in his rumpled notebook. “Thank you, ma’am. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “Thank you, Melanie,” Raven added. “Come on, Rupe.”
 
   The two crossed to the elevators and Raven looked up at the numbers as the elevator slowly came down from the higher floors. The elevators used an old-fashioned needle dial Levac no doubt thought was quaint.
 
   “She seemed like a nice girl,” Levac said.
 
   “Did your instincts tell you that, Codumbo?” Raven asked.
 
   Levac chuckled. “I think it was my eyes this time.”
 
   Raven stifled the pang of jealousy in her gut and turned back to the doors. The two had agreed not to let their feelings go beyond best friends. But she still felt them. In her heart he was more than a best friend.
 
   The elevator arrived and Raven stepped inside, keeping Levac from seeing the mixture of joy and jealousy on her face. Levac stepped in next to her and pressed the button for the fourth floor. The doors closed with a ‘ding’ and Levac leaned against the flower print upholstery while Raven glared at the control panel as if she’d never seen one before. The car started upwards with the whine of an antique electric motor and the faint squeak of old gears.
 
   The doors opened again on the fourth floor and the pair stepped out into a narrow, wood-paneled corridor with a pair of doors at each end. Raven’s sensitive nose picked up the scent of blood coming from the direction of Franks’ apartment, along with something else, an odd smoky scent she wasn’t familiar with. She looked meaningfully at Levac and drew her Automag. Levac drew his Colt and the pair moved down the hallway with Raven in front. She reached the door to the apartment and pressed one ear to the cool wood. There was no sound from within, which wasn’t unexpected. She tried the door and found that the lock had been broken by someone with great strength.
 
   She glanced meaningfully at Levac, knelt and pushed the door open. Levac popped through, his Colt held in front of him. Raven could see he was in a spacious apartment that had been divided into separate rooms by tasteful paper screens. The first room was a living room of sorts with a black leather sofa, big screen TV and all the latest video game consoles. Attached to this was a bar with black leather and chrome stools and a selection of top shelf booze. Some of the stools had been knocked over along with a Scotch glass; otherwise everything was quiet. He stepped further into the room and Raven followed, nudging the door shut with her heel. 
 
   The pair spread out and began a systematic search of the apartment. Raven peeked into what looked like a spare bedroom with a flat-pack bed so neatly made it looked like a store display, a side table and lamp. The side table contained a small amount of men’s clothing in a small size, all of it new with labels still attached.  Raven took a photo with her phone and turned to find that Levac had searched the bathroom. He held up a hand in the shape of a zero indicating he’d found nothing of interest and the pair turned toward the one remaining room, the master bedroom. 
 
   Levac slid the rice-paper divider aside; beyond was a spacious bedroom with a king-sized bed with a frame made of dark wood, two matching side tables, an armoire and two plates of half-burned candles. The red satin bedclothes had been tossed aside and the bed itself was slightly askew, as if it had shifted under a great weight and the far wall was spattered with high-velocity blood spatter. Raven took half a dozen pictures of the room for easy reference while Levac called Pocock for a scene investigation. She then entered the chamber and followed her senses; the strange smoky scent was strongest in this room. She followed the smell to the candles on the far side of the bed. Pieces of paper were mixed in with the wax as of someone had hastily tried to burn something in the only available flame. She took a picture and made a note to ask Harvey to piece together what was left in the candles. She then picked up the matchbook lying next to the plate. She wasn’t at all surprised it was from The Night Shift. She slipped it in her jacket pocket and glanced toward her partner.
 
   Across the room, Levac had pulled open the armoire. Inside was a collection of tasteful and expensive looking men’s clothing. What was more interesting was the half dozen weapons holstered on the back of the door, including what Raven recognized was a Ruger Super Redhawk, a Colt Delta Elite and a sawed off shotgun of the sort used in low budget shoot-em up movies. Levac took a picture of the weapons and began rifling through the pile of dirty clothing at the bottom of the armoire, eventually pulling out a tailored white shirt stained with wine and lipstick. He held it up so Raven could get a better look, photographed it and left it on the bed for Pocock to process.
 
   Raven turned away from Levac and looked at the spatter on the wall behind her. Judging by the pattern it had been made by someone attacking with a weapon on their left hand with great force. It just didn’t match a weapon she was aware of. A shotgun at a range that would cause a similar spray would have left pellets in the wall and a blade would likely have killed Franks outright.
 
   Tentatively she reached toward one of the wetter-looking spots and raised the blood to her lips: B positive with a hint of vitamin deficiency. She was certain it was Franks’. It didn’t look to have been a killing blow, but he should have bled all over the room. Why no blood anywhere else?
 
   When she turned around, Levac was picking something off the bed sheets with a pair of tweezers.
 
   “Whatcha got?” she asked.
 
   “Hair, long and black. It looks like Franks may have gotten a handful of his assailant before they took him down,” Levac replied. “Based on how fine it is I’d say it was a woman, but I’ll have Harvey run DNA on it for typing and a possible match. Maybe we will get lucky and the person who snatched Franks will be in the database.”
 
   “I don’t think we’re looking for a single perp,” Raven said, looking back at the blood spatter. “Franks was a big guy and obviously knew his way around weapons. I think we’re searching for evidence of multiple suspects.”
 
   Levac frowned and made some notes in his ever-present wadded up notepad. “Any thoughts on who else we’re looking for?”
 
   Raven shrugged. “Not a clue. Let’s keep poking. Why don’t you go ask the neighbors ‘just one more question’ and I’ll keep looking around here.”
 
   “Gotcha,” Levac replied. “Be right back.”
 
   He pocketed his notebook and left the apartment, closing the door behind him. Raven could hear him knocking on the door across the hall a moment later. Once he was gone she opened up her senses and closed her eyes. She could smell Franks; he’d worn very strong aftershave. She could also detect a hint of a more feminine scent. Franks had female company, the same female company on a fairly regular basis and she’d been present the night he was killed.
 
   She sniffed the sheets but could detect no signs of recent sexual activity, male or female. She tagged the covers for collection and processing anyway. You never knew and Harvey was pretty good when he wasn’t sweating in the summer sun.
 
   Finding nothing else of interest in the bedding, Raven turned her attention to the weapons Levac had discovered. All were loaded and ready to fire; the shotgun was loaded with wood and rock salt, an odd combination Raven noted for later investigation. She sighed and tapped her teeth, staring at the weapons. All the evidence suggested Franks had been in bed when he was attacked and the weapons were within arm’s reach…yet he hadn’t even gotten one out of its holster. Either the attack was amazingly swift and silent or he’d been too distracted by burning whatever was stuck to the candles to defend himself.
 
   Raven exited the bedroom and headed back into the living room. At first glance nothing seemed out of place. Whoever had broken in and taken Franks had come in when the victim was asleep and had gone straight to his bedroom; they hadn’t disturbed anything as far as she could tell. 
 
   She frowned and turned toward the bathroom, again letting her nose guide her. It was somewhat atypical of other bachelors’ bathrooms she’d encountered. For one it was clean; the faint smell of cleaning products lingered in the air, hidden only by Franks’ cologne and amazingly expensive shampoo guaranteed to stop hair loss.
 
   She rifled through the medicine cabinet and vanity. Mixed in with shaving cream and nose hair clippers was a selection of very expensive cosmetics of the kind worn by women trying to look far younger than they were. Raven tagged each piece for trace. By the time she finished and returned to the living room, Levac had come back from asking questions, pad in hand and crime scene team in tow. Harvey Pocock was sweaty, as always, his black hair matted to his head as if he’d been in the rain. Four technicians flanked him like destroyers around a battleship.
 
   “’sup Detective Storm?” Pocock asked, extending a hand.
 
   “Hi, Harvey,” Raven said, ignoring the sweaty palm offered her. “I want the whole apartment processed with a focus on any latent prints that don’t belong to the victim. Otherwise, it looks like the action happened in the bedroom.”
 
   Harvey withdrew his hand and opened his mouth. Raven just knew he was about to make a sarcastic quip about ‘action’. 
 
   Before she could stop him Levac said, “Don’t say it.”
 
   Pocock stopped and almost coughed on the sentence before stammering, “What?”
 
   “Your joke about action in the bedroom,” Levac said. “If you want to leave here with your dignity in one piece, just keep it to yourself.”
 
   Pocock glanced again at Raven and hurried away with his crew in tow.
 
   “Am I really that bad?” Raven asked, watching the team go to work.
 
   Levac smiled. “I just know you. Harvey is a good kid, I don’t want to see you snark him to death before he even gets started.”
 
   “He’s good, but he’s not Aspen. Our girl could run rings around that guy,” Raven replied. “Anyway, what did you find out?”
 
   Levac chewed on a piece of gum and flipped backwards through his notebook. “Going with a nighttime assault, the folks at the end of the hall near the elevator didn’t hear anything. One Mrs. Wynona Tucker says she fell asleep with her knitting sometime after watching an old Martha Stewart episode. She lives alone unless you count the eight cats. Across the hall from her are Mr. and Mrs. Jaden Wilburn. Mister Wilburn was at work and the missus was asleep. I double checked and confirmed Mr. Wilburn was at work at the hospital where he’s a night shift nurse. I also asked about anything strange during the day in case our victim is a late sleeper. Mrs. Tucker says she saw a tall blonde man in the hallway earlier in the day, but assumed he was visiting the young lady across the hall, Danika Ray.”
 
   Raven folded her arms. “So tell me about Miss Ray.”
 
   Levac laughed and flipped to another page. “Miss Ray reported hearing noises when she came home from work. She didn’t notice anything and just figured Wade had brought home another girl for the night. He apparently likes it rough.”
 
   “She didn’t see anyone? What about the blonde guy Mrs. Tucker saw?” Raven asked.
 
   “Danika said she didn’t know him and was asleep. She works evenings at Club Purgatory,” Levac replied. “She got home a little before midnight and heard the noise.”
 
   “What day was this?” Raven asked.
 
   “Last night,” Levac said. “And the patrolman found Franks outside Isle of Night at about six a.m.”
 
   Raven whistled between her teeth. “So he was snatched, killed, skinned and displayed in seven hours or less. It’s about forty minutes to the old bottling plant, another ten or twenty to Old Town bringing this whole thing to six hours. How long does it take to skin and salt a human being?”
 
   “I have no idea but it would think you would have to have some practice to do it in such a short time,” Levac replied.
 
   Raven’s next statement was cut off by the shrill ring of her telephone. “She pulled it out and answered, “Yes, Doctor Frankenstein?”
 
   “Very funny, Ms. Storm,” Ming Zhu, director of the city Forensic Lab replied in his thick Indian accent. “I’ve got information for you on your two corpses and it isn’t of the type I want to share over the phone. Can you and Rupert get down here right away?”
 
   Raven glanced at her watch and moved toward the door. “We can be there in about half an hour. What’s wrong?”
 
   “Just get down here, you have to see this!” Zhu said. The line then went dead.
 
   Raven slid her phone in her pocket and grabbed Levac. “Time to leave, Zhu’s in a tizzy to show us something. He probably found a pubic hair where it didn’t belong and thinks it’s the holy grail.”
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   MING ZHU, NOW DIRECTOR OF the state forensic laboratory, still preferred to keep his office in the place where he’d started; the city morgue. It was a long-standing joke that Raven couldn’t keep her stomach during autopsies and had once been sick all over Lieutenant Frost’s brand new shoes. She had a hard time explaining it wasn’t the autopsies that bothered her, but the smell. The old building had once been a slaughterhouse and not even decades of cleaning could remove the smell of blood and offal that, to Raven’s sensitive nose, wafted from every crack, drain and tile in the building. Raven was convinced that part of the reason Zhu kept his office in the morgue was because it annoyed her. She and Levac had the highest number of stiffs by far and were frequent visitors.
 
   Raven drove behind the Victorian building and parked in a spot marked ‘Police only’.  Some clown had scratched the word ‘LeStorm’ across the sign as a joke. Raven didn’t find it funny.
 
   She slipped out of the car and swallowed a handful of nausea pills while she looked up at the building. It hadn’t changed over the years; orange bricks, mortar stained by old age, barred windows and an iron gutter Alfred Hitchcock would have loved. Above the building hung the blood red moon, now visible even in the day. Raven frowned at it.
 
   “What’s wrong? Feeling sick already?” Levac asked.
 
   “That damn moon,” Raven replied. “It’s giving me the creeps.”
 
   Levac offered an arm. “Come on, partner, let’s go see what we can see.”
 
   Raven linked her arm with Levac’s and followed him toward the doors. They signed in at the guard station, passed through the lobby and headed down the stairs to where Zhu kept his office. The pastel colored walls and plastic plants intended to make the morgue more appealing didn’t do much for Raven’s mood. It was a morgue and no amount of decoration or disinfecting spray was going to hide the fact. A morgue was a morgue.
 
   For once the fluorescent light outside Zhu’s office wasn’t flickering on and off like a bad special effect, a definite improvement.  But his office was also empty which meant he was back in his lab deep in someone’s guts. Raven sighed and led the way down the green and white tiled hallway. At the end of the hall were four exam rooms, but the lights were on in only one. Through the glass she could see the bright chrome exam light, white ceiling tiles and safety lamps that lit the room. She knew the floor was green and white tile with a single brass floor drain she despised and the walls were white tile like an old bathroom. She had every inch of Ming’s lab memorized and still she hated it. 
 
   Holding her breath she pushed through the doors and found the small Indian man, his face hidden by a surgical mask, leaning over Franks’ body. The salt had been cleaned from the corpse and he now looked like a display of musculature from a museum, complete with semi-gloss preservative. Ming looked up when they entered and lowered his mask. His black goatee and mustache were as shiny as ever and his perfect teeth showed beneath the black lip fur when he smiled.
 
   “Detectives! It is so good to see you!” he said, his arms wide like he was hugging them. “I have much to show you. Let us start with this poor man here.”
 
   Raven exhaled and tried to keep the ancient smell of blood and rotten flesh out of her nose. “Whatever you say, Ming.”
 
   Ming Zhu straightened and looked at Raven with concern in his eyes. “Detective, are we going to have another incident?”
 
   “Not if you hurry up!” Raven growled.
 
   Zhu motioned for the detectives to come closer. When they were next to him he tilted the victim’s head to the side revealing three jagged wounds that ran below his skull from back to front, tearing the artery.
 
   “This is the wound that killed Mr. Franks. Based on the tearing I would say it was done very swiftly and with three very sharp bone instruments.”
 
   “Bone?” Levac asked.
 
   Zhu nodded. “Bone. I found bone fragments in the wounds when I cleaned them. They match bone weapons found in the ruins of Native American settlements across the country, but most especially the bone claws used by renegades in the 1860s. Based on the wounds, body temperature when found and ambient temperature, I am putting his death at two a.m.”
 
   Raven looked more closely at the wounds, swallowing the bile trying to rise in the back of her throat. “So you’re telling me this guy was killed by a hundred and fifty year old Native American who thinks he’s a comic book character.”
 
   Ming frowned. “I doubt that. Harvey made a mold of the wounds and we’re trying to match the patterns up to any known modern weapon. Meanwhile…”
 
   Zhu moved down the body and pointed out a variety of discolorations. “These bruises suggest this man was beaten. And I mean beaten badly before he died.”
 
   The doctor raised a pectoral muscle out of the way making Raven gag at the stench. “He has three broken ribs on this side, two more on the other. Detective, don’t you dare throw up on my cadaver!”
 
   Raven held up a hand and shook her head. She felt Zhu’s eyes on her and forced herself to meet them. His eyes were filled with concern, but he proceeded down the corpse to the victim’s feet.
 
   “The victim also had his hamstrings cut at some point, based on the condition of the tendons I would say it was shortly before he died,” he said. “Damage to the surrounding soft tissue of the ankle indicates a similar bone weapon was used.”
 
   Levac made notes in his pad. “Our victim was beaten, hamstrung and finally killed before being salted down and left for us to find, is that about right?”
 
   “Approximately, Detective, approximately,” Zhu said. “I cannot stress, however, the trauma this man went through before his death. Were his skin intact I have no doubt he would be missing fingernails and look like he’d gone ten rounds with George Forman while blindfolded. Many of his smaller bones are broken, muscles are torn…he didn’t take his fate easily.”
 
   Raven uncovered her mouth and pointed at several deep lacerations in the muscle and bone. “What are these? Part of the fight or torture or whatever?”
 
   “I would definitely say he was in a fight not torture, based on the tissue damage. But those, my dear Raven were made by one of the tools used to skin Mr. Franks. The Native Americans had a special knife that scraped along the inside of large game, removing the skin and upper layer of fat while leaving everything else relatively unscathed. A similar tool is still used today. No one cares if their steak has a couple scratches.”
 
   “Can you get me a picture of this thing?” Raven asked.
 
   Zhu grinned. “I don’t have to, you collected one of the tools yesterday.”
 
   “I thought so,” Raven said. “Is there anything else or can I go get fresh air?”
 
   Zhu smiled, his eyes crinkling with a sort of mad excitement. “Detective, this isn’t what was so urgent. You must see this, please come to the next room.”
 
   He stripped off his gloves and pulled on a fresh pair while he led the two detectives across the hall to another exam room. He snapped on the light and walked into the room. This lab was virtually identical to the first save that there were two floor drains drooling the noisome smell of blood and offal. Raven gagged and turned away, leaning against the door frame. She felt Levac’s hands on her shoulders and she drew strength from him. When she felt better she turned and smiled her thanks.
 
   “I’m okay. Let’s look at whatever Zhu has and get the hell out of here.”
 
   Levac smiled and made an ‘after you’ motion. Raven turned and led Levac into the next lab where Zhu was waiting next to the grey-skinned giant.
 
   “Are you all right, Raven?” Zhu asked, his brow furrowed with concern.
 
   “I’m fine, Ming. What’s up with the jolly grey giant?”
 
   Zhu looked down at the body and pulled apart the skin over the chest cavity revealing a ribcage built like armor. He lifted that off to expose the organs beneath. Raven recognized the heart and lungs, but not much else, especially since it was all covered in what, to her, looked like lace cheese.
 
   “Heart, lungs, cheese, what’s the big deal?” she asked as seriously as she could.
 
   Zhu threw up his hands in disgust. “How does a detective fail basic anatomy? Detective, that ‘cheese’ as you call it is some kind of connective tissue I have never seen before. This man is also missing several important organs including a liver, gallbladder and kidneys. In short, he shouldn’t have been alive.”
 
   “Could he be some kind of mutant? Birth defects or something?” Levac asked.
 
   Raven rolled her eyes. “Can we get away from super hero theories please?”
 
   “No, no!” Zhu said excitedly. “I believe Detective Levac is correct. I found a related case in the files. A similar man was found on October 9th, 1871 during the great fire. He was largely dismissed due to the ongoing insanity at the time however the physical description fits this man perfectly.”
 
   Raven frowned. “You’re saying this guy is a member of a family that has bizarre birth defects?”
 
   Zhu grinned again. “Exactly, yes. I am not done dissecting him, that will have to wait until after your investigation, but I am excited about the possibilities. This could be a whole new species!”
 
   “Do you think our perp is a member of the same family as the one from the fire?” Levac asked.
 
   “If you mean do I think he or she looks similar, I doubt it,” Zhu replied. “Based on the size of this man’s brain, which is a rival for perhaps an intelligent dog, he couldn’t do much more than follow instructions. An entire family like that would never be able to remain hidden in the city.”
 
   “Any other weirdness you want to lay on me?” Raven asked.
 
   “Just one more thing,” Zhu said, winking at Levac.  
 
   With some effort, he rolled the large man onto one side and showed the detectives a symbol burned into the man’s shoulder: A circle with a cross through the middle.
 
   “This was burned into his flesh years ago,” Zhu said.
 
   Levac ran a hand over it then took a photo with his phone. “Any idea what it means?”
 
   Zhu let the cadaver down and shook his head. “There was nothing mentioned in the old file. The closest Harvey has found so far is a gang sign from the twenties. We will keep digging and let you know if we find anything useful.”
 
   “Thanks, Ming,” Raven said. “We’ll catch you later.”
 
   Raven turned to leave, followed by Levac who also thanked the doctor. 
 
   “You’re quite welcome, Detectives,” Zhu called after them. “Raven, good job not tossing your cookies!”
 
   Raven covered her mouth with one hand and hurried outside where she gulped air in great lung-fulls, trying to get the scent of blood out of her nose. Levac put his hand on her back stood beside her until she stopped panting.
 
   “Are you going to make it, Ray?” he asked.
 
   Raven nodded and straightened, cracking her back. “Yeah. It’s just the smell of all that old blood. You’re lucky you can’t smell it.”
 
   Levac grinned. “Just admit you hate autopsies.”
 
   “Anyone who doesn’t hate autopsies needs to see a therapist. Let’s get back on the road, I need to clear my head,” Raven replied.
 
   Levac walked around the Shelby and grabbed the door handle. “Where are we going?”
 
   Raven looked at him over the roof of the car. “To get a burger. Then I thought we’d head to Club Black and see if anyone there noticed anything unusual with Franks. They should be open for tea by then.”
 
   Levac blinked at Raven. “A burger? After seeing that?”
 
   Raven swallowed hard. “Seeing what?”
 
   Without another word she slid behind the wheel and brought the behemoth to life. Levac joined her, his eyes on Raven, his hand on his stomach. Raven glanced at him then nosed the Shelby toward a burger stand she knew and loved.
 
    
 
    
 
   A SHORT TIME LATER, RAVEN parked the Shelby in an almost empty lot on the edge of The Dark, a part of the city that had been abandoned several years previously. Scientists had given up trying to figure out why electricity, especially lights, failed to work within the zone. Almost everyone had moved out of the Dark after Xavier’s coup a few months before; only the criminal and the desperate ventured there now.
 
   The lot was surrounded by a chain link fence lined with wrecked and burned out cars. Anyone trying to enter by any way other than the gate was going to find themselves standing on razor sharp steel, melted glass and anything else Hartwin Ainsworth could find.
 
   In the middle of the lot was a large diesel generator and a camp trailer originally designed for two cozy campers and maybe a dog. It had been converted into a kitchen that served a variety of food, as long as it was burgers, dogs, fries, chips and fried fish.
 
   A dozen picnic tables chained to old lampposts hosted a handful of diners from nearby businesses. It may have looked like something out of a post-apocalyptic video game, but Jeezburgers made some of the best lunches on this side of the city. Ainsworth made your order when you ordered it and nothing ever went to waste.
 
   Raven walked past the other diners, took a seat at the small bar outside the trailer and smiled at Hartwin. “Hey, Hart, you can smell this place from two blocks away. What’s cooking?”
 
   Hartwin Ainsworth, dressed in black pants and a pristine white shirt pushed his long black hair behind his ears and leaned on the counter. “I trust it’s a good smell, Ms. Storm. Can I get you and your friend something?”
 
   Raven grinned at Ainsworth’s cockney accent and said, “I’ll take one of your famous Jeezburgers with everything, a side of chips and a water. Rupe?”
 
   Levac was still looking around the strange fenced-in lot. “What? Oh! Um…fish and chips sounds good, with a cherry coke.”
 
   “Right you are, sir!” Ainsworth replied. “I’ll have your lunch ready in a jiffy.”
 
   Ainsworth set about making their meals and Raven sat listening to the sizzle of fresh meat on the grill and the burble of the deep fryers while Levac sipped a cherry coke and flipped through his notepad. After a time she became aware of a strange tingle on the back of her neck. She picked up her water and turned on her stool, her eyes surveying the crowd of diners. None of them were paying her or Levac any mind. She raised her eyes and looked out the gate. A delivery van was parked in front of Harrison Bank, one of the few branches still operating near The Dark. Two men were loading boxes into the back of the truck while a third sat behind the wheel of the truck, his eyes hidden behind aviator glasses.
 
   “Hey Rupe, don’t delivery trucks usually deliver things?” Raven asked.
 
   Levac followed her gaze to the van. “They pick up, too. Why? What’s up?”
 
   Raven took a swig of her water then stood and started walking. “Bad guys doing bad things. Stay here and call in a 033 at Harrison Bank.”
 
   “What about your lunch?” Levac asked.
 
   “Hart, keep my burger warm, I will be right back.”
 
   “Aye, Miss Ravenel,” Ainsworth replied.
 
   Raven walked across the street toward the parked delivery van. One of the men outside stopped loading boxes to face her while his partner kept working.
 
   “Can I help you?” the delivery man asked.
 
   “Do you think you could put your hands on the side of the van and admit you and your buddies are robbing the bank?” Raven asked. “That would make my life a lot easier.”
 
   “What?” the delivery man asked.
 
   Behind him the other man had loaded the last box and pulled out a sawed-off shotgun he was trying to hide by his leg.
 
   “Forget it,” Raven said.
 
   She lashed out and punched the first man in the stomach with her left fist. He doubled over and her knee caught him in the face, knocking him out while she drew her Automag and pointed it at the second thief’s head.
 
   “Drop the shotgun and put your hands on your head, you’re under arrest!” Raven said.
 
   The thief’s eyes crossed as he tried to focus on the cannon covering his nose and he dropped the shotgun to the ground with a clatter. He raised his hands and made a grab for Raven’s pistol, pushing it aside.
 
   “Go, Rico, go!” he yelled.
 
   Raven kicked out with her foot, burying the pointed toe of her boot deep in the thief’s crotch. He crumpled around his own personal slice of pain as the delivery van began to move. 
 
   “Not a smart move, bub,” Raven said.
 
   She handcuffed the two men together, holstered her pistol and ran after the retreating van. She caught one of the swinging cargo doors and hung on to the top, gritting her teeth when the madly swaying door slammed into the frame, squashing her fingers. The world then went spinning as the truck rounded a corner and she swung out into the open air to slam into the side of the truck with a thud. She could feel blood coming from beneath her fingernails and she felt her vampiric side trying to take hold. She swallowed her pain and anger and hung on as the truck made another wild turn, trying to scrape her off on a passing eighteen wheeler. Raven ran along the side of the tractor’s trailer and pushed off to land on top of the delivery truck. She rolled and came up on one knee, blood streaming from beneath broken fingers. Ignoring the pain, Raven crept forward and slid down the windshield of the van. She pulled out her badge and slammed it against the glass, leaving a smear of blood from her injured fingers.
 
   “Detective Raven Storm, Chicago Police! I’d like to see your license and proof of insurance!” she yelled.
 
   Inside the truck was a muscular Hispanic man whose biceps threatened to split the arms of his stolen uniform shirt. He blinked in surprise at the detective clinging to the windshield visor, his surprise slowly becoming a look of malice. The truck came to a screeching halt throwing Raven through the air to land several yards down the street. She rolled to one knee, a bloody hand pressed to the pavement for balance. After a moment she raised her head and glared daggers at the driver who grinned and revved the truck’s engine. Raven stood and drew her pistol. Blood ran down her hand, along the barrel and dripped onto the pavement. She disregarded it and continued to glower at the driver. His grin faded and the truck lurched forward, accelerating toward Raven. She watched it come, her eyes still locked on the musclebound thug behind the wheel. With precision born from years of practice Raven raised the Automag and shot the driver through the forehead, his brains spraying against the stainless steel wall of the truck. She stepped aside and let the truck roll by to come to a safe stop against an old telephone pole. She then began walking back to where she knew a warm burger with sauce, extra pickles and a sesame seed bun was waiting. She would report the incident later; she was in no mood for one of Frost’s lectures about using her weapon.
 
   Her fingers had started to heal by the time she dropped heavily onto her stool back at Jeezburgers. She grabbed a handful of napkins and wiped off as much blood as possible, nodding at Ainsworth who placed her burger, chips and a fresh bottle of water in front of her. Levac finished the piece of fish he’d been gnawing on and turned to look at Raven. She knew he was looking at her torn jacket and jeans, but she paid no attention to him, choosing to savor her burger instead. Ainsworth had managed to keep it warm, but juicy with a hint of blood and she could feel her fingers healing and her strength returning. After a few bites, she wiped her lips on a napkin and turned to Levac.
 
   “What the hell happened?” he asked before she could say a word. “You look like you got hit by a truck!”
 
   “The bank was being robbed, as the nice officers behind us are learning,” Raven replied. “I stopped them and was almost run over by a truck.”
 
   “We heard a shot, Miss Ravenel,” Ainsworth added.
 
   Raven shrugged and turned back to her meal. “The driver was less than cooperative.”
 
   “You’re supposed to take me with you, not tell me to stay here,” Levac said.
 
   “Don’t start that again!” Raven said around a mouthful of burger. “I thought I was just going across the street not four blocks!”
 
   Levac sighed. “Which is why you take your partner with you, Ray.”
 
   “He has a point, Miss Ravenel,” Ainsworth said.
 
   Raven glanced in annoyance at Ainsworth and finished her burger, sopping up the bloody juice with a piece of bun. She then pulled a roll of cash out of her jacket’s breast pocket and tossed three bills on the bar, enough to cover both lunches.
 
   “Thanks, Hart,” she said. “It was delicious as always.”
 
   Ainsworth bowed from the waist. “You are welcome, Miss Ravenel. Do come again, maybe next time the bank won’t be robbed.”
 
   Raven smiled and turned toward the gate.  She heard Levac mutter something to Ainsworth and then his footsteps as he hurried to catch up. 
 
   Back in the Shelby Levac laid a hand on Raven’s before she could start the car.
 
   “You’re doing it again.”
 
   “Doing what?” Raven asked, not meeting his eyes.
 
   “Treating me like a mushroom. I thought we were past this,” Levac said.
 
   Raven sighed and turned to Levac. “We are, Rupe. I’m sorry, okay?”
 
   She and Levac stared at each other for a long moment before Levac sighed and leaned back in his seat. “So what do your instincts tell you we should do now?”
 
   Raven turned the key and listened to the engine’s rumble, her nails tapping on the steering wheel. “Club Black. They’re open now. Let’s go see if anyone there can tell us anything about Franks and who he may have been with last night.”
 
   Levac plucked at the strings hanging from Raven’s torn jacket. “We’re not really dressed for Club Black.”
 
   “We’ve got badges, we’re always dressed for the occasion,” Raven said with a smirk.
 
    
 
    
 
   CLUB BLACK SAT IN THE heart of the Chicago Loop and was a very popular nightspot for both the city’s upper crust as well as tourists looking for the best wine, cheese, cigars and modern jazz the city had to offer. The black mirrored structure was an office building of sorts, with the lower level rented out to the club. Raven knew for a fact the upper levels contained a variety of vampire-owned businesses of the less bloody type. Even vampires needed something to do to keep from being so bored their brains atrophied.
 
   She parked the Shelby on the street, fed the meter with her police-issued card and traded her torn denim jacket for the old aviator’s A2 she kept in the trunk. She pushed up the sleeves on the slightly too big jacket and joined Levac at the door to the club where he was speaking with an attractive middle-aged man who had salt and pepper hair and wore a black suit. As Raven got closer she realized what appeared to be a polite discussion was the maître’d refusing Levac access to the club.
 
   “What’s the problem?” she asked, stopping next to Levac.
 
   “This…gentleman is refusing us entrance,” Levac replied. “He says we need a warrant or a membership.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Raven asked.
 
   “You do not have a warrant and are not members of the club,” the maître’d replied. “I’m sorry, but club rules are very strict on membership.”
 
   Raven grabbed the man’s tie and yanked him halfway across the podium. “You listen to me, little man. I happen to know you don’t require membership and this club is on city property. My badge means I can come in and ask questions pertaining to a police investigation. Now do you want to allow us entrance or am I going to arrest you and drag your skinny butt to jail? My lieutenant would love it if I made an arrest instead of shooting someone.”
 
   She let go and the tall man loosened his tie and took a deep breath. “My apologies, officers. Please enter and enjoy your stay.”
 
   “Thank you,” Raven replied.
 
   Levac opened the door and Raven ducked under his arm to enter the lobby. What she saw was red. Red, red and more red. The carpet was red, the round benches were covered in red leather, the hostess desk was red leather…the black lacquer walls made the red stand out in bright and somewhat annoying contrast.
 
   Behind the desk was a painfully thin young Asian woman with waist length black hair. She was wearing a red dress the same color as the leather decor matched with black fingerless gloves. She smiled and beckoned the two detectives closer.
 
   “Can we arrest people for bad taste?” Levac asked as they crossed the lobby.
 
   Raven shook her head and whispered back, “No but with our luck they’ll have to redecorate after we leave anyway.”
 
   They reached the hostess’ desk and the lithe woman smiled another warm greeting. “Welcome to Club Black. I’m sorry, but we do have a strict dress code, business dress is required.”
 
   Raven placed her badge on the desk. “We’re not here for a martini. Is there a manager around?”
 
   The hostess examined Raven’s badge for a moment then handed it back. “Of course, Detective Storm. One moment.”
 
   The young woman typed some keys on a pad in front of her and spoke softly into the Bluetooth device connected to the strap of her dress. After a moment she turned her attention back to Raven and Levac.
 
   “Ms. Hisakawa will be with you in a moment. Please feel free to have a seat.”
 
   “We appreciate your cooperation,” Raven said. “Thanks.”
 
   The pair took a seat on one of the circular benches and Raven tried not to feel like a little girl waiting at the doctor’s office. Something about the décor unnerved her.
 
   A few minutes later an Asian woman entered from the bar. She was dressed in a smart black pantsuit and boots. At her neck was a red gemstone that carried on the club’s theme of red and black. It made Raven want to vomit.
 
   The two detectives stood and the manager extended her hand to each of them. “I am Noa Hisakawa, manager of Club Black. You are Detectives Storm and Levac? What can I do for you?”
 
   “Ms. Hisakawa, is there somewhere we can talk more privately?” Levac asked.
 
   Hisakawa bowed and turned away. “Of course, please follow me.”
 
   She turned toward a piece of wall that looked just like every other piece of black lacquered wood, however at Hisakawa’s touch the wall opened to reveal a short staircase and a well-lit office.
 
   “Please, make yourselves comfortable,” Hisakawa said, standing near the door.
 
   Raven stepped down into the office, followed by Levac and finally by Hisakawa who allowed the door to close behind her. 
 
   The office was similar in style to the club, however here it was all black and white. A black desk was centered in the octagonal room in front of a white leather chair. Two more chairs of matching leather sat opposite the desk and a white sectional sofa sat against the far wall. Raven and Levac took seats in the chairs near the desk while Hisakawa sat behind the desk. She leaned forward and steepled her fingers, her red nails clicking against each other.
 
   “Now, Detectives, how can I help you?” Hisakawa asked.
 
   Levac flipped open his rumpled notepad. “Ms. Hisakawa, are you aware one of your bouncers, Mr. Wade Franks, is dead?”
 
   Hisakawa’s face barely twitched. “No, I was not. He was expected for his regular shift later today. May I ask what happened?”
 
   “He was found early this morning hanging from a gargoyle in Old Town. I can’t release any other details, I’m sorry.”
 
   “As am I. Wade was a good man and an excellent employee,” Hisakawa said. “He will be missed.”
 
   “Can you tell us what shift he worked?” Levac asked.
 
   “He normally worked eight to midnight Wednesday through Saturday.”
 
   “Which means he didn’t work last night, correct?” Raven asked.
 
   “Correct,” Hisakawa replied. 
 
   Levac made a note and continued, “Was he here at all last night?”
 
   Hisakawa shook her head. “No. I haven’t seen him since he left Saturday night.”
 
   Raven leaned forward, her sensitive nose twitching at the amount of perfume Hisakawa was wearing. “Do you know if Mr. Franks had any difficulties with anyone here at the club? Did he have any arguments or anything like that?”
 
   “I do not believe so,” Hisakawa said. “Mr. Franks was always very professional. I require all my staff to remain so. No fraternizing, no relationships beyond ordinary friendship, no stealing…this is an upscale environment and I intend to keep it that way.”
 
   “That is admirable of you, Ms. Hisakawa,” Levac said. “Could you tell us if Mr. Franks had any friends we could speak to?”
 
   “Wade wasn’t close with very many members of the staff aside from myself and Giselle, the hostess. As security he was posted in the lobby unless called into the bar and that occurred only on rare occasions,” Hisakawa said. “He did speak with Josef Diarmait quite often, perhaps he can help you further.”
 
   “Where can we find Mr. Diarmait?” Levac asked, making a note in his pad.
 
   “In the humidor. He is our tobacconist and I believe he and Wade were quite close.”
 
   “Thank you, Ms. Hisakawa,” Raven said, standing.
 
   She pulled out one of her cards and left it on the desk. “If you think of anything else please call, day or night.”
 
   “You are welcome, Detective, and I will.”
 
   Levac stood and offered Hisakawa a clumsy bow which she returned with a nod of her head. The two detectives were almost to the door when Levac half turned.
 
   “Ms. Hisakawa, just one more thing, if you would.”
 
   “Yes, Detective?” Hisakawa asked.
 
   “You said you were close to Mr. Franks. Have you ever been in his apartment or had sexual relations with him?” Levac asked.
 
   Hisakawa’s face froze. “No, Detective, our friendship was strictly professional.”
 
   “Of course, ma’am, of course. No offense intended,” Levac said in his best Peter Falk voice. “You have a good evening.”
 
   The two detectives exited into the lobby and Raven took Levac aside.
 
   “What was that about?” Raven asked.
 
   “I couldn’t help noticing Ms. Hisakawa’s hair is similar to the hair I collected in Franks’ apartment,” Levac said.
 
   “Good catch. What did you think of her answer?” 
 
   “I think I am going to start a full background check on her,” Levac replied.
 
   “A Codumbo hunch?” Raven asked.
 
   “Yeah. A feeling,” Levac said. “She was lying about something. I’ll follow up on it later, let’s see what the tobacconist has to say.”
 
   Raven followed Levac down the steps and into the bar. At this hour the bar was already filling up with young professionals dressed in expensive suits and dresses. A handful of people turned to watch the detectives as they passed. Raven glanced back at them and followed Levac into the large humidor located at the far end of the club. A burly man with close-cropped blonde hair and biceps bigger than her thigh sat behind a counter filled with a selection of meerschaum pipes, cigar cutters and lighters. All around the rest of the room were glass and wood cases filled with the world’s finest cigars and the room was heavy with the scent of tobacco and smoke.
 
   “Good evening to you,” the man said in an English accent. “You snuck in here right proper. What can I get you before security comes for a visit?”
 
   Raven raised her badge. “Are you Josef Diarmait?”
 
   “Yes, officer, I am. What is this about?” Diarmait replied.
 
   “Wade Franks was found murdered this morning,” Levac said. “Did you know Mr. Franks?”
 
   “Someone murdered Wade? Can you tell me what happened?” Diarmait asked.
 
   “I’m afraid we can’t divulge any details in an ongoing investigation,” Raven said. “Mr. Diarmait we’ve been told you and Mr. Franks were close. Do you know of anyone who may want to hurt Mr. Franks? Including yourself?”
 
   Diarmait spread his hands. “I never had any reason to hurt Wade, he was one of my best friends. He spotted me down at the gym, we worked out together. He did make enemies, though. It is hard not to when you’re the security guard escorting spoiled rich kids out into the street after they’ve had one too many. I know he received some threats, but he never took any of them seriously. Most of these guys have trouble opening pickle jars let alone taking a guy like Wade.”
 
   Levac scribbled in his pad making a scratching noise. “Do you think any of the people who threatened Mr. Franks might hire someone to hurt him? Maybe to get revenge on their behalf?”
 
   Diarmait paused and then stood, craning his neck to look out the window of the humidor. After a moment he pointed at a thin man in a shiny grey suit. The young man was drinking a cosmopolitan and laughing with a group of similar-looking young suits.
 
   “See that kid with the red hair? Wade threw him out a few weeks ago for getting fresh with a waitress. The skinny little pikey said he was going to tell his father and have Wade taught a lesson,” he said.
 
   Raven looked and made a note of the kid’s face. He looked familiar but she couldn’t place him. “Who is his father?”
 
   “John DiFronzo.”
 
   “No nose DiFronzo?” Raven asked in surprise.
 
   “The very same,” Diarmait replied.
 
   “Now that sounds like probable cause to me,” Levac said.
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Diarmait,” Raven said. “Rupe, time to have a chat with No Nose junior.”
 
   The pair exited the humidor and walked across the bar where the young DiFronzo was knocking back another cosmo. He looked up when Raven approached and whistled appreciatively.
 
   “What have we here? You’re a little under dressed, but I like that in a woman,” he said. “Can I buy you a drink?”
 
   “Francis DiFronzo?” Raven asked.
 
   The young man frowned. “Frank. Only my mom calls me Francis. Who are you?”
 
   Raven held up her badge for what felt like the millionth time. “Detectives Storm and Levac. We would like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “I do mind,” DiFronzo replied, turning away. “Go bother someone else.”
 
   “Mr. DiFronzo, you can talk to us here in private or you can talk to us downtown,” Levac said. “We can bring you in for forty-eight hours.”
 
   “What for?” DiFronzo asked.
 
   “Drinking a cosmo and annoying me after a long day,” Raven said. “Talk to us now or in a nice clean interrogation room. It’s your choice.”
 
   “Fine. Let’s go outside,” DiFronzo said.
 
   Raven and Levac followed the young man out through the lobby and into the street. Afternoon had faded into a pink-lit twilight that made Raven’s palms itch and she glanced up at the rising moon. It looked like someone had painted it with pink camouflage; it wasn’t a good look. Raven frowned and returned her attention to DiFronzo.
 
   Once outside he pulled a cigarette case from his jacket pocket, retrieved a Camel and began tapping it against the case.
 
   “You got me out here, what is this all about?” he asked.
 
   Levac pulled Franks’ photo out of his notebook. “Do you know this man, sir?”
 
   DiFronzo looked at the picture and sneered. “Yeah he’s the so-called bouncer for this joint,”
 
   “Was,” Raven said.
 
   DiFronzo frowned. “What?”
 
   “He was the bouncer for Club Black,” Raven said. “He was killed last night. How do you know him?”
 
   “He threw me out a few weeks ago for flirting with a waitress,” DiFronzo said. “I make a point of getting the names of people who disrespect me.”
 
   “What do you do about people disrespecting you?” Levac asked.
 
   DiFronzo opened his mouth to speak, but stopped and smirked as a Mercedes limousine pulled up to the curb. A pair of men got out and moved to flank the two detectives. Both wore black suits tailored to hide their muscle-bound physiques and concealed weapons.
 
   “Are these people bothering you, Mr. DiFronzo?” one of them asked in a voice like gravel.
 
   “As a matter of fact, Nunzio, they are,” DiFronzo replied.
 
   Levac held out his badge. “Excuse me, sir, we are police officers questioning Mr. DiFronzo. We have reason to believe he can assist us with a case we’re investigating.”
 
   Nunzio took Levac’s badge and appeared to read it with some difficulty before tossing it away. He then stepped aside to let DiFronzo get into the car.
 
   “Mr. DiFronzo isn’t answering anymore questions tonight.”
 
   “I wasn’t done,” Raven said. “Mr. DiFronzo is now a person of interest in a murder investigation. He’s under arrest for the next 48 hours.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” the other man said, flexing shoulders any linebacker would envy. “You can come by the house in the morning with a warrant. Move along.”
 
   “That’s usually our line, sir,” Levac said, retrieving his badge. “Is Mr. DiFronzo resisting arrest?”
 
   Nunzio cracked knuckles with a sound like a sack of walnuts being crushed. “You could say that.”
 
   “Then you and your buddy are both under arrest as well. Please put your hands on the roof of the car and spread your legs,” Levac said.
 
   The other man laughed, “I don’t think you understand who you’re dealing with.”
 
   “Oh the hell with this,” Raven growled. 
 
   She kicked Nunzio in the knee, shattering the joint and sending him to the ground in a crumpled heap. Next to her, Levac punched the second man in the stomach and followed it up with an elbow to the back of the man’s head, sending him to the ground next to his partner. Raven stepped over the two guards, reached into the back of the big Mercedes and dragged DiFronzo out by his tie.
 
   “Pay attention, you pencil-necked little brat!” she snarled. “I don’t like having your dogs sicked on me and I don’t care who your daddy is; he doesn’t frighten me. I get scarier things out of cereal boxes. Unless you really want to see scary, get your ass against that wall and don’t move!”
 
   DiFronzo paled and moved to place his hands on the wall. Raven patted him down while Levac cuffed the muscle-twins and called for backup.
 
   “Scarier things from cereal boxes?” Levac asked while he waited for a response from dispatch.
 
   “Yep. I lead an interesting life,” Raven replied.
 
   “Remind me not to have breakfast at your house.”
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   FULL DARK HAD FALLEN AND the Windy City was lit by the strange pink moon looming in the sky like an ominous lollypop. Every news and radio channel was talking about the Wolf Moon and how it came only once every one hundred years, as opposed to the blood or harvest moon that happened yearly. By the time she and Levac got back to the District House Raven was sick of hearing about it and had switched the radio over to an eighties station. Something about eighties pop always made her feel more secure.
 
   She parked in her usual spot and the two detectives adjourned to their second floor office. Patrolmen had taken in their three collars; Nunzio and his partner would be arraigned for resisting arrest and threatening an officer. They would likely be back on the street within twenty-four hours. DiFronzo however was currently being held for forty-eight hours without bail or charges, keeping him where Raven could find him. Frost was letting him sweat in a cell before Raven questioned him about his involvement with the Franks murder.
 
   Raven flopped into her chair and looked through her inbox. Zhu had sent over his complete report on Franks. He’d identified the murder weapon as bone, but had been unable to match the bone type or the weapon to anything in the database. His guess was that it was something handmade. On the one hand that made it harder to find. On the other it meant it would be an easy match once they found the weapon.
 
   He had also run the chemical composition of the sea salt. Based on the chemicals present in the compound he’d determined it was salt from the Pacific Ocean, a brand known as Pacific Blue that was not sold locally. Most sea salt sold in grocery stores was Atlantic or Pink Himalayan salt. There was only one major distributor that could provide the amount of salt used on Franks. They were closed, but Raven put it on her list for tomorrow. Not many people would have ordered that much salt and had it sent across the country. Whoever they were looking for either had a large bankroll, which made DiFronzo an even more likely suspect, or a local supply of the salt.
 
   “Hey, we got something from Harvey,” Levac said from his desk.
 
   Raven swiveled around. Where her desk was neat and tidy, his desk looked like it lived under its own personal hurricane. She pushed aside some of the food cartons so she could see what he was looking at. It looked like a grainy Youtube video.
 
   “Harvey managed to pull the elevator camera footage. It isn’t great, but that’s a blonde man that fits Dani Ray’s description,” Levac replied. “He entered the building twice. Once at about six in the morning the day of the murder, the second time at about midnight the same day. Both times he gets on and off on the fourth floor.”
 
   “Is it possible to get a decent still image? I’d like to show this guy to DiFronzo and see what kind of reaction I get.”
 
   Levac frowned. “I’m not Aspen, Ray. The best I can do is a screen capture of his face when he enters. The image isn’t all that great.”
 
   “Snag it and let’s try it anyway,” Raven said. “I’m going to have junior moved to interrogation.”
 
   Levac finished capturing the photo while Raven went about the process of calling down to holding to have DiFronzo moved to interrogation. Ten minutes later Raven was looking through the one way mirror that separated her from the interview room. She’d chosen the one with plain blank cinder-block walls, a stainless steel table that was bolted to the floor and some of the most uncomfortable metal chairs known to man. She let DiFronzo squirm on one for a solid twenty minutes before she handed her Automag to Levac and entered the room with the Franks file under her arm as well as a record of junior’s short but illustrious career. The kid looked up when Raven entered and he sneered.
 
   “Where is my lawyer, bitch?” he asked.
 
   “That’s Detective to you, Mr. DiFronzo,” Raven said.
 
   DiFronzo smirked again. “My apologies.  I meant ‘where is my lawyer, Detective Bitch’.”
 
   Raven closed the door and placed her files on the desk. “It seems he’s been detained. Probably for quite some time, all things considered.”
 
   “Then I’m not answering any questions,” DiFronzo replied.
 
   “That is your right,” Raven said. “However it may be in your best interest to cooperate. Daddy won’t be happy if you go down on a conspiracy charge before you’ve had a chance to really get your hands dirty in the family business. A kid like you will be very popular in super-max and I guarantee that’s where you’ll end up if you keep screwing with me.”
 
   “I won’t see the inside of a prison and you know it,” DiFronzo retorted. “My father owns half this city and the police along with it.”
 
   Raven shook her head. “That isn’t the brightest thing you could have said on a recorded statement, but not the dumbest thing you’ve said today. Your dad will be proud when I send your attorney a copy. And let’s be clear. Your daddy doesn’t own me.”
 
   DiFronzo visibly paled and Raven sat across from him, her face carefully blank.
 
   “You said earlier you knew Mr. Franks and he had, in the course of his duties removed you from Club Black, is that correct?”
 
   DiFronzo folded his arms. “I told you I’m not answering any questions until I see my attorney.”
 
   “Yes, I heard you. I just know you’re wrong,” Raven replied. “Your earlier statement to me and Detective Levac was corroborated by a member of the staff who saw the altercation. He also stated he heard you threaten Mr. Franks’ life.”
 
   DiFronzo said nothing, but Raven’s enhanced senses detected an increase in his heartbeat and she could smell the sick scent of nervous sweat.
 
   “Did you threaten Mr. Franks?” Raven asked.
 
   “I want my attorney,” DiFronzo repeated.
 
   Raven glared and let some of her vampiric side out. Her eyes darkened and her nails lengthened; she smiled at DiFronzo and could almost feel his blood go cold. Though the changes were barely visible, she knew she exuded the aura of fear that all vampires generated when stalking prey.
 
   “This will go much easier if you just answer my questions, Mr. DiFronzo,” Raven said. “One more time, did you threaten Mr. Franks?”
 
   DiFronzo nodded, his eyes locked on Raven’s. “Yes, but it was no big deal! I just thought my name and the threat would be enough to put a scare into him!”
 
   “Did you tell your father about the incident? About Franks laying hands on you?”
 
   “Yes… I tell dad everything. He says he likes to keep an ear on the Loop,” DiFronzo said.
 
   Raven pulled the elevator camera still from her file and placed it in front of DiFronzo. “Do you know this man?”
 
   DiFronzo picked it up with handcuffed hands and studied it. After a time he said, “It looks a little bit like Albano Caito, but it’s a crappy photo. It could be anyone.”
 
   “And who is Albano Caito?” Raven asked, putting her vampire side back in its cage.
 
   DiFronzo swallowed. “He’s one of my father’s low end button men. He just joined the family a few weeks ago.”
 
   Raven put the photo away only to exchange it for a photo of Franks’ skinless corpse. “Did you ask your father to do this to Mr. Franks?”
 
   DiFronzo glanced at the photo and looked away, his face turning green.
 
   “Jesus, what happened to him?”
 
   “He was skinned. Answer the question. Did you ask your father to do this to Franks?”
 
   DiFronzo swallowed hard again. “Caito uses knives so I guess anything is possible. But I didn’t ask Dad or any of his men to do anything. All I did was tell him what had happened and that I felt disrespected.”
 
   “Which could make you an accessory to murder,” Raven said. “Now for the $25,000 question. Where do I find this Caito?”
 
   “I don’t know his address, but I know he hangs out every night at the Green Mill Lounge over on North Broadway,” DiFronzo said. “Look, Detective, if my father had Franks murdered I had nothing to do with it. Yeah I felt embarrassed, but I’m not part of my father’s business or his dealings, you know?”
 
   “We’ll keep it in mind,” Raven replied. “For now I’m keeping you here as an accessory to murder and recommending you be held without bail.”
 
   “What? You can’t! My father will kill me!” DiFronzo replied.
 
   Raven stood and gathered her things. “Watch me.”
 
   She turned and knocked on the door. Levac opened it and she started out. She paused at the threshold and looked back.
 
   “Mr. DiFronzo… When you told your father what had happened, what did you think he would do?”
 
   Raven walked into the corridor before DiFronzo could answer; she didn’t really care what he thought. 
 
   Levac was waiting for her in the hallway. “I’ve got him set up for transport to the city lockup in the morning. Frost is holding him on conspiracy and as an accessory to murder.”
 
   “Nice. How’s his attorney holding up?” Raven asked.
 
   “He was having apoplexy by the time he arrived, something about the police blocking every road to the station,” Levac said with a grin. “We kept him upstairs until the paramedics thought his blood pressure was down to a safe level.”
 
   “Thanks, Rupe,” Raven said. “That kid would never have opened up with that pig of an attorney there holding his hand. Without him, I think we have enough to go question this Caito guy. I doubt we have an address on him, but the kid gave me a tip on his location. Feel like a little Jazz?”
 
   “Are you buying?” Levac asked.
 
   Raven laughed and headed for the elevator. “Only if you keep Scotch off your tie.”
 
    
 
    
 
   THE GREEN MILL LOUNGE ORIGINALLY opened in 1907 and had been in the same location on North Broadway ever since. The mafia had used the club on dozens of occasions and still made frequent use of the “hidden” tunnels beneath the club. Rumor was that the old tunnels extended throughout the city and you could cross the entire Loop without ever coming above ground. Others said they hid something far more sinister than booze, guns and drugs. So far the police hadn’t caught the current owners involved in anything illegal, but the club was too well located and had too much history for the mafia not to lean on them if and when necessary.
 
   The outside of the Green Mill Lounge was lit up with a gold glitter-like sign surrounding antique neon that picked out the club’s name just as it had for decades. Beneath the sign was the club entrance, a discrete antique door next to two green-curtained windows. Jazz could be heard blaring from behind the door from dusk till dawn and though it was outside Old Town, House Tempeste vampires visited the club on a regular basis; the music was just that good.
 
   Raven parked the Shelby half a block away and the two detectives joined the line waiting to get inside. As usual the audience was made up of tourists in jeans and tee shirts, business men and women in suits and dresses and couples dressed to the nines. The club had no dress code; some people just wanted to hang out, some people wanted to relax after a lousy day at work and others just wanted to give a visit to such a piece of the city’s history a sense of occasion.
 
   When they reached the door, Raven handed the fifteen-dollar cover charge to a handsome young man in a dark green suit and the two detectives found a table with a good view of both the stage and the rest of the club. Levac ordered a Scotch and water, more water than Scotch and Raven ordered a cranberry club soda with a bowl full of warm pretzel bites from the restaurant next door.
 
   It wasn’t long after their second drinks that the band started up. Raven had never heard of them, but they were good, playing a mix of thirties and forties jazz with both enthusiasm and skill, something well worth the cover charge for the night.
 
   Raven was enjoying her third cranberry soda when she spotted Caito enter with an attractive dark-haired woman. Caito, tall, thin, blue-eyed and tanned was wearing a light grey suit and a blue shirt. Raven detected at least one knife under the suit. The woman was dusky skinned and golden eyed and looked like she’d ridden in on a Harley; Black leather pants, tank top, studded leather jacket and a black bandana that held her dreadlocks in place. Raven could see a knife sheathed at her waist and another in a sort of sheath up her left sleeve.
 
   Raven tapped Levac’s arm and pointed at the couple, who were just taking seats by the stage. The two detectives finished their drinks and stood, approaching Caito and his date from behind. Raven fielded the couple’s drinks from the waitress and set them down on the table along with her badge. Caito took a sip from his drink and looked at the badge on the table.
 
   “Good evening, Ms. Storm,” he said without looking up. “How can I help you?”
 
   “Mr. Caito, I was wondering if you would mind answering a few questions for me,” Raven replied.
 
   “Bother me later, I’m in the middle of a date,” Caito replied, waving his hand dismissively.
 
   Raven grabbed Caito’s hand and twisted it behind his back. “I think you’ll talk to me now. Get your ass out of that chair!”
 
   She yanked Caito to his feet, startling the people next to him and pulled him toward the door.
 
   Outside, Raven spun Caito around and pushed him against the wall with one hand. She pulled the knife from his belt and slammed it point first into the brick wall. “Now that I have your attention, I have some questions for you and you’re going to answer them, is that clear or should I write it in crayon?”
 
   “Detective, do you have any idea who I am?” Caito asked, straightening his tie.
 
   “One of DiFronzo’s cockroaches,” Raven replied. “I’m not impressed. Where were you last night?”
 
   Caito shook his head. “If you aren’t afraid of my boss, you’re just as dumb as your father was.”
 
   Raven’s eyes darkened and she wrapped her hand around Caito’s throat. “What do you know about my father?”
 
   “That he was stupid enough to get himself killed for not being afraid of the right people,” Caito replied.
 
   “Did No Nose have my father killed?” Raven growled.
 
   Caito choked as Raven’s hand tightened on his throat. “I…ain’t…saying…anything…”
 
   “Ray! Ray, let go!” Levac called, exiting the club.
 
   Raven let go of Caito, but continued to glare at him, her eyes glowing green. 
 
   Levac stepped between the two and looked at Raven. “You can’t question a suspect if you pop his head like a zit!”
 
   Raven took a deep breath, focusing on Levac. “You’re right, Rupe. Let’s call it in and get this clown back to the District. He has some explaining to do.”
 
   Levac was about to reply when Caito’s arm snaked around the detective’s neck, his wrist blade at Levac’s throat. “Sorry, Ms. Storm, I ain’t going to the District, the boss will have my nose, if I’m lucky.”
 
   Caito turned and started backing away, taking Levac with him.
 
   “Mr. Caito, you’re only making this worse,” Levac said. “You’re adding assault of a police officer to your list of charges. Let go of me and we can work this out.”
 
   “Shut up, Columbo!” Caito snarled. “Or I’ll slit your throat and let the detective here grieve over her dead partner.”
 
   “That’s never going to happen, Caito,” Raven said, drawing her Automag. “Let him go and you just might make it through this night alive.”
 
   Caito laughed and kept backing toward a nearby alley. “What are you going to do, shoot Mr. Levac? This isn’t a movie, Detective.”
 
   Raven concentrated and the growing darkness became bright as day. She raised the Automag and aimed at Caito, who was slightly taller than Levac. “I said let him go.”
 
   “Ray, now wait just a second,” Levac said, raising his hands.
 
   “You won’t do it,” Caito said. “I will. I’ll spill this bastard’s blood all over the sidewalk if you don’t drop your gun.”
 
   Raven let out a breath and squeezed the Automag’s trigger. The bullet narrowly missed Levac and punched through Caito’s collarbone like it was old cheese. Bone splintered and he staggered, letting go of Levac, who backed away from Caito and began to feel his shoulder.
 
   “Did you shoot me?” Levac yelled.
 
   Raven grabbed Caito’s unwounded arm. “You should have let him go. Come on, get up!”
 
   Caito growled and slapped Raven’s hand away with surprising strength. He then stood and ran down the alleyway, leaping up onto a fire escape and disappearing into a nearby building.
 
   “Damn,” Raven muttered. “Rupe, you’re fine, stop feeling up your shoulder and keep an eye on Caito’s girlfriend. If she tries to leave before I get back, arrest her. I don’t care if it’s for jaywalking or picking her nose, arrest her!”
 
   Levac stopped checking his shoulder for bullet holes and looked back at Raven. “I can’t believe you shot at me again. Are you trying to kill me?”
 
   Raven rolled her eyes. “Stop whining, you’re alive. I’m going after Caito.”
 
   Waving away Levac’s continued protests, she ran down the alleyway after her fleeing suspect. She ran up the first two flights of the fire escape then leapt to the roof. Her feral eyes spotted Caito on the next roof. He was leaning against an air conditioning unit and checking the damage to his collarbone.
 
   Raven ran across the roof and jumped across, rolling when she landed. She was up and running again before the gravel had even settled from her impact. Caito turned when he heard her boots on the pea gravel and he ran, dodging through the air conditioners and exhaust vents before leaping across another alleyway. He skidded, but kept his balance, running toward a large office building on the opposite side of the building. Raven followed, closing the gap between herself and Caito. In seconds she caught up to him and tackled him into an air conditioning unit, their weight denting the cheap aluminum. Caito shook his head and lashed out with a flurry of blows that would have made Jet Li proud. Raven blocked about half of them, ending up with her lip bleeding. Caito hadn’t fared much better. One of Raven’s punches had left him with a broken nose and an eye that was already swelling shut.
 
   “Give up?” Raven asked, wiping blood from her lip.
 
   “Fat chance,” Caito replied.
 
   He ejected a knife from his left sleeve and threw it underhand. It was aimed at Raven’s throat. Her reflexes allowed her to dodge the blade, but only just and she felt it bite deeply into her left bicep.
 
   “Goodnight, Detective,” Caito said.
 
   The injured man turned and ran; at the far side of the roof Caito pulled his shirt over his head and jumped sailing across the wide gap to crash through a window a story below.
 
   Raven pulled the knife from her shoulder, slipped it in a pocket and followed. She stopped at the far side of the roof and watched Caito, apparently uninjured by the fall. He picked himself up dusted himself free of broken glass and continued running. 
 
    Who is this guy? she wondered.
 
   Not about to let a suspect in two homicides get away, Raven took several steps back, ran and jumped. She crashed through a window one floor below Caito and fell flat on her face, pieces of glass tearing at her clothes. She gritted her teeth against the pain and let her heritage do its work; she was up and running even as her wounds started to heal. She kicked open a nearby fire door and took the steps two at a time, coming out on the second floor. She jogged down the hallway and onto a balcony that overlooked the first floor lobby. Below her, Caito was exiting the main stairs and walking casually toward the doors, his jacket over his wounded arm. Raven vaulted the railing and dove, driving Caito face first into the stone-effect tile. He squirmed beneath her so she grabbed him by the hair and slammed his face into the ground twice more, knocking him unconscious with the third blow.
 
   She sat on his back and held her head, feeling faint. Several people came forward asking questions. Through the haze she barely noticed them, doing little but flipping out her badge.
 
   “You have the right to remain unconscious,” she said. “If you say anything while unconscious it can be held against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. I’m sure your scumsucking boss will get you a good one, but if you cannot afford an attorney I will get someone who will screw you nine ways to Sunday…”
 
   “What are you doing, Detective?” one of the onlookers asked.
 
   Raven looked up at the woman and wiped another tickle of blood from a cut in her lip that was refusing to heal. “I’m reading this guy his rights.”
 
   The short brunette looked confused. “But isn’t he unconscious?”
 
   Raven nodded and patted the back of Caito’s head. “I certainly hope so. Don’t worry. He’ll be mirandized again after his nap. Besides, he already knows his rights, this guy has a sheet as long as your leg.”
 
   Just then Levac charged in with two patrolmen behind him. “Nobody move!”
 
   “Marvelous,” Raven said as the crowd around her put up their hands. She stood and walked through the crowd to where Levac and the patrolmen were standing in some confusion. She pointed at the two patrolmen and jerked a thumb at Caito’s unconscious form. “You two get that piece of trash out of his crater and book him for assault, resisting arrest, and pissing me off to no end.”
 
   The three officers holstered their weapons and the two patrolmen left to do as Raven had said. Levac looked Raven over and opened his mouth. Raven cut him off.
 
   “No, I’m not okay, yes I’m bleeding, yes I need a drink and you were right on time. I think the crowd was getting unruly. They could have rioted at any second and buried me in business cards,” she said. “Please make sure Caito gets read his rights when he wakes up and catch a ride with the blue boys, I’m going home. I’ve had enough for one day.”
 
    
 
    
 
   AN HOUR LATER, RAVEN LAY in her antique tub surrounded by the soft glow of sweet cream and vanilla scented candles. Dominique had prepared a cocktail of claret and Moscato wine that Raven found almost tolerable; she sipped at the mix and felt her strength returning. Levac had called ten minutes before to confirm that Caito was being held on a one million dollar bond which pretty much ensured that he would be there for questioning in the morning. It was unlikely No Nose would cough up a million dollars in cash for a low-level enforcer, even if the guy could run like a scared rabbit.
 
   She sank back into the warm sudsy water and finished her drink, trying not to gag on the cloying taste of blood at the bottom of the goblet. When she was through she set the goblet aside and stared at the ceiling. Caito had mentioned her father and implied No Nose had something to do with his murder. There had been no leads in his death and it had been filed as unsolved. If Caito or No Nose knew something, Raven intended to find out what it was no matter the cost. It was odd, though. How would Caito know if he just joined the family? Something just wasn’t adding up.
 
   She sighed and closed her eyes, feeling sleep approaching. She was just starting to float in a pleasant half-asleep state when someone knocked on the door.
 
   “Miss Ravenel?” Dominique called.
 
   Raven sat up in the tub. “Yes, Dominique?”
 
   “Your mother needs your assistance.”
 
   Raven rolled her eyes and climbed from the tub. “I’m coming, what’s wrong?”
 
   “One of your sire’s followers is making an official challenge for the throne,” Dominique replied.
 
   Raven dried off quickly and pulled her hair into a ponytail. When she opened the door Dominique was holding leather pants, a bustier, jacket, boots and a sword.
 
   “What’s the hell is the sword for? Get my Automag.” 
 
   Dominique looked down. “I’m sorry, Ravenel. The challenger demanded trial by sword.”
 
   “Swell,” Raven snarled. “What idiot is challenging her, anyway?”
 
   “Astaroth Brinley,” Dominique said, helping Raven dress. “He is seconded by Francois Du Guerre.”
 
   Raven glared at the wall and finished getting dressed. A few minutes later she hurried down the stairs after Dominique, the heels of her boots almost silent on the hardwood steps. She followed her mother’s familiar into the ballroom, which was being cleared of furniture, and stopped next to Valentina who was sitting primly on her throne, legs crossed at the knee, a glass of claret in one hand. She raised an eyebrow at Raven, but otherwise didn’t speak.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Raven asked in a whisper.
 
   Valentina didn’t look up. “It would seem Astaroth and Lord Du Guerre believe I am unfit to be the Mistress of the City; several vampires and familiars have recently gone missing, an issue they believe is my responsibility. They have therefore placed a formal challenge. And you are late.”
 
   Raven’s eyes glowed and she leaned closer to her mother, her voice pitched low. “There is no court tonight, Mother. I agreed I would be here for court, I never agreed to be here twenty-four seven.”
 
   Valentina frowned. “These are your people, my daughter. I expect my Fürstin to be by my side every evening.”
 
   “Then find another Fürstin, Mother. Or learn to fight,” Raven replied. “I’m trying to get a life.”
 
   She turned away and strode across the ballroom to where Astaroth and Du Guerre were standing. Astaroth, a tall man with silver hair and a full beard was dressed in black pants and a medieval jerkin over a blousy white shirt. A Scottish sword was sheathed at his hip. A step behind him stood Francois Du Guerre dressed in black leather, a katana held in one hand like a cane. Raven stopped in front of them, anger etched in her face.
 
   “Francois, what are you doing with this bottom-feeding troll?” she asked, ignoring Astaroth.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Astaroth asked.
 
   “Shut up,” Raven ordered, meeting Astaroth’s eyes. She then turned back to Francois.  “Well? Are you helping Strohm again? Cause last time I checked, my sire was a skull pinned to a stone with a sword you gave me.”
 
   “Astaroth asked me to be his second, Ravenel,” Francois replied in even tones. “I accepted. It is that simple.”
 
   Raven shook her head. “It’s never that simple with you and you aren’t this stupid. You always have an ulterior motive.”
 
   Francois simply stared. Raven stared back for a beat before turning to Astaroth. 
 
   “Your challenge is accepted. You have until I get to my sword to ready yourself. Under the laws of the Totentanz, should you be wounded and unable to continue the fight I may choose a second weapon. I choose Automag pistols.”
 
   Raven saw Francois’ eyes widen at her choice and she looked at him. “Still want to be this moron’s second?”
 
   She didn’t give him a chance to answer. She turned on her heel and made her way back across the room to where Dominique held her sword. She drew the custom-made katana from its sheath and examined it. The silvered blade was thirty inches long and had been sharpened with a laser. It would cut paper as easily as it would cut through a head. The blade ended in an ebony hilt wrapped in red and black shark skin that wicked sweat from her hands and helped her keep her grip. Her brother Thad had made it for her after Xavier had tried to kill her with a blade just like it.
 
   She tested the blade with her thumb and turned as a single drop of blood ran down the curved steel. Across the room Astaroth drew his own sword and raised it in salute. Raven disregarded the salute and walked toward the middle of the room, her katana held in one hand. Astaroth met her, his eyes going from a drab grey to a fiery blue.
 
   “Last chance, Astaroth. Lay down your sword and forget your challenge and I will make sure you get to keep your head,” Raven said.
 
   Astaroth raised his sword and examined the notched blade. He then smiled and swung it in a roundhouse blow intended to remove Raven’s head. Raven ducked the swing and cartwheeled backwards, ending in a guard position with her katana held in both hands.
 
   “I’ll take that as a no,” she said. “Dad always said ‘a man’s got to know his limitations.’ I guess you’re as stupid as you are ugly.”
 
   Astaroth charged, bringing his sword down in another swing, the blade whistling like a speeding train. Raven blocked the swing and gritted her teeth as the scraping blades showered her with sparks. She kicked out with one foot, catching Astaroth in the stomach and pushing him back several steps. She followed up with a flurry of attacks, the two blades becoming a blur of silver surrounded by golden sparks. She ended the series with a punch that knocked out one of Astaroth’s teeth and sent him scurrying backwards again. He paused and looked Raven up and down as if seeing her for the first time.
 
   “I underestimated you, Fürstin Ravenel,” he said, twirling his massive blade in one hand.
 
   “I get that a lot,” Raven replied. “Are you going to fight or are you going to stand there playing Conan all night?” 
 
   Astaroth chuckled and switched his blade to his left hand. “I won’t underestimate you again, little one. It’s a pity you have chosen to stand with your mother instead of your father. You’re a miracle.”
 
   “My father was a cop. Strohm was just a mosquito that happened to bite my mother, nothing more,” Raven said.
 
   Astaroth’s face darkened and he stepped forward, his sword held at the ready. He approached more cautiously this time and Raven watched him. His moves were different, more like a swordsman and less like a raging Scot on an ancient battlefield.
 
   Shit… he’s left handed, Raven realized. 
 
   She switched her grip on her katana just as Astaroth attacked, his notched blade a shimmer of silver as he cut for her head. Raven blocked and blocked again, sparks dancing around her and her opponent as they circled. She refused to back away and was cut several times for her stubbornness. She ignored the blood oozing from her arms and torso and kept fighting, searching for an opening. When she saw it she didn’t hesitate. She blocked Astaroth’s attack at her side with her blade and spun into his guard, her elbow catching him in the nose and making him stagger. She then pirouetted and slashed, her sword cutting through his neck. Blood fountained and Astaroth stumbled backwards to fall on his rear, his blade clattering on the floor as he tried to keep his head attached to his neck. He gagged on the blood filling his mouth and made an attempt to speak, but Raven refused to listen. She lashed out with her right boot and kicked the vampire’s head from his shoulders. Both his head and body exploded into flame and ash that fell to the marble floor like black snow, swirling around Raven’s legs. 
 
   Raven dropped her sword and continued toward Francois who was standing just where she’d left him. She pulled her Automag from beneath her jacket and aimed at Francois who straightened in surprise. Behind her Valentina began shouting something, but Raven kept walking. She’d had enough. She squeezed the Automag’s trigger over and over again, each round punching a hole in the wall around Francois. She ejected the magazine when she reached him and rammed another one home, her glowing green eyes never leaving his.
 
   “Let me make this clear to everyone present,” she snarled. “Obviously I didn’t get my point across last night. Lady Valentina is the Mistress of the City by right of ascension and right of conquest. She continues to hold that position because I killed Lord Strohm and gifted his ashes to her as her Fürstin. Strohm is dead. I held his burning skull in my hand. Now, only one among you is a Master. Unless you, Francois Lord Du Guerre are going to place a challenge right here, right now, I expect you all to pledge your allegiance to the Lady of the Night as required by the Totentanz. This fighting can’t continue and I would just as soon start shooting now rather than later.”
 
   “I have no intention of fighting you or making a challenge, Ravenel,” Francois said.
 
   “Except you just did with that Astaroth nonsense,” Raven replied. “If he’d backed out I’d have been fighting you. And believe me, nothing would make me happier than to blow your smirking head off.”
 
   She turned to everyone in attendance, meeting their eyes as she turned, her Automag held at her side. One by one the vampires stepped forward and knelt, pledging their allegiance to Lady Tempeste before filing out of the ballroom to disappear into the night.
 
   Raven turned back to Francois. “Well? Are you going to pledge your allegiance to Mother or am I going to be sweeping you up with a dustpan?”
 
   Francois fiddled with his sword for a moment, his eyes locked on Raven’s. After a moment he bowed and walked toward the seated Lady Valentina. Raven followed, her finger tight on the trigger of her Automag. 
 
   Du Guerre stopped a few paces from Lady Tempeste, knelt and held his sword in his hands. “I pledge my fealty to you, Lady Tempeste, and beg forgiveness for my actions this night.”
 
   Valentina took a sip from her goblet and examined Du Guerre as if he were a butterfly under glass.
 
   Theater, Raven thought. Vampires and their bloody theater.
 
   Finally Valentina spoke. “You are forgiven and your loyalty accepted, Lord Du Guerre. You are dismissed.”
 
   Du Guerre kissed Valentina’s ring and stood. He half bowed to Raven and exited, his boots ringing on the floor. Valentina waited until Du Guerre was gone before turning her attention to Raven.
 
   “I can’t say I am thrilled with your methods, my daughter,” she said. “But well done. You may have brought us a measure of peace.”
 
   “It was worth a try, Mother,” Raven replied. “I’m getting sick of vampire politics and infighting.”
 
   “As am I, Ravenel. My daughter, did you really mean I should find another Fürstin?”
 
   Raven sighed and holstered her Automag. “No, Mother. No one will protect you as well as I do. But I do ask you remember I am your child first and your Fürstin second. I don’t like being treated like some sort of lap dog who comes when she’s called. If I am nothing to you but your Fürstin then I have no reason to be here.”
 
   Valentina paled and raised a hand to her mouth. Dominique placed a calming hand on Valentina’s shoulder. “What do you mean, Ravenel?”
 
   “I mean I remain Fürstin because I love my mother, not because I believe in those ridiculous laws of the night,” Raven said. “If Mother doesn’t return my feelings, then it is time for me to move out and get on with my life. I have a job to do and a life of my own.”
 
   “Ravenel…” Valentina started.
 
   Raven threw her hands up in disgust and exited the ball room muttering, “My name is Raven. You’re my mother. You would think you could at least get that right.”
 
    
 
    
 
   DAWN ROSE AND RAVEN LOOKED out the window and over the estate grounds. Everything was bathed in the glow of a pink sun. She was grateful there would only be a few more days of the weird sky before things went back to normal.
 
   With a sigh she closed the curtains and got dressed for the day. When she headed out, it was in a pair of slim-fitting leather pants, a silk tank top and a light sweater that helped conceal her pistol in a paddle holster on her right hip. She donned black leather boots and slid her silvered knives into the concealed sheaths before topping the outfit with a silver ponytail clip and a black leather jacket.
 
   She left the estate quietly and motored toward the city, heavy metal playing on her stereo and her mind on her interrogation with Caito.
 
   When she reached Bronzeville she called ahead to records and had her father’s file moved to her desk. She was hoping Caito could shed light on both cases.
 
   The city was busy getting ready for the day and Raven had to slow down, even stopping at red lights. She glared at them and tapped her fingers on the steering wheel while she waited for the lights to change. 
 
   It was half past seven when the Shelby cruised past the front of the district house. She was surprised to see a classic black Lincoln limousine parked in the no parking zone in front of the building and she slowed to take a look. The windows were tinted, but her vampire eyes told her only the driver was inside.
 
   She rolled past and pulled into a spot behind the building next to Levac’s Nash. She hurried up the steps to the office. It was strangely quiet and the lights were out, only coming on when the sensors detected her presence. She frowned, but proceeded to her desk where Levac had left her a chocolate donut covered in sprinkles and a cup of her favorite coffee. She picked up the donut and put it aside with distaste before popping the top on the coffee and taking a long sip.
 
   She took a seat and rifled through the thick file a records clerk had left for her. Mason Storm was the name on the folder. Her father had held many nicknames in his lifetime, including Lucifer, but Mason Storm was the name he was buried under.
 
   She read through both Lieutenant Frost’s notes as well as her own from when she’d reopened the case when she had first made detective. All the indications had been that he was killed by someone he knew; someone who had access to the Shelby and the police-issue revolver that was locked in the trunk in the original box.
 
   Out of curiosity, Raven opened her laptop and checked through the files there. After a little digging she was able to connect Rayne DeGrey, a madam Raven had taken down a few months previously, through her own father’s intermediaries to No Nose DiFronzo. DeGrey’s father had been taken down by Mason Storm. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to connect the dots. It was a good bet that DiFronzo had something to do with Mason Storm’s death. But he hadn’t been the trigger man. Perhaps Caito had been? It seemed unlikely, he wasn’t old enough and was new in town according to his background check.
 
   “Ray?” Levac called, pushing through the office’s main doors.
 
   Raven smiled. “Hey Rupe, where have you been? This place is like a ghost town.”
 
   “Nobody is in yet,” Levac said. “And we’ve got problems. Two of the rookies turned up dead behind Luigi’s this morning and No Nose is here with his cronies demanding the release of his son and Caito. He says that he’s heard more cops will die if his boy isn’t released by noon.”
 
   “Heard? My ass he’s heard. The fat bastard ordered the hit. Who is taking their case?”
 
   “Michaels and Montoya,” Levac replied, making a face.
 
   “Which means it’s a case that won’t be solved,” Raven said. “Not if No Nose is involved. Where the hell is Frost?”
 
   Levac shrugged. “He’s not in yet. You’re the ranking officer on duty.”
 
   “Marvelous.”
 
   Raven stood and hurried out of the homicide office and onto the spacious second floor balcony. All divisions except traffic branched off the balcony; traffic took up most of the first floor along with administration and logistics.
 
   Raven leaned over the railing and looked down. No Nose stood in the middle of the room next to his enormous lawyer. A squad of five bodyguards were spread out in front of them. No Nose was tall and thin with graying hair and a mustache. He was wearing a charcoal gray suit, white shirt and maroon tie. Next to him his attorney looked like a slob dressed in a brown tweed suit stained by sweat. His tie hung at half-mast and his trousers weren’t fairing much better and would have been around his knees if not for the suspenders struggling to keep him decent.
 
   A sergeant was doing his best to keep No Nose and his attorney calm, but seemed to be losing the battle to the two more experienced and much louder men. Raven glanced at Levac and hurried down the steps, moving through the handful of patrolman who parted for her like the red sea. She stopped next to the Sergeant and clapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “G’morning George, what’s going on?” she asked.
 
   “Are you Detective Storm?” the attorney asked. “You are unlawfully holding two of my clients. I demand they be released immediately.”
 
   Raven glanced at the attorney. “Bub, the only thing likely to get released are those pants. Your suspenders look ready to blow. Step back, I’ll get to you in a second. George? What’s going on?”
 
   “These two want Caito and DiFronzo released and they’ve…insinuated that police officers will be injured if we don’t cooperate,” George replied.
 
   “Really? Mr. DiFrozo, please clarify, do you know something about the deaths of two homicide detectives sometime this morning and/or are you threatening the lives of others?” Raven asked.
 
   “I keep my ear to the ground, Detective Storm,” No Nose said. “Some of the brothers are upset you are holding my son and his friend Caito. Blood could be shed. If I discover who killed your detectives I will of course hand them over to you.”
 
   “Hand them over to us, that’s cute,” Raven said. “Feed us two low-level punks you don’t trust is what you mean. I feel like I went through this last night. Caito and DiFronzo are being held lawfully without bail. They will not be released until their usefulness has ended. In the meantime if I find out you or any of your goons had something to do with the death of Evans and Reed I will personally bury you. I suggest you, fatso and your pet gorillas take your leave.”
 
   “Are you threatening me or my clients, Detective Storm?” attorney Arrigucci asked.
 
   “Not yet,” Raven replied. “If you don’t get the hell out of the lobby I’m going to arrest you for unlawful assembly and No Nose can share a nice comfy cell with his son.”
 
   “I don’t think that would be wise, Detective,” one of the bodyguards said.
 
   Raven looked up. “Which one are you, Hanz or Franz?”
 
   The bodyguard’s brow furrowed. “Whut?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Raven said. “Are you going to escort your boss out of the lobby or not?”
 
   The guard looked over his shoulder at No Nose who gave a single nod. The guards spread out and held the doors so Arrigucci could exit. No Nose began walking toward the doors, but stopped short to look back at Raven.
 
   “Holding my boy isn’t a wise career decision, Detective. I hate to see you put your life in danger.”
 
   “DiFronzo, you don’t scare me. You didn’t even have the guts to pull the trigger on my father’s murder yourself. You had to pay someone to do it for you. I’m my father’s child and I won’t stop till you’ve got a jail-cell view and a nice stint on death row. Now get the hell out of my building,” Raven replied, her eyes meeting No Nose’s without fear.
 
   No Nose smiled, his perfect teeth gleaming. “As you wish, Detective. As you wish. As you say, you are your father’s daughter.”
 
   Raven watched them leave and felt a sigh of relief go through the handful of officers who’d been facing down No Nose and his hoods.
 
   “Alright guys, the show’s over, let’s get back to work,” Raven said. “We lost two of our own this morning and that piece of trash may have had something to do with it. Let’s get out there and start digging.”
 
   Raven watched the patrolmen go about their business, clapped the sergeant on the back and started back up the stairs to where Levac was standing next to Lieutenant Frost.
 
   “Good morning, Detective,” Frost said. “Well done down there.”
 
   “Hi, Chris. Get stuck in traffic?” Raven replied. “You’ve got coffee on your tie.”
 
   She walked past the two of them and back into the homicide office. She dropped into her chair for a moment and stared at the ceiling. Levac entered and perched on his desk, watching her.
 
   “Something bothering you, Ray?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Raven said, still staring at the ceiling.
 
   “What?”
 
   Raven turned her green eyes on Levac. “I can’t tell you yet. I’m not sure of all the details…or proof. I won’t hang your neck out till I’m sure.”
 
   “Gotcha. Well, Caito is in interrogation if you feel like scaring someone else today.”
 
   “I would love to,” Raven said, standing.
 
   “Forget Caito,” Frost said, approaching with a file in his hands. 
 
   “What do you mean ‘forget Caito?’” Raven asked. “He’s a suspect in one homicide and a possible accessory to another.”
 
   “Not likely, Ray,” Frost said, handing Raven the call sheet. “You’ve got another vic, same as Franks. Caito was cooling his heels in the basement last night which makes him an unlikely suspect. And I can’t hold him because he managed to get your back up over your dad.”
 
   Raven closed her eyes and fought back the frustration and rage from her darker half. When she had control she glared at Frost. “That’s complete horse crap, Chris! The guy is as dirty as Rupe’s underwear. At least give me time to investigate. Maybe Caito was working with someone else.”
 
   Frost frowned. “Fine. I can hold him for twenty four hours. If you don’t have something by then, he and DiFronzo will be free to go. Get to the scene. Harvey and a team are already there.”
 
   Raven watched Frost’s retreating back and muttered, “Marvelous.”
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   MORNING RUSH HOUR HAD COME and gone before Raven’s Shelby arrived in the parking lot of the old Lexington hotel. The ten story building at the corners of Michigan Avenue and 22nd Street had stood the test of time and still looked as good as it had in Capone’s day. The brick and terracotta edifice glowed in the morning sun like a polished monolith calling investigators of the occult and treasure-seekers alike.
 
   The victim had been hung upside down from a third floor window, her nude and skinless form swaying in the wind blowing from the west. An early morning housekeeper had found her and immediately passed out in horror. When she’d come to she’d told the night manager about the corpse and quit on the spot.
 
   Raven and Levac passed under the police tape to where Pocock was busy collecting what evidence he could from the corpse. Raven looked over the large man’s shoulder and wasn’t surprised to see that the victim had been salted, just like the first. The victim was female, in good shape and close to six feet tall. She lay on a white tarp in a pool of thick blood mixed with congealing salt indicating she was much fresher than the previous victim. 
 
   “Morning, Harvey,” Levac said, startling the big man. “What’s the scoop?”
 
   Harvey wiped his brow on the back of one gloved hand. “Second verse same as the first. She was killed, skinned and salted down sometime during the night. Based on the witness statement, liver temp and what patrolman Grimes told me I would guess she was dumped between two in the morning and dawn. I’m leaning closer to dawn, blood is still weeping from her muscles.”
 
   “Any idea on the cause of death?” Raven asked.
 
   Harvey leaned over the body and pointed at a wound near the woman’s heart. “She suffered a lot of trauma, but I would guess it was this. A puncture wound from a single-pointed weapon. It goes through her ribcage, heart, and out her through her left shoulder blade. All of the intervening bones were shattered by the impact.”
 
   “Could it have been a gun of some kind?” Raven asked, peering into the wound. White bone and red flesh glistened within, making her stomach churn.
 
   Harvey shook his head. “I don’t think so. Based on the trauma I would say it was slow moving, like a spear or javelin. Maybe even a sword of some kind. We’ll know more after the doc cuts her.”
 
   Raven put on a pair of gloves and probed several other wounds in the woman’s torso. Viscous blood oozed out onto her gloves. She frowned at the smell and glanced at Pocock. “What else can you tell me? Anything about these wounds?”
 
   “Impressions and surgical incisions in her pectoral muscles indicate she had breast implants,” Pocock said, pointing at various points on the woman’s body. “She has two broken fingers on her right hand that suggest she punched someone pretty hard before she was killed and her left leg is broken in two places. If I had to guess, based on the damage, I would say she splinted it herself or someone did it for her some hours before her death. Her thigh muscles are full of bone chips.”
 
   Levac knelt next to the woman. “So you’re saying she went down fighting and may have had some time before her death where she was moving freely.”
 
   Pocock rocked back on his heels. “I didn’t say that, but it would be plausible.”
 
   “Has anyone searched the room where the victim was found?”
 
   “Not yet,” Pocock said. “Frost said you two would want a look around first.”
 
   “Thanks, Harvey,” Raven said. “Let us know if you come up with anything else.”
 
   She turned and walked toward the hotel entrance, Levac close on her heels. They passed through the heavy copper and glass revolving door and into the white and gold tiled lobby. The whole building had been restored in 1989 and looked almost as it had when Capone and a handful of his crew lived on the top three floors. The lobby was complete with overstuffed velvet chairs, 1920s phones and a wide reception desk topped with polished mahogany. 
 
   Raven crossed the hall, enjoying the echo of her boots from the vaulted ceiling, and stopped at the desk. A middle aged man with thinning hair and spectacles perched on a narrow nose stood up from his desk and approached, his suit pants swishing as he walked.
 
   “Good morning, miss. How can I assist you?” he asked.
 
   Raven placed her badge on the desk. “I’m Detective Storm and this is Detective Levac. We’re here to investigate the incident that happened during the night.”
 
   The man smoothed what little hair he had. “You mean the…um…”
 
   “Yes, sir, that’s what we mean,” Levac said. “Do you know if the victim was a guest here? Was the room registered to anyone?”
 
   “No, sir, the room was empty,” the clerk replied. “I’m not sure how anyone got in, we use a very secure key-card system for every room except the Capone penthouse.”
 
   “What about surveillance cameras?” Raven asked.
 
   “We have several cameras, mainly here in the lobby and in the elevator,” the clerk said.
 
   “None in the stairwells?” Raven pressed.
 
   The clerk shook his head. “The stairs are so rarely used ownership determined that cameras weren’t cost effective.”
 
   Raven rolled her eyes. “Of course not. Could you pull the elevator and lobby tapes just in case and get us the key to the room in question?”
 
   The clerk placed two DVDs and a keycard labeled ‘308’ on the counter. “Way ahead of you, Detectives. Good luck. I hope you find this psychopath, this sort of thing is bad for tourism.”
 
   Raven collected the items and turned toward the elevators. Behind her she heard Levac ask, “Just one more question, sir, I’m guessing you’re the night manager, did you see or hear anything strange during the night?”
 
   “No, sir,” the clerk replied. “It was an oddly quiet night. I wish I had seen something, maybe the poor woman would still be alive.”
 
   “Thank you, you’ve been most helpful,” Levac said. “I’ll just take one of your cards for my file.”
 
   Raven shook her head and pressed the button, listening as Levac hurried to catch up. He joined her at the elevator and she grinned at him.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “You. You just can’t help yourself,” Raven replied.
 
   The elevator dinged and she stepped inside.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Levac asked, his hands spread.
 
   Raven pushed the three button. The doors started to close on Levac’s puzzled look, but Raven caught it with one hand and said, “Just one more thing…”
 
   Levac laughed and joined Raven in the elevator. The two continued to giggle as they headed upwards. Sometimes a silly laugh was the only way to deal with the cases they worked day in, day out. 
 
    
 
    
 
   THE ELEVATOR OPENED ONTO A wide hallway decorated with gold and silver patterned wallpaper, a thick fringed rug and paintings from the city at the turn of the last century when the hotel was first opened. Raven followed Levac down the passage, the hair on the back of her neck itching. She focused on her vampire senses, but could detect nothing over the smell of blood emanating from room 308. The pair stopped at the door and Raven stooped to examine the locking mechanism. She could see the faintest of circular marks on the wall near the lock; someone had used a magnetic card key hooked to a small computer to open the door. That took time, even on a simple lock. How had no one noticed?
 
   Levac ran his keycard through and pushed the door open on a scene of carnage. The bed was covered in blood as was a pile of towels lying beside it. Crimson spatter covered the white and gold wallpaper, the dark wood trim around the windows and the antique night table. A piece of thick rope was still wrapped around the bedpost and soaked in so much blood it had shrunk, tightening the knot to the point of cracking the wood.
 
   “I guess this time our vic was skinned here,” Levac said.
 
   Raven covered her nose with her hand to keep out the worst of the blood smell and nodded.
 
   The pair entered and made a search of the room. Whoever had skinned the victim had cleaned up after themselves. The bathroom, wash basin, even the beige carpet and bathroom floor had been cleaned. Not a single drop of blood or grain of salt had gotten anywhere but on the bed.
 
   “Wait a second,” Raven said. “They would have had to have had some way to clean up after themselves, right?”
 
   Levac nodded. “That makes sense. So?”
 
   “So it’s unlikely they brought a vacuum with them and I would be willing to bet at least some salt went on the floor,” Raven said. “No one is that perfect. Maybe that vacuum is still here.”
 
   She walked back into the hall to where she had seen one of the maids’ closets. Sure enough the lock had been broken and the door opened with a gentle push. A vacuum sat just inside the door. Raven knelt and unzipped the bag to find it full of bloody salt. 
 
   Levac entered and squatted next to her. “I bet Ming and Pocock will have a field day with that much trace evidence.”
 
   “Tag it and let’s check out the rest of the room.”
 
   Levac pulled a label from his pocket and Raven left to return to the room. She glanced around and let her senses do their thing. She could detect two distinct scents, both male by the smell of their sweat. Unless there was something in the vacuum, that smell was all they’d left behind when they’d hung the victim out the window.
 
   Raven moved through the room, her senses stretched to their limit. She could see the heat from the walls and the cool blue of the air conditioner. She paused and watched the air pouring out of the vent. It wasn’t coming out in an even stream, but rather a waft of vapor. A hotel like the Lexington had the latest cooling system.
 
   She pulled a knife from her boot and used it to pry the vent from the system. A pile of bloody clothes fell into her arms along with a pair of scalpels and another of the skinning tools they’d found with the Jolly Grey Giant down in the warehouse district. Raven placed them on the floor and made a quick search of the clothing. It consisted of two coveralls like painters would wear, boots and gloves. Both were large, one about the size of Caito, the other larger. Everything smelled heavily of both masculine sweat and earth, like the clothing had been worn in the woods. Raven leaned close and sniffed at the clothing. She could smell cigar smoke from the inside. Whomever had worn the larger of the two jumpsuits had smoked cigars and the smell had stuck with him.
 
   “Diarmait,” she said.
 
   “What?” Levac asked moving up beside her.
 
   “Diarmait,” Raven replied. “Who else have we spoken to who smelled like a humidor? I’d bet on him being involved in all of this somehow.”
 
   “What makes you think that?” Levac asked.
 
   “Vampire’s intuition and he’s the one who fingered DiFronzo in the first place,” Raven replied. “Come on, let’s get Judge Hastey on the phone and see if we can get a warrant to arrest Diarmait.”
 
   “Pocock and his boys are on the way and this place stinks. Lead on.”
 
   Raven tossed her gloves on top of the two jumpsuits and the two detectives left, letting the door lock behind them.
 
   On their way through the lobby they ran into Pocock who was leading his team toward the elevators. Somehow, in his white coverall with his name on the breast he looked like the Goodyear blimp and Raven almost burst out laughing. Somewhere in her head she could hear Aspen whispering This is the guy that replaced me?
 
   Raven shushed the imagined voice and handed Pocock the key card.
 
   “There is also a vacuum down the hall that needs a full search for trace. Blood, hair, anything that might identify the victim, anyone she’s come into contact with or where she might have been when she was kidnapped.
 
   Pocock stuck the keycard in his chest pocket. “You got it, Detective. Dr. Zhu said to tell you he’s pulled more evidence from Franks. He had bits of stone in his face. Small chips almost like shrapnel.”
 
   Raven folded her arms. “What kind of stone?”
 
   “That’s why we missed it on the first checks,” Pocock said. “It’s the red stone native to this area. The Indians made all kinds of things from it and the original city was built on top of the stuff.”
 
   “Could it have been from a weapon?” Levac asked.
 
   Pocock shook his head making his jowls shake. “Nah, the doc doesn’t think so. He’s thinking it was more from an explosion or something.”
 
   Raven frowned. “Like someone was shooting at him and it hit a wall that splintered?”
 
   “Yep, something like that. ‘Scuse me, Detectives, we have a crime scene cooking. I’ll have you a report by tonight.”
 
   Raven and Levac watched the heavy-set man walk away with his entourage of technicians. As they disappeared around the corner Raven pulled out her phone and called the District. Within a few minutes she had an address for Diarmait, but Judge Hastey didn’t think they had enough evidence for a warrant.
 
   “What do we do now?” Levac asked.
 
   Raven shrugged and turned toward the doors. “We don’t have a warrant. I’m therefore going to go visit the guy anyway.”
 
   Levac made a face. “Ray…”
 
   Raven held open the door. “I promise not to shoot anyone unless I have to. Are you coming or what?” 
 
   “Since you ask so nicely,” Levac said, ducking under Raven’s arm.
 
   Raven laughed and joined Levac on the sidewalk. It had gotten warmer as the pink-tinted sun had risen higher in the sky, but the west wind was still blowing, keeping the heat at a comfortable level. She slipped on her sunglasses and glared at the sun. The color still unnerved her. What made it more annoying was that she didn’t know why it gave her the creeps. It was just an atmospheric phenomenon; she had learned about it in school. There was no reason for it to bother her, yet it did.
 
   She shook her head and followed Levac down the sidewalk to where they’d parked the Shelby. She had just turned the ignition key when the radio squawked. Levac picked up the mic and adjusted the radio for better reception. 
 
   “Was that a call for officer assistance?” Raven asked, backing the Shelby into the street.
 
   “Yeah, not too far from here,” Levac replied.
 
   He then spoke into the microphone. “X-ray forty-two responding 10-1.”
 
   “Roger, X-ray. You and Raven be careful, it sounds bad,” the dispatcher responded. “One officer is down, several more are trying to get to him.”
 
   Raven pressed the gas causing the Shelby to fishtail and leave burnt rubber on the pavement. Next to her, Levac switched on the police lights and siren before buckling on his seatbelt.
 
   The black muscle car growled through back alleys and side streets; Raven had decided to take the back way rather than fight her way through traffic. Within minutes the car was entering an area now known as the Scorched Earth. It was one of the parts of the city that had been burned by Xavier’s dark magik. Most everyone living in the buildings had been killed to fuel Strohm’s resurrection and the city hadn’t been able to afford to rebuild the old tenement buildings. Since then, squatters, drug dealers, and worse had moved into the charred buildings turning it into one of the most dangerous parts of the city, rivaling The Dark as a place no one wanted to go.
 
   Raven pulled the Shelby to a stop behind a group of squad cars blocking an intersection that was already partially choked by debris from a crumbling apartment building. Raven looked at the charred and melted area and felt a twinge of guilt for what her brother had done. It had been his fault, to be sure, but she often went to bed wondering if she could have done more to stop him.
 
   The two detectives got out of the car and Levac went to the rear of the vehicle and popped the trunk to don his bullet-proof vest. Raven drew her Automag and joined the officers taking cover behind their squad cars.
 
   “What’s the situation?” she asked.
 
   One of the older officers glanced at Raven. “Who are you?”
 
   “Detective Storm. Homicide,” she replied. “Now give me a sit rep.”
 
   The officer frowned, but jerked his head at a partially burned structure down the street. “There are at least ten gunmen in that building. They’re hiding out up there with assault weapons, grenades and God knows what else. Vinnie was responding to a call when they shot the hell out of his patrol car. So far we haven’t been able to get to him.”
 
   Raven leaned sideways and glanced around the side of the patrol car. A bleeding patrolman was hiding behind a chunk of building that had fallen into the street. Bullets from the building across the street periodically ricocheted off the cement, making it smaller and smaller.
 
   “We have to get him out of there,” Levac said behind her.
 
   Raven’s eyes never left the injured officer. “Rupe, get the smoke and the Mp5 from the Shelby.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” the patrolman asked.
 
   “Save that kid before he gets shot to death,” Raven replied.
 
   “That’s suicide!” the patrolman said.
 
   Levac hurried off and Raven turned her green-eyed glare on the patrolman. “Shut up. Until someone else shows up, you take your orders from me. And I say I’m saving that kid. All you have to do is say ‘yes ma’am’ and cover me. Got it?”
 
   The officer frowned in annoyance, but he turned back toward the gunmen, his revolver ready.
 
   Levac returned in short order with a pair of smoke grenades and a SWAT-issue Mp5 loaded with total metal jacket ammunition. He handed one of the grenades to Raven and together they tossed them into the street near the downed patrolman. Levac then took up position at the back of the car as bullets ricocheted off the pavement and punched nickel-sized holes in the vehicle.
 
   Raven watched from behind cover. Seconds ticked by as the street filled with smoke, offering a sort of cover.
 
   “Alright, gentlemen, keep those guys busy while I get the kid.”
 
   She was moving even before they started firing. She slid over the hood of the car, rolled and ran. Behind her, the patrolmen and Levac began firing, making the gunmen keep their heads down. Raven heard a grunt behind her and knew someone had been hit, but Levac’s Mp5 continued to chatter; whoever had been hit wasn’t him. She didn’t have time to care about anyone else.
 
   She dropped to her knees next to the wounded officer, who looked at her with drooping eyes.
 
   “Who are you?” he mumbled, one hand holding the gaping wound in his thigh.
 
   “Why does everyone keep asking that? I’m the one who’s going to get you out of here,” Raven said. “Can you walk?”
 
   “I don’t think so, ma’am,” the patrolman replied. “I can hardly see.”
 
   “I thought not. Hold on.”
 
   Raven holstered her Automag and lifted the wounded patrolman onto her shoulder. He groaned in pain and she felt him go slack, but his heart still beat; she could hear the steady thrum through his side. 
 
   She drew her Automag again and switched it to her left hand. She then stood, steadying the wounded man with her right arm and firing at the gunmen with her left. She backed as quickly as she could toward the patrol cars, but the smoke was dissipating faster than she could move. Soon she was in the open street and bullets began to ricochet around her. She felt one pass through her left pants leg, but she blocked out the pain and kept moving. She dropped the wounded officer onto the trunk of the nearest patrol car where the other officers grabbed him and pulled him to safety. She then rolled over it herself, dropping to the ground next to Levac.
 
   “How did… I’ve never seen…” the older patrolman started.
 
   “I work out a lot,” Raven replied, checking the wound in her thigh. 
 
   The bullet had torn her pants and grazed her skin, but the wound was minor. It hurt more than it should, like a paper cut. 
 
   Levac was examining the wounded patrolman. When he raised his head Raven could see the question in his eyes. She bit her lip but nodded; like a shot he ran back to the Shelby again, this time returning with a bag of plasma and an IV. With practiced ease he hooked it to the young officer’s arm and handed the bag to another patrolman.
 
   “Hold this,” he said. “It’s all that’s going to keep this boy alive.”
 
   Levac then bandaged the officer’s wound with a field dressing from one of his many pockets. Raven watched him with a mix of pride and love. Bullets were whizzing past his head and all he cared about was saving someone else’s life.
 
   “You always carry blood and an IV with you?” the older officer asked.
 
   “We’re like the boy scouts, always prepared,” Raven replied. “What do you care? We’re saving an officer’s life, something you couldn’t do. Why don’t you make yourself useful and shoot some of these assholes so we can all go home?”
 
   The officer glared at Raven. “With pistols? We can’t hit them from here! We’re just wasting ammunition until someone tells us to pull back.”
 
   Raven glared at the officer. “Can’t hit them with pistols? Really?”
 
   She popped up from behind the patrol car and fired a single shot from her Automag. A heartbeat later there was a pause in the gunfire and a body fell from the sixth floor of the building, hitting the pavement with a sickening wet thump. Raven knelt back behind the patrol car and met the older officer’s eyes.
 
   “Maybe you should get a weapon and learn to hit what you aim at if you plan to keep wearing that uniform,” she said. “I don’t remember the words ‘I can’t’ in the policeman’s oath.”
 
   She turned away before the officer could reply and joined Levac with the wounded patrolman. “How is he?”
 
   “If we can get him out of here he’ll be okay. I’ve got no way to get the bullet out, so he’s going to be in pain and continue to bleed. The best I can do is try and keep him from bleeding to death which isn’t going to be easy. I think the slug nicked the artery,” Levac replied.
 
   “There’s no way we can get all of these people out of here with those nuts up there,” Raven said. “Give me a piece of bandage.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” Levac asked, handing over a length of gauze from his pocket.
 
   Raven wrapped the bandage around the wound in her thigh, wincing when she pulled it tight. “I’m going to go arrest those bastards.”
 
   “Ray…”
 
   “Rupe, this is the only way. Call SWAT and keep these guys alive while I move in. There’s more plasma in the glove compartment if the rookie needs it.”
 
   Levac looked unhappily at Raven, but nodded and picked up his Mp5. “I’ll be waiting for you.”
 
   “You better be.”
 
   Raven, crouching low, ran along the back of the police cars to the cover of the crumbling apartment building. She glanced back at Levac and gave him what she hoped was a reassuring smile. He smiled back and fired a burst at the gunmen. 
 
   Next to him Raven heard one of the other officers ask, “Who is she?”
 
   Between bursts Levac replied, “My partner and your only hope.”
 
   Raven smiled again then turned her attention to the building in front of her. She kicked aside a twisted security door and slipped into the building. The inside was a mess; charred furniture had been pushed against the wall by fire crews and most of the walls had burned and fallen to the floor in heaps of ash and gypsum. Raven stepped over the debris and hurried toward a set of stairs that were still serviceable. She took the steps two at a time and came up on the second floor. This floor was also badly burned and pieces of the wooden floor had fallen through to the first. Boards had been placed across the worst gaps and Raven ran across them, leaping and flipping like a gold medal gymnast as she hurried. Something told her the men below didn’t have much time.
 
   She ran up the third flight of stairs and almost straight into a pair of thugs on their way down. They were dressed in black leathers with a variety of patches on the chest. A selection of pistols and knives were stuck in their belts and they cradled AK-47’s in their arms. The closest one hit Raven in the face with the butt of his rifle, bloodying her lip. The man behind him stepped back and raised his rifle to his shoulder, ready to unleash a stream of 7.62 millimeter bullets.
 
   Raven grabbed the first man’s rifle and held it away from her while her free hand pulled the knife from his belt and sliced through his belly, opening it like a ripe melon. He fell to the ground screaming and trying to hold himself together. Raven didn’t give him another look; she threw the knife at the next man where it sank deep into his left eye socket and dropped him like a puppet with its strings cut. She then picked up her pistol and shot both men in the head.
 
   The third floor was more intact than the ones below and someone, probably the gang or the squatters they ousted had spent a lot of time shoring it up and making it livable. Windows had been covered with boards, holes in walls had been repaired and rooms had been furnished with all manner of discarded furniture. If it hadn’t reeked of urine and cigarette smoke it might have been livable.
 
   Ahead Raven could see shadows moving down the stairwell; people coming to investigate the screaming. She ducked into one of the rooms and waited, her heartbeat echoing in her ears. She let the first leather clad man walk past and stepped out behind him. She kicked the second man in the face and shot him in the thigh, knocking him to the floor. It happened so fast the man behind her had barely begun to turn before the heel of her boot caught him in the forehead and slammed him through one of the makeshift walls to collapse on an old sofa. Raven quickly zip tied the two men to the nearest solid objects and tossed their weapons away before moving cautiously up the stairs. 
 
   She stopped part way to the top and listened. She could hear perhaps four maybe five people breathing combined with the odd jingle of weapons being gripped. They were waiting for her. She closed her eyes and unleashed her monster. When she opened them again the world had gone blue. She could see red boot-prints on the floor from the men she’d just killed and hear five heartbeats just above her.
 
   With a snarl she ran up the stairs and leapt into the air. Five men crouched behind various objects including the fire door that had once blocked off the stairs. Raven shot two of the men before any of them could react, two shots to the chest and one to the head. She hit the ground, rolled and charged the survivors. Bullets rang out, punching holes in the floor around her and dogging her feet as she ran. Still running she kicked the fire door with all her strength, nearly decapitating the two men using it as cover then spun and shot the last man through the forehead. All five gang members hit the ground in less than five seconds.
 
   Knowing she was burning blood, Raven ran down the corridor and up the stairs, changing magazines as she moved. She could see heat on the other side of the door and didn’t bother to slow. She slammed into the door, her strength and speed crushing the man on the other side of the door against the wall. She turned and pulled his broken body free, using him as a bullet sponge for two more men further down the hall who opened up on her with their AK-47’s. Her meat shield jerked and screamed in her grip as the high-velocity bullets turned his flesh into so much hamburger. 
 
   When the two gangers paused to reload she tossed the body aside and fired, killing one man with shots to the head and chest and crippling the second with wounds to both kneecaps. As he fell, Raven blinked and let the world go back to normal. Gasping she sagged against the wall and tried to catch her breath. She ejected the half-empty magazine from her pistol and replaced it with a fresh one. 
 
   Forcing herself to breathe normally she holstered her weapon and walked toward the injured ganger. 
 
   “How many men are upstairs?” she asked.
 
   “My knees, you bitch!” the man moaned. 
 
   “Yeah, your knees,” Raven said, kicking the man’s gun away and squatting next to him. “It could be worse. You could be like your buddy there with a bullet lodged in your skull or like that other guy. He looks like 180 pounds of hamburger. Now, how many more of you are upstairs?”
 
   The man glared at Raven with pain-fogged eyes. Raven pulled the knife from his belt and held it over one of his shattered kneecaps. “Last chance. How many?”
 
   The ganger looked at the knife and paled. “Eight, including Stein.”
 
   “Stein? Is that your leader?”
 
   The man nodded, still staring at the knife. 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Raven stabbed the knife through the man’s leather jacket, pinning him to the floor. She then picked up his fallen Glock, replacing the magazine with a fresh one from his belt. “You’re under arrest. Don’t try to go anywhere. You won’t get far anyway.”
 
   She stood and moved toward the stairs feeling her body weaken. She wiped someone’s blood from her face and licked it off, ignoring the taste. She then walked up the stairs. She took them slowly, knowing at least some of the gangers would be lying in wait. She turned when she reached the landing and leaned sideways to look up the stairs. Two men opened fire from the top causing her to duck away from a hail of bullets and put one arm up to protect her eyes from the sparks the slugs kicked up. 
 
   When the bullet storm ended she vaulted the railing and opened fire with the borrowed Glock. The nine millimeter bullets weren’t nearly as powerful as the Automag’s cartridges, but they did the job, knocking both gunmen back. Raven emptied the Glock into the two men, double-tapping each in the head and chest before charging past their falling bodies onto the sixth floor.
 
   This floor was almost completely rebuilt with only the balcony area left open to the elements. Several doors opened into bedrooms on either side of the corridor and an old common area had been converted into a kitchen with a rickety stovepipe exiting through the ceiling.
 
   Gang signs Raven didn’t recognize were painted all over the walls and Raven couldn’t help pausing and tracing one with her fingertips. It looked like something off a child’s Frankenberry box.
 
   A bullet bounced off the wall by her hand and she came back to reality, ducking behind a section of wall. Two of the men on the balcony were shooting in her direction while the other two continued to fire at the police below. That left one other man and the mysterious Stein hiding somewhere.
 
   Raven popped from cover and the Automag barked twice. One of the men clutched at the two holes in his chest and pitched over the edge of the balcony to fall screaming to the pavement below. Raven ducked back just as a series of shots chewed up her cover. Pain screamed through her right shoulder and she dropped to the floor, gasping in surprise from the 7.62 bullet that had passed through the muscle and embedded itself in the opposite wall. 
 
   Gritting her teeth at the dull pain, Raven switched the Automag to her left hand. The weapon was as comfortable there as in her right. When the chatter of automatic gunfire paused again she rolled sideways firing the Automag until it clicked empty. When she hit the wall on the opposite side of the wide corridor the last of the gunmen were dead or dying, .30 carbine slugs piercing their chests and heads. Two more had fallen into the street below while the third lay in an awkward position on top of his AK.
 
   Raven climbed to her knees and put her last fresh magazine into her pistol. These were some of Thad’s specials; she hated to waste them on regular humans, but hated getting shot even more.
 
   When she was ready she straightened and moved down the corridor, precious blood running down her right arm. She checked the rooms on either side as she moved, searching for the last man and enigmatic Stein. She was halfway down the bullet-riddled hallway when an arm slammed through the gypsum wall on her right and punched her in the side of the head. She staggered sideways and fell on her rear, the Automag dropping from numb fingers. Ahead of her there was a loud crash and the person attached to the arm pushed through the wall. He wiped plaster dust from his leathers and Raven looked up into the face of someone who looked like Frankenstein’s monster, Adam. Stitches crisscrossed his face and bare arms, each piece of skin a different color than the rest of him. A cigar dangled from his lips, drooling smoke and burning plaster dust.
 
   “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Raven said. “Stein, I presume?”
 
   “In the flesh, lady,” Stein replied, his voice like the rumble of distant thunder.
 
   “I’m Detective Raven Storm. Pleased to meet you,” Raven replied in a cool voice. “You’re under arrest for assault with a deadly weapon, attempted murder, possession of illegal firearms and probably about seventeen other infractions I don’t feel like thinking about. Lay down on the floor and put your hands behind your back.”
 
   “You’re funny, little detective,” Stein said, balling up his massive fists. “You killed my crew and screwed up a well-paying contract, now I’m going to kill you. When I’m done maybe I’ll add your nice soft skin to my arm.”
 
   “I didn’t kill all of them,” Raven said. “Some of them just got beaten unconscious. I’d rather not have to kill you and carry you out of here. What do you weigh, like three tons?”
 
   Stein stepped forward, dust falling off his flattened head. “You should be a comedienne not a cop. It’s a pity you have to die, you’d be badass on my new crew.”
 
   “Now look who’s being funny,” Raven said. “Don’t let the leather fool you. I just find it to be comfortable and well-wearing. I think everyone will be wearing it in the future.”
 
   “I’ll give it to my old lady then,” Stein said.
 
   Raven smirked. “Yeah, I’m sure it will go well with her beehive hair.”
 
   Stein snarled at Raven, reaching back to rip a two by four out of the wall he’d destroyed. When he turned back, Raven’s boot caught him in the stomach. He grunted and lost his footing, falling back into the wall. Raven leapt to her feet, the wound in her shoulder healed. She followed the kick with a back spin punch to Stein’s face and a side kick to his ribs that did little more than make him snort. He straightened and swung his two by four like Babe Ruth going for the wall. Raven tried to block the swing and felt something in her arm break along with the wood. She bit back the pain and danced out of Stein’s way. Across from her Stein examined his broken club then tossed it aside.
 
   “You’re tougher than you look, Detective,” Stein said. “That should have shattered your arm.”
 
   Raven turned sideways, keeping her shattered arm away from the muscular man. “It was just a little wood. I got worse canings in Catholic school. If that’s the best you can do you may as well cuff yourself now.”
 
   Stein growled and strode forward, his scarred fists swinging. Raven ducked and blocked as best she could, backing toward the balcony. With each blow that landed her left arm screamed in agony and the room swam. She knew her system was trying to heal the damage, but she simply didn’t have the blood-energy left. It was all she could do to remain conscious and keep fighting.
 
   “Are you going to fall down?” Stein said, swinging another haymaker at Raven’s head. “You don’t look so good.”
 
   Raven grinned with all the bravado she could muster. “It’s just something I caught from one of your goons. I’ve got all the time in the world, so why don’t you give up while you have a chance?”
 
   Stein laughed and kept swinging. His method wasn’t skilled or even varied. He simply punched with as much force as possible. It was a tactic that was wearing on the already wounded Raven.
 
   Raven danced back again and spun a kick at Stein’s head, more to get a look behind her than anything. Stein grunted at the impact and spat out a tooth, but kept coming, his approach causing Raven to dance back again. She could feel her left arm tingling and knew it had healed enough she could at least use it. She shifted her feet and gauged Stein’s lumbering approach. As he stepped again and prepared another powerful punch, Raven did a handstand and wrapped her legs around the giant man’s neck, pulling him off balance. She then used her momentum to swing between his legs to land behind him. She did a handspring to her feet and kicked Stein in the back, making him stagger and fall forward. He caught himself in the debris at the edge of the balcony and started to push himself back up. 
 
   Raven wasn’t having any. She ran up his back and off the edge of the balcony, spinning so that she caught Stein’s head with both hands. Her falling weight snapped his neck like a pencil and she hung there, watching the life ebb from his eyes.
 
   She was struggling to pull herself back up when Levac appeared on the balcony. He reached down and pulled her up by her good arm, helping her to sit on the porch out of view of the SWAT team and approaching officers. 
 
   “Thanks, Rupe,” Raven said, surprised how weak she sounded. “How’s the rookie?”
 
   “I think he’s going to make it. SWAT helped him get to an ambulance while you had these guys distracted,” Levac replied. “He went through a lot of your blood supply before they got here, though.”
 
   “Good,” Raven said, holding her head with one hand.
 
   Levac pulled something out of one of his pockets and held it out with a grin. “I managed to save one of your favorite vintage, though.”
 
   Raven opened her eyes and looked at the pouch of blood. Nothing had ever looked as tasty in her life. She took the pouch gratefully and bit into it, draining the contents in just a few swallows. She spat out the last bit and coughed. By the time she got to the last of the blood her brain had reminded her what she was doing and the disgusting taste came back with a vengeance.
 
   “There is no way I am ever going to get used to that,” she said, leaning back.
 
   Levac laughed and sat next to her. “Look at it from my perspective. I have to watch you. How am I supposed to get used to a partner that can punch through walls and drinks blood?”
 
   Raven giggled and kissed Levac’s cheek. “With many years of practice, Rupe. Many years of practice. Come on, help me get out of this dump before SWAT and the paramedics get here. I’m in no mood for an exam.”
 
    
 
    
 
   FIVE HOURS LATER, THE CITY was bathed in gray overcast twilight. Rain clouds hung low over the city and the west wind had turned cold, making the city seem dark and unforgiving.
 
   Raven parked the Shelby on the street down the block from Club Black. She’d taken the time to get cleaned up and change into a fresh pair of leather pants, layered tank and her treasured black leather jacket. She’d added an electric green scarf that matched her eyes and let her fury-red hair spill down her back in a waterfall of color. 
 
   She’d also been forced, under much protest, to get a check-up and fill out a full report on the Scorched Earth incident. SWAT had found sixteen kilos of Thirst along with several bottles of animal sedative and a dart rifle of the kind used by zoos and nature preserves to subdue wild animals. The Thirst alone was enough, in Raven’s mind, to warrant Stein and his crew’s decimation, but the captain and IA didn’t quite see things that way. Raven had a feeling, though, that there was more to that story than they knew. It was nagging at her like something caught in a tooth. What had they needed a tranq rifle for and what had Stein meant about a contract?
 
   She and Levac entered Club Black and headed into the bar. An odd scent made Raven turn her head; a well-dressed man in a black suit and turtleneck, black hair slicked away from his temples and a hint of five-o‘clock shadow was watching her, his sapphire eyes locked on hers. He raised a glass of scotch in Raven’s direction, a gesture that made her even more curious. She nodded back and continued toward the walk-in humidor. 
 
   As before, the room smelled of expensive tobacco and leather. A handful of men in suits were selecting cigars from the cases with the assistance of Josef Diarmait, who was wearing a dark suit minus the jacket, his grey shirt-sleeves held in place with red garters. He smiled at Raven and Levac, but continued to assist his customers.  Raven and Levac browsed the shelves while they waited, taking turns watching Diarmait. When the last of the men had left, Raven approached the counter while Levac locked the door.
 
   “That was ominous, Detective,” Diarmait said.
 
   “We just don’t want to be disturbed,” Raven replied. “I have a few more questions about the Franks case for you.”
 
   Diarmait pulled a cigar from beneath the counter and lit it with a wooden match. He let the match flare in his fingers for a moment before tossing it into the brass waste can at his side. 
 
   “Of course, Detective,” he said when he was done. “I understand you have young Mr. DiFronzo in custody.”
 
   “I cannot confirm or deny anything you may have read in the paper,” Raven replied. “This is an ongoing investigation.”
 
   “Of course, Detective Storm,” Diarmait said. “How can I assist you further?”
 
   “Where were you between midnight and dawn last night?” Raven asked.
 
   “I was at home, in bed reading,” Diarmait said. “Where any sensible being would be at that hour.”
 
   Levac leaned on the counter and pulled out his notebook. “Do you have any witnesses to that fact?”
 
   “Of course not. I’m not married and didn’t bring home any company. Unless you’re going to interrogate my book I think we’re both out of luck,” Diarmait replied.
 
   Raven asked, “Do you have a security system that can confirm what time you arrived at your home? Or perhaps you live in an apartment complex with cameras and a doorman?”
 
   Diarmait shook his head again. “My building is key access and, as far as I know the security system hasn’t worked since I moved in a few weeks ago. Detective, am I under suspicion of something?”
 
   “We’re just trying to rule you out as a suspect,” Levac said in a reassuring tone. “You did, after all, point out Mr. DiFronzo. Did you have any ulterior motive for suggesting him to us?”
 
   Diarmait bristled and put his cigar out. “Of course not, Detective! Unless you are charging me with something I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
 
   Raven glowered at Diarmait, her vampiric senses kicking her hindbrain, but she couldn’t put her finger on what was bothering her. She was getting tired of loose threads tugging on her subconscious.
 
   “All right, Mr. Diarmait,” she said. “Just remember I’ve got two bodies in the morgue and I’m fresh out of suspects.”
 
    
 
    
 
   WHEN THEY EXITED THE HUMIDOR, Raven looked for the man who had caught her eye on the way in. A young woman now sat in his place. She filed it away with the other weird things going on and followed her partner toward the doors.
 
   Back outside Levac leaned close. “Why didn’t we take him in?”
 
   “I have a feeling he may be more valuable free and clear. We’ll put surveillance on him and see what we get,” Raven replied. “Maybe we scared him enough to do something stupid.”
 
   “Then what?” Levac asked.
 
   “Then we pay a visit to his apartment while he’s at work,” Raven replied.
 
   Levac sighed. “We don’t have a warrant, Ray.”
 
   “I know. I don’t care. I’ve got two dead innocents, two dead rookies and no suspects I can sink my teeth into,” Raven replied. “Maybe there is something at his apartment that will shed some light on this case and open up some leads.”
 
   The two detectives returned to the Shelby and drove across town to the address listed on Diarmait’s DMV file. As he’d said it was a smaller building at the edge of Bronzeville. It was made from aged brick with beige concrete facings and trim. The front doors were glass and locked by a single key lock. Beyond was a lobby containing mailboxes, a single elevator and a door that was marked ‘stairs.’
 
   Raven tripped lightly up the stairs and crouched to look at the lock. She pulled a set of lock picks from her jacket and attacked the lock, opening it within seconds. Levac held the door while she ducked through then let it close behind them. Raven checked the mailboxes until she found Diarmait’s. The freshly printed sticker indicated he was in apartment 4B.
 
   The elevator had seen better days. The brass hadn’t seen a hint of polish in at least a decade and the once papered walls were now peeling so bad they looked like a nineties grunge painting.
 
   They stepped out on the fourth floor. Faded rose wallpaper covered the walls and a threadbare white and rose carpet covered the floor with torn patches showing dark hardwood beneath. The hallway smelled of sweat, cigar smoke and a hint of peyote. Raven frowned at the mixture of scents and walked down the corridor to apartment 4B. She picked this lock as well and pushed through into an old but spacious apartment. To the left was a small galley kitchen with clean, serviceable appliances circa 1955. To the right was a closet and Levac rifled through it, pulling out a pair of white jumpsuits wrapped in clear plastic complete with boots and gloves. Raven took a photo with her phone and continued deeper into the apartment. The short hallway opened into an oblong sitting area with a bay window that looked north toward the heart of the city and showed the blood moon hanging in the distance. A futon, beanbag chair and television were the only furniture. 
 
   Raven turned away and moved down another corridor that ended in a single door. She turned the knob, paused and then pushed it open with her toe. Beyond was the apartment’s single bedroom. A king-sized bed, two night tables and two antique lamps were placed against the far wall. A matching dresser was next to the entry door while a gun safe sat next to what looked like the door to the master bath. The entire room smelled like cigar smoke with undertones of blood. 
 
   She picked up a book from the side table and read the title; Der Werwolf Buch. She’d never read it, but she knew what it was. It was the Lycan equivalent of the Totentanz. There was a copy in the library at home. She flipped through a few pages and found a torn piece of paper placed as a bookmark. Her German was rusty, but the chapter was named Das Blut Mond.
 
   She put the book down and moved toward the gun safe, pulling on a pair of gloves as she approached. She found the safe to be locked and gave it a pass for the moment. Behind her, Levac had also donned gloves and was searching through the dresser drawers. She glanced at him when he pulled out a pair of leopard print boxers and held them up for size. She shook her head and he grinned sheepishly before sliding them back into the drawer. 
 
   Raven laughed at Levac’s attempt to lighten the mood and walked into the bathroom. It showed signs of recent use including something red around the ring of the tub as well as a dark trail around the rim of the sink. Raven photographed both and silently wished she had a warrant. Tentatively she dipped a finger in the red ring in the sink drain and raised it to her nose. It was unmistakably paint. Blood red paint.
 
   What the hell was he painting? she wondered. And how is he involved?
 
   She exited the bathroom to find Levac holding a piece of red stone. It was circular and about the size of his hand. Sharp points extended from the rim, each one slightly different in size and the surface was covered in runes Raven didn’t recognize, but suspected were native American.
 
   “What is it?” she asked.
 
   “I’ve no idea,” Levac said. “It was in the bottom drawer under a bunch of camouflage clothing.”
 
   Levac put the disk in an evidence bag, sealed it and put it in his pocket. “Did you find anything?”
 
   “The bathroom has red paint all over the place and smells like cheap cigars. The paint is too watered down for me to get a good scent and determine where it came from,” Raven said. “There is also a gun safe I didn’t mess with.”
 
   Levac looked at the safe. “Can you crack it? Maybe those bone tools are inside.”
 
   “Probably not,” Raven replied. “I can open it, but someone will definitely know we were here. Unless we get a warrant nothing here is admissible and I don’t want to risk a conviction on an unlawful search charge. Taking that disk thing is probably bad enough.”
 
   Levac frowned. He opened his mouth to say something when Raven’s phone started ringing. She pulled it from her pocket, glanced at the number and slid a thumb across the screen.
 
   “Hey Dominique, what’s up?” she asked.
 
   “Ravenel, you are needed right away,” Dominique replied, her voice sounding high-pitched and anxious.
 
   Raven turned for the door. Levac followed without a word, wiping down the doors with his handkerchief as they exited.
 
   “What’s going on?” Raven asked. “Is Mom okay?”
 
   “Lady Evangelina has arrived quite distraught,” Dominique said. “Her familiar, Karina, disappeared while she was taking her daily rest. There are signs of a struggle and she is blaming Valentina.”
 
   Moments later Raven slid behind the wheel of her Shelby and turned the key. The engine rumbled to life and Levac slammed the passenger door, pulling the strange object from his pocket.
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense, Mom was resting too, you know that,” Raven said.
 
   “She is blaming your mother’s policies and claiming she is weak and unable to protect the city,” Dominique replied.
 
   “Marvelous.  Tell Mom I am on my way.”
 
   Raven punched the gas and one thousand horses responded, accelerating the Shelby to breakneck speed. Next to Raven, Levac muttered ‘to hell with protocol’ and switched on the car’s lights and sirens. Raven nodded her thanks and guided the car through evening traffic, drifting around corners and narrowly avoiding other cars in her haste to return home. In just minutes they were on the highway and heading out of the city.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE SHELBY PULLED DOWN THE manor’s driveway in record time, gravel flying as it drifted around the corner. The curved driveway held half a dozen cars Raven recognized as belonging to Evangelina’s followers. She parked behind them and climbed out of the Shelby. She paused to gather several fresh magazines for her Automag and then headed up the front stairs followed closely by Levac. Raven stopped at the door and looked at Levac. “I don’t want to treat you like a mushroom. This is family stuff. Are you sure you want to go? You can wait out here.”
 
   “I’ve got your back, Ray,” Levac replied. “Someone is threatening your family. That’s a police matter.”
 
   “Thanks, Rupe,” Raven said.
 
   She pushed open the door and stepped through to find two of Evangelina’s followers standing guard inside. Both wore leather vests that revealed muscular chests and Evangelina’s personal double snake crest, leather pants and carried swords. The shorter of the two stepped forward to block Raven’s path.
 
   “Lady Evangelina ordered that she and Lady Tempeste were not to be disturbed by anyone.”
 
   Raven’s Automag spoke once, blowing a hole in the vampire’s foot. He screamed in pain and tried to grab his wounded toes, ending up on his rear. The vampire next to him started to draw his sword and found Levac’s Mp5 pressed against his throat.
 
   “You seem to be carrying a blade longer than three inches,” Levac said. “I’m assuming you don’t have a permit for such a weapon, a misdemeanor within city limits. That means you’re under arrest.”
 
   The vampire licked his fangs. “Stupid vertraut. We are above human laws. You should know that. No cell can hold us.”
 
   “Whatever. What are you two idiots doing blocking the door to my house?” Raven asked.
 
   “Lady Evangelina ordered it,” the injured vampire replied.
 
   “I repeat, this is my house. You seriously thought she had the right to keep me out?” Raven asked.
 
   “The Totentanz…”
 
   “…is a bunch of antique bullshit,” Raven finished. “You two get out of here and don’t come back. Ever.”
 
   She stepped over the first vampire and headed toward the ballroom. She kicked open the doors and stepped through. Evangelina stood with a dagger to Valentina’s throat. Valentina was seated and still calmly holding a glass of claret. Five other vampires, three men and two women all dressed in leather and armed with pistols and swords were spread out in the room. Evangelina looked up and snarled, her fangs extended.
 
   “The Mistress’ pet Fürstin. Where is my Karina?” Evangelina screamed.
 
   “I have no idea,” Raven replied. “And I won’t be answering anymore questions or helping you until you put that blade down and surrender.”
 
   “I am going to kill the Mistress and take her place!” Evangelina replied. “Then I will find out where my precious jewel is!”
 
   “Take my place?” Valentina asked. “Evangelina, you are an Embraced and a weak one at that. You cannot take my place. Do as my daughter asks before this gets uglier than it need be. You are distraught. Let us help you.”
 
   “You’re a pathetic Mistress and you kidnapped my Karina to stop me from denying your authority,” Evangelina said.
 
   “They have no need to kidnap anyone, Evangelina and I would never allow it,” Levac said. “I’m a police officer. If you will just put the weapon down we can talk this out and try to determine who kidnapped Karina before it’s too late.”
 
   “Police officer. A poor choice for a vertraut, Fürstin Ravenel,” Evangelina said.
 
   “He’s the best partner I ever had,” Raven said, stepping sideways away from Levac. “And right now his cool head is keeping you alive, so you might want to be a little nicer. I’d rather just blow your fool head off. Put the blade down!”
 
   “Do as my daughter says, Lina, and you will not be harmed,” Valentina said. “I will do all I can to return Karina to you.”
 
   “All you can do?” Evangelina scoffed. “You’re useless!”
 
   Valentina was a blur of movement. One moment she was seated, the next she was standing with Evangelina held by the throat at arm’s length. Evangelina dropped the knife and gurgled, making ‘help me’ motions at her companions.
 
   Raven was only a step behind her mother. As Valentina held Evangelina, Raven opened fire, followed quickly by Levac. Evangelina’s companions vanished in a cloud of gunsmoke and ash, leaving the hapless vampire dangling, alone and helpless.
 
   “Now, Evangelina, perhaps you would care to explain what has happened to your familiar and why you have come here?” Valentina asked. “My daughter and her partner will listen and help if they can.”
 
   Evangelina struggled for a moment longer, surrendering when Raven moved next to her mother. Valentina set the distraught vampire down and returned to her seat, taking up her glass.
 
   “I woke at dusk to find my sanctuary in shambles and Karina gone,” Evangelina said. “Her scent was everywhere, but there was no blood or other evidence of what had happened. I felt she still lived so tried her cell; there was no answer. I can find no hint of my jewel. If you, Valentina, were stronger no one would dare take a member of the House.”
 
   “You are not a member of the house, Evangelina,” Raven said. “You lost that privilege when you challenged Mother’s authority. Perhaps whoever took Karina knows of your attempted coup?”
 
   Evangelina hung her head. “I cannot argue that I may be partially to blame, Ravenel. I apologize for my actions and beg forgiveness.”
 
   “You are forgiven,” Valentina said. “I will work out a suitable punishment. In the meantime I believe time is of the essence. Raven, my daughter, I believe you and dear Rupert are as you say ‘off the clock?’”
 
   “I’m never off the clock, Mother,” Raven said. “But we are at a wall on this case unless a suspect breaks or Ming finds something new. I think we can spare a few moments for Karina.”
 
   “Thank you, my love,” Valentina said.
 
   “Ms. Evangelina, may we have the key to your domicile?” Levac asked, holding out his hand.
 
   “You won’t need a key,” Evangelina said. “Simply tell the doorman you have Lady Evangelina’s permission. He is mine and will gladly let you in.” 
 
   “Of course. Thank you, ma’am,” Levac said.
 
   “Evangelina, I expect you to behave yourself,” Raven said. “I have no problem adding you to the dust pile. Am I clear?”
 
   “Yes, Fürstin Ravenel,” Evangelina replied, tears running down her cheeks. “I pledge my allegiance to House Tempeste. Please just find my Karina, I know she is in pain.”
 
   Raven holstered her Automag and turned toward the ballroom door. Behind her Levac said, “We’ll do what we can, ma’am,” before turning and following Raven outside.
 
   Raven quickly located Thad and advised him of the cars that would need to be removed from the estate’s driveway. She then headed out into the night where her Shelby waited, still ticking in the cooler night air. She was about to open the Shelby’s door when Levac gently took her by the elbow.
 
   “Ray, what’s going on?” he asked.
 
   “My mom just finally acted like a leader and took a hand in both her own safety and her future as Mistress of the City. Then we volunteered to try and find a psycho bitch vampire’s familiar,” Raven replied. “Just another day in my life.”
 
   “That isn’t what I mean,” Levac said. “I know you try to keep me out of the vampire side of your life and I appreciate it. But that name they called me. Evangelina said you chose me. What was she talking about?”
 
   “Nothing important,” Raven said, trying again for the door handle. 
 
   Levac gently turned Raven to face him. “Raven, you’re lying. I know when you’re lying, you stop being snarky.  What were they talking about?”
 
   Raven sighed and shuffled until she could sit on the hood of the Shelby. “I did it to save your life after I thought Xavier had killed you. I couldn’t handle losing you.”
 
   Levac nodded. “I don’t want to lose you either. So?”
 
   Raven blushed and looked at the ground. “So I did something I didn’t even know I could do. I shared my blood with you.”
 
   “And that’s why I didn’t die?” Levac asked.
 
   “Yes,” Raven replied.
 
   Levac was quiet for a moment and Raven could tell his mind was working. She prayed he wouldn’t ask the question she knew he was going to come up with. He was, after all, one of the best detectives on the force.
 
   “That makes sense,” he said at last.  “Just one more thing. What you did to save my life…it did more than just keep me alive, didn’t it?”
 
   “Rupe…” Raven said.
 
   “I deserve to know, Ray,” Levac pressed.
 
   Raven looked up, her eyes green. “Yes. It did more, okay? It made you stronger, faster and gave you the ability to heal terrible wounds like the one that was going to kill you. It made you one of my chosen. My familiar in name and in blood.”
 
   Levac turned away visibly shaking. “How could you do that to me?”
 
   “You were dying in my arms, Rupert, what was I supposed to do? Watch my best friend, someone I love, die?”
 
   Levac spun, anger on his face. “Yes! It was my time, Raven!”
 
   Raven slid off the Shelby’s hood. “No it wasn’t, damn it! It wasn’t your time. Xavier chose your time and I couldn’t let you die. Not like that.”
 
   Levac closed his eyes and looked away. “You took away my humanity.”
 
   Raven turned Levac around and looked up into his eyes. “I didn’t, Rupe. I promise you. You carry some of my blood in your veins. Everything that makes you the person I care about is always there, in your heart and in everything you do each and every day. Sure, you’re a little stronger and harder to kill. You will age more slowly like I do. Is that so bad? Does me having a vampire for a mother make me less the person you care about?”
 
   Levac closed his eyes and shook his head. “Of course not, Ray. You know how I feel. This is different. I wasn’t born this way like you were, this is something you did to me without asking.”
 
   “I couldn’t ask you!” Raven yelled. “If I could have I would have. You were bleeding out in my arms. I had a choice. I made it. I’m sorry you disagree with it, but I can’t take it back. I will never stand aside and just let you die.”
 
   Levac touched Raven’s face with a gentle hand then turned and headed for the garage.
 
   “Where are you going?” Raven asked.
 
   “Thad said I could have that old Ferrari GTO,” Levac replied. “I’m taking it and going home.”
 
   Raven started to say something, but the words died in her throat. What could she say? She doubted saying ‘I saved you because I love you, stupid’ would make any difference.
 
   She stood next to the Shelby and watched the bright red GTO pull out of the garage. Levac never even looked at her. He simply guided the car down the driveway and disappeared into the night. Raven knew he never looked back; she watched until the taillights had melted into the darkness. 
 
   She wiped tears from her face and climbed into the Shelby. When she could speak without her voice shaking she raised the radio mic to her lips and said, “Dispatch, X-ray 42, rolling single on a possible lead. Levac’s on his way home.”
 
   “X-ray 42, dispatch. Have you rolling single. You’re off the clock, no overtime on this one.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. Just keeping you in the loop. Storm out.”
 
   She started the Shelby and headed back toward the city, her eyes on the distant glittering lights, her mind on a certain goofy detective.
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   THE WOLF MOON, ANGRY AND red hung over the city and bathed it in a hellish glow that made Raven’s fists itch as she guided the Shelby through the maze of back alleys and side streets that made up the inner workings of Chicago’s famous Loop. The dull red glow made everything look like it was bleeding; somewhere deep inside, her vampire was licking its lips while Raven wanted to vomit. Or punch someone.
 
   She pulled into the garage to Evangelina’s building and parked in an empty parking space next to a Maserati of some kind. She barely glanced at the shiny black car. It may have done 185, but it wasn’t as pretty or as brutal as the Shelby and both were qualities Raven wanted in her car.
 
   She pushed through the glass doors into the apartment building, her boots ringing out in the tomblike silence of the lobby. Like most of the vampire havens in the city this one was heavy on the marble, columns and red velvet with a side order discrete gargoyles. It made Raven want to set fire to the place.
 
   She swallowed her annoyance at the vampire décor and walked toward the front desk where a short black man was standing, a solitaire game in front of him. He smiled brightly and offered Raven a half bow.
 
   “Good evening, Fürstin Ravenel,” he said. “I assume you’re here to see Lady Evangelina, unfortunately she and her familiar are both out at the moment. May I take a message?”
 
   “Evangelina is with the Mistress and has granted me access to her rooms,” Raven replied. “Karina is missing. Do you remember seeing her?”
 
   The guard’s smile twisted into a frown. “No, ma’am, I come on duty for the late shift and Karina is usually in bed by the time I come in. I haven’t seen her in two or three days.”
 
   “Did any of the other guards report anything strange today?” Raven asked.
 
   The guard raised a finger and then rifled through a stack of reports. He chose one and read it over. “A neighbor did complain of noise in Lady Evangelina’s room around noon today. The guard on duty responded, but there was no answer.”
 
   “Is there a back door out of this place that doesn’t come through the lobby?” Raven asked.
 
   “Of course, we do cater to those who prefer to avoid sunlight and attention,” the guard replied. “There is a back staircase that leads into the rear lot and a shaded alleyway.”
 
   “Have the video of that entrance from morning until after noon ready when I get back,” Raven said. “And get me a passkey for Evangelina’s room.”
 
   “At once, Fürstin.”
 
   The guard made an electronic key and slid it across the desk. “She has the four bedroom apartment on the nineteenth floor. There is only one neighbor, a Ms. Tabor.”
 
   “Thanks,” Raven said. “I’ll be back for that video.”
 
   The guard nodded and Raven turned away toward the elevators. One of the doors opened when she pushed the button and she stepped inside the wood and brass car. She stabbed the nineteen button with her thumb and tried not to stare at the empty space where Levac should be.
 
   The nineteenth floor was divided into two rectangular apartments with a central corridor that ran from the elevators to a pool at the far end of the building. The hallway was carpeted in red with white fleur de lis wallpaper and looked like something out of a horror movie. It seemed to stretch on forever with a handful of doors spaced along its length for maintenance and emergency stair access and a tiny pinprick of light at the far end where the pool was located. 
 
   Raven stepped out of the elevator and looked at the hallway with distaste. “Someone should invite Stevie King or that Koontz guy to spend a week here,” she muttered. “They’d write a bestseller for sure.”
 
   She walked down the corridor, pausing at the door marked ‘STAIRS’. She pushed it open with her toe and examined the jam and the edge of the door. The door locked from the outside and required a passkey to enter the building. Anyone using the stairs for access had to have a card or bypass the lock by some other means.
 
   She found what she was looking for at the edge of the stainless steel lock plate. Someone had used a tool like a large screwdriver or pry-bar to pop the door open from the outside. Whoever had taken Karina had likely entered through the alley and exited the same way with Karina in tow.
 
   She took pictures of the door and stairwell with her phone and continued down the hall to Evangelina’s room. She opened the door and again looked for signs of forced entry, but found none. Karina had either known her abductors or had some other reason to open the door for them.
 
   Raven opened the door with the passkey she’d been given. The lock disengaged with a faint click and Raven drew her Automag. She pushed the door open and dropped to one knee, checking the room beyond for targets. She found herself in a spacious living room arranged around a gas fireplace. A sofa of white leather surrounded the modern fire pit with two tables set into the sofa to hold bloodletting bowls and goblets. The bowls and goblets now lay on the floor among satin pillows and an assortment of blades. Raven frowned at the mess on the floor and turned her attention to the rest of the apartment. A hallway led toward the four bedrooms while a wide kitchen lay opposite the kitchen area. Raven checked the kitchen and was surprised to find the refrigerator stocked with a variety foods. Obviously Karina lived with Evangelina full time.
 
   She also noticed that a large knife was missing from the butcher block next to the gas stove. She looked around and found it discarded at the threshold of the hallway. She nudged it with her boot and saw that the handle had been cracked and now hung in pieces from the rivets that once held it in place. Blood smeared the length of the blade as if the wielder, possibly Karina, had gotten a bite of her attacker.
 
   What happened here? Raven wondered.
 
   She licked a finger and touched it to the blade. A drop of blood came free and she sniffed at it. There was a tang she wasn’t familiar with and a hint of A positive.
 
   Frowning, she turned down the corridor checking the doors on either side of her. The first two bedrooms were neatly decorated in white leather and silver satin, but held neither signs of use nor the personal touches that indicate someone has been staying in the room.
 
   The third room was decorated tastefully in black and gold with an oriental flare that included rice paper screens, katanas, black lacquered boxes containing secret treasures and a circular bed covered in black and gold satin. Unlike the living room, the bedroom appeared untouched for the most part, however Raven noted that both a katana and a pair of tanto knives were missing from Karina’s collection. She took a photograph of the stand and examined the remaining blades. They’d been made by master sword maker Hansu. Real swords, not cheap Little China replicas. A robbery with a side of kidnapping? That made no sense; nothing had been taken from the other scenes.
 
   Raven turned and walked across the hall into Evangelina’s private chamber. This room smelled of freshly turned earth and was sparsely decorated with black drapes, red candles on iron pillars and an ebony coffin. An antique armoire stood in the corner, the doors ajar. Evangelina had probably left it open when she got dressed.
 
   Raven took pictures of the room and walked back into the hallway. She closed her eyes and awakened her vampire. When she opened them again she could see the room as if it were lit by candlelight. Evangelina’s scent, heavy with blood, hung in the air like a brick, underlined by Karina’s more delicate floral scent. Raven followed Karina’s scent down the corridor and to the door where two more scents joined the young Asian girl’s. Both smelled of meat and wet dog. Their scents mingled then went back out the door and down the secure staircase. Raven was certain they’d had a vehicle waiting. With any luck it would be on the surveillance footage.
 
   She locked Evangelina’s apartment and turned to the door across the hall. She knocked politely and waited. After a few minutes a middle aged woman with her brown and grey hair held back in a bun answered the door. She pulled her purple robe around herself and looked up at Raven. “Do you know what time it is?”
 
   Raven smiled. “Yes ma’am and I apologize. I’m detective Raven Storm and I am investigating the disappearance of the young woman across the hall. I understand you heard a disturbance this morning?”
 
   Tabor nodded. “Lina and Karina can get a bit loud, but nothing like this. It sounded like they were fighting. I could hear Karina yelling in Chinese, but I didn’t understand what she said. I called security to investigate and they said everything was fine.”
 
   “Can you repeat the Chinese you heard?”
 
   Tabor shrugged. “Well, it sounded like Lan Gren and xuè yuèliàng. Does that mean anything?”
 
   “Yes ma’am, it does,” Raven replied. “You’ve been very helpful. I’m sorry to disturb you so late. Goodnight.”
 
   Raven turned and hurried to the elevators. Minutes later she was back in the lobby with the guard, whose name turned out to be Kevin. He’d queued up the video and the pair sat behind the desk to watch it on a small monitor. The video mainly showed men and women, many of whom Raven recognized as familiars, carrying goods up and down the stairs. However at 11:48 a.m. two men in white coveralls carrying a large white tarp and painter’s tool belts entered through the south entrance. The men were approximately the same height and both had blonde hair and wore sunglasses that hid most of their features.  Neither man looked familiar.
 
   The pair returned to the stairs at 12:02 p.m. carrying the same tarp, though it looked somewhat thicker. Raven slowed the video and looked closely for anything that would identify the men with no luck. She could, however, see strands of long dark hair hanging from the tarp. She could also see a white van parked just beyond the door. She wrote down the partial plate and smiled with satisfaction. She then ejected the disk and stuck it inside her jacket. “Thank you, Kevin. I will let Evangelina know how helpful you’ve been.”
 
   Kevin bowed. “Not at all, Fürstin. It has been my pleasure to serve.”
 
   Raven bowed from the neck and headed back to the parked Shelby. On the way across the garage she called in to her mother and confirmed Karina had been kidnapped by unknown parties. She also suggested, much to her own displeasure, that Evangelina be offered a room with a guard, just in case. When she ended that call she put in a call to dispatch and gave a description of the men, the vehicle and the partial plate. Maybe they’d get lucky.
 
   A few minutes later the Shelby drifted out onto North State Street and headed toward Old Town. While she drove Raven used her free hand to feed Thad’s specials into her pistol’s empty magazines.
 
   Half an hour later she pulled up to the curb outside Club Purgatory. She climbed out and shook her head at the line of vampire, Goth and emo kids waiting to get in. No matter how many places opened, Purgatory was the place to be.
 
   Raven walked past the line and climbed the short staircase to the door. A vampire bouncer Raven recognized as Verde stood at the top taking covers and stamping hands. He smiled when Raven approached and held the heavy plastic curtain aside. “Good to see you, Ms. Raven. Welcome to Purgatory.”
 
   “Hi, Verde, it’s nice to see you too. Is Pashta in?” Raven asked.
 
   Verde nodded.  “Yes ma’am, she tending bar as usual.”
 
   “Thanks. Listen, Verde, I have a feeling you may want to get the straights back from the door,” Raven said. “I have to talk to someone who might not want to talk to me.”
 
   Verde nodded. “Not Pashta though?”
 
   Raven laughed. “Of course not. Anyone who hurts Pashta answers to me.”
 
   She turned and passed through the curtain and down the short hallway. Pashta had installed a revolving tunnel around the entrance giving the feeling you were walking through the Veil to get into the club. It was eerie and thrilling at the same time. Pashta had really brought the club up without losing the regular clientele. 
 
   Raven stepped off the catwalk and approached the coat and weapons check. She showed the petite young vampire her badge and passed through another rubber curtain into the club proper.
 
   The layout of the bar had changed, with the main bar now being located along the far wall. It was home to three trained bartenders who made slinging booze an art form and show in itself.  Where the bar used to be was now a caged-in stage where local bands kicked out the latest in heavy metal and between the two was a dance floor surrounded by private booths where bar food, but excellent bar food, was served to snuggling couples. 
 
   Pashta had also added a partial second floor that consisted of a wide metal catwalk. Café tables had been placed discretely around the metal floor allowing a little more privacy and an excellent view of the club below. When Raven stopped in for a drink she usually took one of the corner tables where she could see everything. But she wasn’t interested in a table. Instead she walked straight to the bar where Pashta was juggling four bottles at once, somehow getting the alcohol into glasses without spilling a drop. Her long pink dreads stood out from her head like she’d been shocked and she was wearing silver leathers that displayed her glistening ebony skin to the fullest. 
 
   Pashta must have spotted Raven approaching because she winked, shelved the bottles she was juggling and poured a cranberry club soda from Raven’s secret stash of unmarked cans. Raven reached across the bar and clasped arms with her old friend before sipping from the glass.
 
   “It’s good to see you, Ray. How’re things down at the 42nd?” Pashta asked.
 
   Raven put her glass down and shrugged. “Working on a new case that has me aggravated, but that really isn’t anything new. Most murders aggravate me.”
 
   “Working? Then where is that partner of yours?” Pashta asked.
 
   “He’s taking the night off,” Raven replied in a tone that invited no further comment.
 
   “Okay…” Pashta said. “I’m guessing this isn’t a social call then, what I can I do to help?”
 
   “Are the lycans in tonight?”
 
   Pashta jerked her head toward a shadowy booth in the farthest corner of the club. “Yeah. They’re lurking back there gnawing on mutton and snarling at everyone like always, why?”
 
   “Have they seemed any weirder than usual?” Raven asked.
 
   Pashta shook her head. “How do you get weirder than acting like a wild animal in public?”
 
   Raven stared at Pashta for a beat. “Do you really want to know?”
 
   “Um…no probably not,” Pashta replied. “They have been flashing more cash than usual, if that helps at all.”
 
   Raven slipped two hundred dollar bills under her half-full glass and turned toward the booth Pashta had indicated. She passed through the dance floor, occasionally pushing people who got too close out of her way. Her glare was enough to keep anyone from complaining. 
 
   On the far side of the floor she stepped into the gloom and blinked, bringing her vampire sight to life. She could see the lycans sitting around their table, their ratty leather and denim stained with mutton and blood. As before, the Alpha sat in the middle with his mate while the rest of the pack sat further away with the two Omega females kneeling like slaves at the end of the booth. Raven stepped forward and pulled two large mutton chops off the platter on the table and handed them to the Omegas before turning her attention to the Alpha. He brushed his long brown hair away from his face with one hand and glared at the dhampyr.
 
   “Hello, Tate. Miss me?” 
 
   Tate crushed the steel goblet he’d been holding, spilling wine all over his female, who squealed in annoyance. “How dare you, dhampyr?”
 
   “I don’t like to see anyone being treated like you treat Laren and Kiyu. They’re people you infected, not animals,” Raven replied. “If you want to stop me, you’re welcome to try. And don’t even think about punishing them for my act. I’ll pull your head off and hang it outside the Mistress’ home.”
 
   Tate folded his arms and leaned back in his seat. “We shall see. What is it you want, Fürstin?”
 
   Raven glared at one of the werewolves until he stood and let her sit at the booth. “Mm, freedom for Omegas, world peace and anything you can tell me about a pair of lycans abducting a vampire familiar around noon today.”
 
   “Omegas know their place, I couldn’t care less about the world outside my territory and none of my pack would be stupid enough to kidnap a familiar,” Tate replied. “That would violate the treaty and lead to war.”
 
   Raven nodded and toyed with a piece of mutton. “It would. Do you know of any other packs in town or anyone running freelance?”
 
   “The only pack in Chicago is mine,” Tate growled. “This is my territory. We are one hundred strong.”
 
   “That’s pretty impressive for someone with the IQ of a potato,” Raven replied. “Are you sure you’ve got them all under your thumb?”
 
   Tate’s eyes took on the golden glow of his wolf and he leaned forward, close enough Raven could smell the blood on his breath. “I said they are mine!”
 
   Raven’s hand moved like quicksilver. She grabbed Tate by the throat and dragged him over the table, spinning so she had one knee on his chest and her Automag aimed at his head. 
 
   “I warned you before about getting in my face, Lycan. Let me make this clear. Two weres kidnapped a familiar named Karina. If your pack didn’t do it, another group of lycans did. Are you sure you don’t know anything useful? You’re flashing an awful lot of green for a potato.”
 
   “My pack is not involved, dhampyr,” Tate replied. “And I am tired of being insulted in front of my pack.”
 
   Raven thumbed back the Automag’s hammer. “I’m not sure what you’re going to do about it, Tate. You move and I’m going to vaporize that big cute noggin of yours.”
 
   She could see the anger in the lycan’s eyes, but she could also see he was smart enough not to make a move against a Fürstin; especially one who had a massive pistol aimed at his head.
 
   “That’s what I thought. I’m going to ask you for two things under the Treaty, for which I will pay you. One, if you hear of any other pack or any lycans running free you will contact me immediately. And two, either let your Omegas go or treat them like the rest of your pack. I will not tolerate you treating them like slaves. Are we clear?”
 
   Tate nodded and Raven straightened. Tate stood and she handed him a small bag of gold from inside her jacket. 
 
   “A token of my family’s appreciation. Spend it wisely,” Raven said.
 
   Tate stuffed the bag into his jacket and Raven pushed past him, headed for the bar. 
 
   “That looked like it went better than expected,” Pashta said, meeting Raven at the end of the bar.
 
   Raven nodded and glanced back at Tate, who was staring holes in the back of her head. “Maybe. He’s hiding something though. His clothes smell like an outhouse, but under the stink I could smell fear. He’s involved in what I’m working on or knows who is and it scares him. He’s a moron, but he’s smart enough to know what’s at stake.”
 
   “So what are you going to do now?” Pashta asked.
 
   Raven sipped from her glass. “I shook the tree. I’m going to go home and see if anything falls out.”
 
   “Be careful, Ravenel,” Pashta said. “Tate and his pack can be dangerous.”
 
   “I know,” Raven replied. “But I need answers.”
 
   She leaned across the bar and kissed Pashta’s cheek before exiting the club, all the while feeling Tate’s eyes on her.
 
    
 
    
 
   RAVEN WOKE TO THE SUN shining through her drapes, its reddish light glaring at her like an angry eye. She pulled a pillow over her head and checked the time on her phone. It was almost ten in the morning. She groaned and sat up, not caring that the pillow fell on the floor. She glared back at the bothersome red sun and pulled the curtains closed. She then staggered off to the bathroom to get ready for the day.
 
   When she left the bathroom an hour later she was dressed in a pair of black leather jeans tucked into a pair of stylish but functional boots and a pair of layered tank-tops, one gray and one black under a thin white tunic that hung low enough to cover the Automag holstered at the small of her back.
 
   She was hurrying down the steps when her phone went off. 
 
   She fished it out and answered, “Storm.”
 
   “Good morning, Detective, getting a late start?” Lieutenant Frost said.
 
   “Hey, Chris. Lay off, I was out late following up on a possible lead in the skinner case. What’s up?”
 
   “Zhu has a report for you on the second vic. Highlights include the same salt being used in both murders, same tool marks in her muscles, too. He guesses she was killed with a bone spear of some kind and he places the age of the weapon somewhere close to five hundred years.”
 
   “You didn’t call to give me Zhu’s report,” Raven said, blowing a kiss to Dominique on her way to the garage.
 
   “Victim number three was found this morning, another female. She was left in plain sight hanging from a lamp post outside Club Purgatory. Sanchez is already there with the CSI unit.”
 
   “Sanchez? This is mine and Levac’s case.”
 
   Raven could hear the discomfort in Frost’s voice. “Not anymore. Rupert asked to be reassigned this morning. I gave him a week off instead. For now you’re working with Sanchez. Try not to get the kid killed.”
 
   Raven nodded and ended the call, feeling numb. She choked back tears and continued into the garage where the Shelby waited.
 
   The drive into Old Town was a blur of traffic and memories. She and Levac had piled up a huge collection and every single one seemed to want come to the surface at the same time. She fought the rising tide and, by the time she pulled to the curb outside Club Purgatory she was her old self with thoughts of Levac pushed into the same corner of her mind where Wilson and the others lived.
 
   She climbed out of the car, her eyes hidden behind her sunglasses, and approached the crime scene. Two officers raised the tape for her, but she barely glanced at them, her eyes and mind locked on the blood smeared tarp ahead of her. Pocock was hovering over the corpse taking samples while Sanchez stood by taking notes and looking green. There was a stain on the lapel of his dark green suit where he’d already been sick once and his tie was missing, likely a casualty to the same incident.
 
   “What have we got, Rook?” Raven asked, ignoring the detective’s unease.
 
   “Another female victim,” Sanchez said, his notebook shaking in his hands. “It looks like she was killed by a single deep thrust to her abdomen. She would have died slowly and painfully from the wound.”
 
   “Harvey?” Raven asked.
 
   “Sanchez is right. The cut is deep enough to have lacerated most of her lower organs, but not deep enough to kill her outright. She’d have lived through this until she bled out, fifteen or twenty minutes later.”
 
   “Any other trauma?” Raven asked.
 
   “Oh yeah, this little girl was a fighter. Four broken fingers, broken collarbone and a broken tailbone, all hours before death,” Pocock replied. “Whatever happened she fought back hard.”
 
   Raven frowned and knelt next to the small woman. She had died with her jaw locked in pain and it still held that position even hours after death. But it was her eyes that drew Raven in. Eyes she’d looked into just a few days before.
 
   “Karina,” she said softly.
 
   “Beg pardon?” Sanchez asked.
 
   “Karina Tsukino,” Raven replied. “She was the servant to someone I know. She went missing yesterday morning.”
 
   “Another case you’re working?” Sanchez asked. “Frost didn’t mention anything.”
 
   “It wasn’t really any of your business until now, Rookie,” Raven replied. “We’re looking for a white van and two thugs posing as workmen. I gave a partial plate to dispatch last night, but nothing so far. The plates probably don’t go to a van.”
 
   She turned her attention back to Harvey. “I want a run up as soon as possible, including a time of death. And ask Ming to run a toxicology screen. Something kept her quiet and docile while they carried her down nineteen flights of stairs. I want to know what was used.”
 
   “I’m not sure what we might find, Detective,” Pocock replied. “Most of her blood went down the sewer.”
 
   “Do what you can,” Raven replied. “I’ve got three victims and two vague suspects. The only thing I can go on is salt and I doubt that will get us very far.”
 
   “You got it, Detective. Anything else?” Pocock asked.
 
   “I’ll let you know. Sanchez, you’re with me,” Raven said.
 
   She didn’t wait for a reply, instead turning on her heel and heading to the Shelby. Sanchez hurried to keep up and Raven was already in the car by the time he opened the door. He sat down and looked around the car like he’d never seen one before.
 
   “Nice ride, Ray,” he said, reaching out to run a hand over the dash.
 
   Raven’s hand snaked out and wrapped around the young man’s throat. “You call me Raven or Detective, got it, Rook?”
 
   Sanchez nodded, his eyes bulging. 
 
   “Good boy. I’ll let you know when you can call me Ray. If ever,” Raven said. “Buckle up.”
 
   She let go of the young detective’s throat and headed north and east out of Old Town.
 
   “That’s assault, Detective!” Sanchez said.
 
   “Actually it’s battery,” Raven replied absently. “Telling you ‘I’m going to pop your head like a zit if you don’t shut up’ is assault. Didn’t they teach you anything?”
 
   “That isn’t the point, Detective!” Sanchez said. “I could put you on report.”
 
   “Go ahead. Won’t be the first or last time,” Raven replied.
 
   Sanchez closed his mouth and Raven drove across town. After a while the young detective found his voice again.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “The only place I can think of that might have a large quantity of Pacific Blue salt,” Raven replied.
 
   “Ah, the salt that was used on the victims.”
 
   Raven lowered her glasses and looked at Sanchez again. “Do you always state the obvious or is today a special occasion?”
 
   Sanchez blinked in surprise and blushed, sinking into his seat. 
 
   “I can see we’re going to have a lot to talk about,” she said. “Just try not to get shot.”
 
   “Why did you and Levac split?” Sanchez asked.
 
   “Ask him,” Raven replied.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE ISAACSON AND STEIN FISH company sat in a large building on West Fulton Market. It had been in the same spot for close to one hundred years and Raven happened to know that one of the proprietors, now working quietly behind the scenes, had been there since the beginning. Sometimes being a vampire had its privileges.
 
   She parked in the lot across from the building and looked up at the antique structure. The two story brick building took up almost two city blocks and extended back almost as far. They received tons of fish every day to be processed and sold, a procedure that involved a lot of salt to preserve the fish.
 
   Raven walked across the street and pushed through the door, stepping under the blue sign and antique threshold and into a large comfortable front office. A door in the back of the office led to what the owners called the shop floor where fish could be bought by the pound for an intimate dinner or by the ton for supermarkets or a wereseal convention.
 
   A man of perhaps fifty with gray hair tucked under a blue fisherman’s hat, full beard and mustache stood behind the counter, a pair of antique spectacles perched on his nose. He pulled off his glasses when the two detectives entered and stuck them in the breast pocket of his blue work shirt.
 
   “Good afternoon, what can I do for you folks?” he asked.
 
   “Detectives Storm and Sanchez,” Raven said, flashing her badge. “Is there someone around who can answer a few questions?”
 
   The man folded his arms across his chest. “Yeah. Me. I’m John Trinear, the manager. What’s this all about?”
 
   “Salt,” Raven replied. “Particularly Pacific sea salt like you use to preserve some of your fish.”
 
   “What about it?” Trinear asked.
 
   “Do you use Pacific Blue?” Raven asked.
 
   “Yes, we get it from a west coast supplier,” Trinear said. 
 
   Sanchez said. “Have you had any go missing in the last week or so?”
 
   “Not that I’m aware of, but we go through tons of the stuff,” Trinear replied. “Come on, we’ll go talk to the shop foreman.”
 
   Trinear left a teenage girl who looked to be his daughter behind the counter and led the way into the shop. Dozens of purchasers were pouring over the assortment of fish. The smell of freshly gutted fish and blood made Raven gag and she had to pause to catch her breath before continuing through the shop. She was trailing behind Sanchez when she spotted a long-haired blonde man carrying a large box of sea salt toward a side exit.
 
   “Hey! Halt!” she yelled, turning toward him. 
 
   The man looked over his shoulder, spotted Raven and started running. He crashed through the side door and vanished into the back alley beyond. Raven drew her Automag and followed, reaching the door at the same time as Sanchez who held his .40 S&W Glock at the ready.
 
   “Stay here, Rook,” Raven said, pushing past.
 
   “What? I’m your partner!” Sanchez yelled.
 
   “Like hell,” Raven replied. “Put that thing away, you couldn’t hit a lake if you were standing on the bottom and that Glock has the stopping power of a BB gun. Stay here and find out how much salt has gone out this door.”
 
   Raven pushed through the door without waiting for an answer. The blonde’s trail was easy to follow. He’d run across the alley and a parking lot to crash through the door to an abandoned building less than a block away. Raven followed, slipping through the splintered door and moving quickly down the hallway, her senses drawn tight as a drum.
 
   The corridor was plain white with a bare wood floor and boarded up windows. The man’s boot prints were easy to spot in the grime on the floor and she followed on cat feet, periodically checking down to make sure she was on track before turning her attention back to the corridor and empty rooms around her.
 
   She followed her quarry for another five minutes before the boot prints just stopped. Raven looked around, looking for any where the man could have gone, any holes he could have slithered into. She spotted the lycan in the ceiling. He had wedged himself among the old steam pipes and plumbing. His jaw opened, dripping saliva and he growled low in his throat.
 
   Raven raised her Automag as the lycan fell from the ceiling, his claws extended. He landed on her before she could bring her weapon to bear and it clattered uselessly to the floor as the weight of the lycan pushed her to the ground. She raised an arm under the lycan’s throat to keep it from biting her face off while her free hand scrabbled for one of her knives.
 
   “I am Furstin Ravenel Tempeste of House Tempeste,” she grunted. “My mother is the Mistress of the City. What you are doing is a violation of the Treaty, get off of me right now!”
 
   The lycan chuckled and reared back, his long clawed hands grabbing Raven’s wrists and pinning her to the floor. He then lowered his head, drool dripping from his jaws onto the fire-haired detective’s face.
 
   Raven watched the lycan lean closer and turned her face away. “Before you bite me, can I say something? Your mouthwash just ain’t making it.”
 
   She kicked out with her right foot, the sharp toe of her boot scraping along the delicate skin between the creature’s legs. The lycan howled and pulled away, blood running down his thigh.
 
   Raven rolled to the side and scooped up her Automag. She was climbing to her feet when the lycan grabbed her from behind and shoved her face first into the wall. She felt her nose break like an old popsicle stick and blood spurt onto the old white plaster. When she pulled free and spun her eyes glowed bright green. The lycan laughed again and charged. Deftly Raven leapt over the lycan, her heels kicking him in the back of the head as she somersaulted to safety. She landed and spun, her pistol aimed at the lycan’s head.
 
   “Last chance, bub. Change back and tell me what the hell is going on,” Raven said, sniffing blood.
 
   The lycan turned and spread his arms, his claws clicking like keys on a computer. He glared at Raven and howled his fury, preparing to pounce again.
 
   Raven waited no longer. She squeezed the Automag’s trigger over and over again, punching nickel-sized holes in the lycan’s head and chest. With a whine like a kicked dog the lycan collapsed to the floor and slowly changed back. Raven squatted next to him and pulled her nose back into shape before testing the lycan for a pulse. He was dead. Permanently. 
 
   Raven shook her head and pulled a bottle of silver powder from her jacket. She uncorked it and sprinkled the contents on the lycan who began to dissolve. Within moments he was nothing but a grease spot on the floor.
 
   She finished cleaning the blood from her face, picked up her empty brass and headed back toward the fish market.
 
    
 
    
 
   RAVEN ENTERED THE MARKET THROUGH the same door she’d exited through. Sanchez was speaking with two men who were holding an open box of Pacific sea salt. He looked up when the door opened and frowned.
 
   “Hey, Detective. Did you catch the blonde guy?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Raven replied. “I’m pretty sure I know where he was going though. I’ll catch up with him later. What have you got?”
 
   “The famous Detective Storm didn’t catch her man?  Say it isn’t so,” Sanchez quipped.
 
   “Sanchez? Can I talk with you for a second?” Raven said, beckoning the well-dressed rookie to the corner.
 
   Sanchez joined Raven away from the watching workman and folded his arms.
 
   “What’s up, Detective?”
 
   Raven scowled at Sanchez and let the fire rise in her eyes once more. “Rook, did I give you the impression I have a sense of humor?”
 
   “No, Ray… Detective Storm,” Sanchez replied, looking uncomfortable. “But I’ve seen you and Rupe banter and I thought it would, you know, lighten the mood.”
 
   Raven shook her head. “You aren’t Rupert Levac. More than likely you’re another casualty waiting to happen. The best you can hope for is to get reassigned before you die or end up eating through a tube. Do your job, keep your head down and otherwise shut the hell up, are we clear?”
 
   “You really think that’s what will happen?” Sanchez asked.
 
   “Ask Frost what happens to my partners on the weird ones,” Raven replied. “In the meantime tell me what you learned about the salt and that guy I chased out into the alley.”
 
   Sanchez pulled out his notebook and flipped a few pages. “The blonde guy’s name was Thomas Cleary, a laborer hired about three weeks ago. His documents indicate he’s new to Chicago and is out of White Peak, Colorado. He checks out on the surface, but Harvey says his paper trail ends in White Peak and his birth certificate is a fake.”
 
   “And the folks here have discovered they’re missing quite a bit of salt,” Raven said.
 
   “Yes, it looks like close to a thousand pounds in the last month,” Sanchez said.
 
   Raven nodded. “So one less mystery. Now we just have to figure out where his partner is hiding.”
 
   “Maybe he’s wherever the other guy went,” Sanchez said.
 
   “I doubt it,” Raven said, lost in thought.
 
   She turned and walked back to where the manager was standing with two of his foremen.
 
   “I need to report this stolen salt,” Trinear said.
 
   “It will be in my report,” Raven said. “I’m sorry to say it’s unrecoverable. What can you tell me about Cleary?”
 
   Trinear shrugged. “Not much. He answered an ad I took out in the paper for someone to do manual labor. He was big, muscle bound and would work for minimum wage. His papers were clean so I put him to work.”
 
   “Was there anyone in particular he hung out with?”
 
   “No, he was a loner. Came in, did his shift, stole some salt and left,” Trinear said with a shrug. “I never saw him with anyone.”
 
   “Did he give any next of kin?” Sanchez asked.
 
   Trinear tapped his nose. “You know what, he did, it is required in a job like this one. Let me check the files.”
 
   He headed toward the office with Raven and Sanchez in tow. He pulled open a file drawer and rifled through it, eventually pulling out a single piece of cardstock in the shape of a miniature file folder. It contained a mixture of print and handwriting and looked as if it had been completed in a hurry.
 
   “Yeah, here it is. He lists a brother, Jacob Cleary over in Riverdale.”
 
   “That should be fun,” Sanchez said.
 
   Raven took the card and slipped it into her jacket. “Thank you, Mr. Trinear. We’ll get back to you.”
 
   “Good luck, Detectives,” Trinear said. “If that guy was tied up in those Skinner cases I read about in the Tribune, I hope he resists arrest. What a freak.”
 
   Raven gave a half smile and turned away, walking through the warehouse and back out into the noise of the city. The roads had become crowded with early afternoon traffic and Raven watched it with distaste, her mind momentarily wandering to Levac. She could feel him out there, could feel his hurt and it made her heart ache.
 
   She shook off the feeling, straightened her sunglasses and slid behind the wheel of her Shelby. Sanchez dropped into the seat next to her and Raven had to fight not to tell the kid to get out. He was trying and, in truth he wasn’t that much younger than she was. He just seemed so green, like an accident waiting to happen.
 
   She backed the Shelby out of the parking lot and pointed it toward Riverdale and the address of one Mr. Cleary.
 
    
 
    
 
   RIVERDALE WAS AS FAR SOUTH of Chicago’s city center as you could get and still be in the city limits. The drive had taken an eternity during which Raven listened to Sanchez’s stories about college and the academy and did her best not to reach over and strangle him. 
 
   Night was falling by the time the Shelby turned into the parking lot of what looked like a large abandoned apartment building. All of the windows were boarded up, no light shone from the cracks and all the parking lot lights were broken.
 
   “I have a bad feeling about this,” Sanchez said, looking out at the bloody moon hanging over the building.
 
   “Welcome to the weird cases,” Raven replied.
 
   She parked the Shelby next to the overgrown sidewalk and picked up the car’s microphone. 
 
   “Dispatch, X-ray 42. In the 3500 block of South Rhodes,” she said. “The place looks abandoned, but Sanchez and I are going to check it out.”
 
   “Xray 42, proceed with caution,” the dispatcher replied. “We’ve had six homicides in that area in the last month.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what worries me,” Raven replied. “X-ray 42 out.”
 
   She dropped the microphone and exited the car. Sanchez followed her to the trunk of the car and Raven pulled a Sig Sauer 1911 replica out of her gun bag. She handed it and two magazines to the rookie.
 
   “Here. Take a real gun.”
 
   Sanchez looked at the Sig with a frown. “What’s wrong with my Glock?”
 
   “It’s a popgun for people who can’t hit the broad side of a barn with a rocket launcher,” Raven replied, slamming the trunk. “These kind of cases, you need a real weapon. That Sig is loaded with +p ammunition with more penetration and less recoil than that plastic toy of yours. If you’re going to remain my partner, get a real weapon and save the Glock for home defense.”
 
   Sanchez unholstered his Glock and put in the trunk, exchanging it for the Sig. Raven waited until he was through and then turned to lead the way toward the building.
 
   Even when it was new, the building had probably been intimidating and ugly; it was made of brown brick with very little decoration. Wide windows with black painted frames now covered with boards dotted the first and second floor while barred windows extended up a central tower nine stories high topped with a once copper cap. The whole structure looked like something out of a survival horror video game.
 
   The pair reached the door and Raven checked the handles. The door rattled when she pulled the rust encrusted steel, but was steadfastly locked.
 
   “Looks like no one is home,” Sanchez said. “Let’s try somewhere else.”
 
   Raven glanced at him, her face a mixture of disgust and annoyance. She then kicked the door just below the rusted deadbolt. The doors popped open and smashed against either wall to reveal a small lobby area. Old mailboxes were placed to the left of the doors, an elevator sat to the right and a single glass door led into the building and, presumably the stairs.
 
   “You don’t really do subtle, do you?” Sanchez asked. “Why are we even here? This Cleary guy obviously doesn’t live here.”
 
   “Rule seventeen, Rook,” Raven said. “Rarely does anyone give an address that exists that they haven’t used or where they don’t know anyone. It’s just one of those weird things. People making up a fake address just make up a completely fake address. Cleary was here. I want to know why.”
 
   Raven entered and, out of curiosity pressed the elevator call button. Nothing happened and she moved toward the main door into the building. She tested the handle and the door opened easily at her touch revealing a long dark corridor. She pulled a mini Maglite from her pocket and clicked it on. The powerful beam reflected off of torn wallpaper and urine stained carpet as she shined it around the hallway.
 
   “You take me the nicest places,” Sanchez said, pulling out his own flashlight.
 
   Raven smirked. “Stick with me, kid. This is just the tip of the iceberg.”
 
   She entered the hallway, checking the floor ahead before shining her light on the doors to either side of her. Broken plaster, discarded furniture, alcohol bottles and other debris littered the hall and made walking treacherous. She moved with care, more for Sanchez’s sake than her own, and reached the stairs. She flashed her light up the dark, noisome shaft and started to climb, followed closely by the rookie who kept checking behind them with his own light.
 
   Raven stepped out of the stairwell on the fourth floor where Jacob Cleary supposedly had lived. This floor was cleaner with only a small amount of old plaster on the threadbare carpet. There were also candles burning every nine or ten feet, filling the hallway with a haze of smoky light. Raven looked back at Sanchez who was holding the Sig like it was a lifeline and frowned. No way was he ready for this.
 
   “Do you think you should go call for backup?” she asked.
 
   Sanchez shook his head. “I’ve got your back. Let’s check this out.”
 
   Raven nodded and drew her Automag. It’s weight was a comfortable extension of her hand and she held it in front of her cross-armed with her light. She stopped at apartment 4W and kicked the bottom, her boot making a reasonable knocking sound.
 
   “Jacob Cleary?”
 
   There was no answer, but Raven could hear someone moving around inside. She nodded back at Sanchez and then kicked the door hard, following through into the room, clearing the entrance for Sanchez.
 
   The room beyond was a nightmare of blood. All of the furniture had been pushed back to the far wall leaving only an old surgical table in the middle. A tall man in white coveralls and a mask stood over a half-skinned human male, carefully scraping away with antique tools. He looked up at Raven and all she could see was her light reflected in his glasses.
 
   “Ah, Fürstin Ravenel. I knew you’d find this place eventually.”
 
   “Fürstin? Who are you?” Raven asked.
 
   “Who I am is of no consequence, Fürstin. It is you who matters,” the man replied. “A vampire who can also offer a trophy of flesh and bone? Eliazarr will be most pleased.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever. Drop the knife and put your hands on your head,” Raven said, her Automag pointed at the man’s left eye. “You’re under arrest. Rookie, go call it in.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Detective,” Sanchez said from behind her. “I don’t think I can do that.”
 
   “Rook, what are you talking about?” Raven asked, glancing over her shoulder.
 
   She was in time to see Sanchez holding a dart pistol aimed at her rear. She started to turn and the dart caught her in the thigh. She felt the effects immediately and her leg buckled beneath her. She fell to the floor on her side facing Sanchez who squatted next to her.
 
   “Night night, Detective,” Sanchez said with a feral grin. “And good luck.”
 
   Raven raised her Automag and aimed at Sanchez.
 
   Sanchez grinned. “What are you going to do with that, half-breed?”
 
   “Kill you,” Raven replied, her voice weak.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Sanchez said, reaching for the pistol.
 
   Raven gritted her teeth and squeezed the trigger. The bullet passed through Sanchez’s hand and through his skull, splattering the wall behind him with bone and brains.
 
   “He never was very bright,” the doctor said from behind Raven. “One dart for such as you? I can scarcely believe that Tate gave him the task of bringing you to us after you killed Stein.”
 
   Raven felt two more darts enter her rear. The Automag tumbled from her hand and everything went black…
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   COLD WRACKED RAVEN’S BODY AND made her shiver. Parts of her were numb while other parts were awake and tingling with the after effects of the tranquilizer. She could hear water somewhere in the distance along with screams and groans of pain, but it all sounded very far away. She could also hear and the sound of people breathing somewhere nearby, deep and even as if they were asleep.
 
   A moment later her nose checked in to report the scent of blood. Lots of it, mingled with smoke, sulfur and wet dog.
 
   That brought Raven to full wakefulness and her eyes snapped open to focus on the red stone ceiling some twelve feet above her head. She tried to sit up but the pain in her head made her vision fuzzy and she flopped back to the stone slab she’d been lying on.
 
   “Take it easy, love,” a familiar voice said nearby.
 
   Raven opened her eyes again and looked to the side. A purple-haired young woman who looked more like a pixie than the forensics genius she was sat on the slab next to her. Aspen looked pale and frightened, but she smiled when she saw Raven looking at her.
 
   “Hey you,” Raven said, her voice barely above a whisper.
 
   “Hey,” Aspen replied. “So much for St. Louis, huh?”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Aspen slipped off her slab to kneel next to Raven. “I don’t know. One minute I’m leaving a place called the Iron Barley next I’m waking up on a slab next to you.”
 
   “How long have I been here?” Raven asked, trying to sit up again and managing a sort of slouch on the edge of the stone.
 
   “I don’t know,” Aspen replied. “It’s been at least a few hours since I woke up, but I don’t know for sure.”
 
   Raven nodded and patted herself down. Her pistol, flashlight and knives were missing. Even her spare magazines and jacket were gone. She was dressed only in her tank tops, jeans and boots. Everything else had been taken.
 
   “Have you seen any of my stuff?” 
 
   “No. You were like that when you came in,” Aspen said. “All my stuff is gone too.”
 
   “Marvelous,” Raven said.
 
   She stood on shaky legs and looked around the room. They were in a circular chamber with six stone slabs arranged around a central brazier that was laid but unlit. Four other figures lay on the other slabs, their breathing deep and regular. The only apparent exit was a stone door that Raven guessed weighed close to a ton.
 
   The stone was the red granite native to the area and the walls of the circular chamber had been drawn on with charcoal. Wolves and vampire pictograms covered the walls, apparently telling a story in hieroglyphics that Raven didn’t understand. But she understood enough. They’d been taken by lycans. The pictograms were unmistakable.
 
   “Can you get us some light?” Raven asked.
 
   Aspen nodded and made a gesture at the brazier. The coals glowed for a moment and then burst into flame that snapped and sizzled like a holiday fire. In another place it would have been cheery. The way it made the pictograms dance on the walls just made the room that much more creepifying.
 
   By the red glow of the brazier Raven could see that the other sleeping forms were three men and a woman. The woman was the vampire Evangelina still in daytime slumber. Two of the men Raven recognized as familiars belonging to a low ranking pure blood while the third was Diarmait, the tobacconist from Club Black. 
 
   “What the hell is he doing here?” Raven asked.
 
   “Who, Diarmait? I don’t know. He’s a werewolf hunter from England,” Aspen replied.
 
   “He’s a what?”
 
   “A werewolf hunter,” Aspen repeated. “You know, like a lycan Van Helsing.”
 
   Raven frowned and walked around the room to where Diarmait was lying on his slab. He was wearing a camouflaged jumpsuit, face paint and a string of drool that stretched to the floor. Raven looked at him with disgust and slapped him hard. The first impact elicited a groan. The second brought him to wakefulness and he sat up, one hand going to his head.
 
   “Oi, anyone get the number of that bus? Where am I?”
 
   “I was hoping you could tell me,” Raven replied. “Some kind of lycan burial chamber or something. You’re the lycan guy, you tell me.”
 
   Diarmait looked up at Raven in surprise. “How did you know?”
 
   Aspen leaned around Raven and gave a little wave. “Hiya Josef. Did I mention Raven is my mistress?”
 
   Raven turned and glared at the smaller woman.
 
   “Don’t call me that, Aspen!” she snapped. “You know it isn’t like that.”
 
   Aspen giggled and placed a calming hand on Raven’s arm. “I’m just yanking Josef’s chain, Ray. I know that isn’t our deal. But Jo, I’m Raven’s familiar by choice and by blood. She knows what I know so don’t play silly buggers. Tell us what you recognize about this place.”
 
   “Amy, is that you, girl?” Diarmait asked. “What happened to the Scottish lass I met in Colorado hunting the Cleary brothers?”
 
   “She was just a cover, Jo,” Aspen replied. “My name is Aspen. I’m a witch. But you seem to be missing something really important I just told you. This is Fürstin Ravenel Tempeste, my um…vampiric partner. And she’d really like you to answer my question.”
 
   Raven rolled her eyes at Aspen and looked back at Diarmait who was still shaking off the effects of the tranquilizer. “Well, Diarmait?”
 
   “I knew you was the Fürstin when you came into Club Black like you owned the place,” Diarmait said. “I had no idea my Amy was yours, my apologies.”
 
   “Your Amy?” Raven asked.
 
   She turned and looked at Aspen who blushed and made a study of her chipped purple nail polish. “Yeah…you and I well, we weren’t exactly together and I met Diarmait here and one thing led to another…”
 
   “Och, did it!” Diarmait said with a grin.
 
   “Really? You bumped uglies with this guy?” Raven asked, her eyes turning green.
 
   “Hey! You said it would be best if we spent some time away!” Aspen said.
 
   “I didn’t mean for you to move out of the city or to have sex with some lycan hunter covered in wolf urine!” Raven retorted. “I meant getting a puppy and your own apartment while we sorted things out. Xavier had things all in a freaking tizzy, Rupert was healing and everyone just needed a break from the weird shit!”
 
   “You weren’t that specific, Ray,” Aspen said, her own violet eyes beginning to glow. “I thought, you know, you and Rupe...”
 
   “If I’m in the way I can lay back down until this headache goes away,” Diarmait interrupted.
 
   Raven spun and grabbed Diarmait by his shirt. “Look around and tell me where the hell we are, why and who took us before I drain you to make my own headache go away.”
 
   Diarmait raised his hands in surrender.
 
   “I know where we are. I was looking for it. This is the Blood Temple.”
 
   Raven frowned. “You say that like I should know what it means.”
 
   “If you’d bothered to study your immortal enemies you would,” Diarmait replied.
 
   “I don’t have any immortal enemies. I’m a Chicago cop. My enemies are the scumbags walking the street because our laws have too many holes and our system has too many pudgy corrupt fingers in it,” Raven said. 
 
   “I know what it is,” Aspen said. “It’s an ancient temple built by the very first Lycan clan as a place of worship to the Lycan god Eliazarr. Right?”
 
   Diarmait nodded. “Right-o, little purple hair. The very same. Chicago is built on top of it. Well, Chicago is mainly built on Chicago, but first it was built on this temple. Every hundred years the lycans of the First Clan return so the pureblood males can compete to be Alpha.”
 
   “How come I never heard of this?” Raven asked.
 
   “Cause you were probably playing hooky and breaking someone’s head when you should have been studying,” Aspen said. 
 
   “I can’t argue with that,” Raven said. “If Dad hadn’t been a cop, I probably would never have gotten on the force. But that doesn’t explain why we’re here or how it’s connected to the three murdered familiars.”
 
   Diarmait opened his mouth to reply when the stone he was laying on suddenly tilted and dropped through the floor. Raven reached for him but he was gone in the blink of an eye. The others followed suit leaving Raven and Aspen standing alone in the chamber. From below they could hear yells of confusion and distant growls.
 
   “They’ll be nothing but meat down there!” Raven said. 
 
   She leaned over the edge where Diarmait had disappeared and blinked her vampiric sight into life. She could see Diarmait as a hot red blur. He was moving slowly, one hand on the wall. Another shape was moving toward him from behind. The familiar hunched shape of a lycan preparing to strike.
 
   Raven didn’t wait any longer. She slid down the stone slab and into the darkness. She landed on another hard stone floor using one hand to maintain her balance. She looked up at the lycan with angry green eyes and cracked her knuckles.
 
   “By order of the Totentanz and my authority as Fürstin to Mistress of the City I order you to shift and stand fast,” she snarled.
 
   The lycan roared and lashed out with a clawed hand. Raven ducked the swing and stood, her left fist driving into the lycan’s ribs. Where there should have been the cracking of bones there was only a hard thump that made Raven’s hand ache. The lycan’s backhand caught her across the face and sent her flying into the wall where she fell to the ground stunned. She shook her head and looked up to see the lycan’s claws tear across Diarmait’s chest. He screamed in pain and fell to the ground, warm claret dripping from the wound. The lycan leaned over his victim and howled his victory before reaching for something hanging from the loincloth at his waist.
 
   Raven shook her head and pushed off from the wall, charging the lycan. She crashed into him with all her strength, lifting him off his feet and pushing him away from Diarmait.
 
   The lycan caught himself, his claws digging into the floor. His golden gaze found Raven and he growled a challenge. Raven bared her fangs and snarled back, determined to protect Diarmait. 
 
   The lycan launched himself at Raven, his claws whistling through the air as if they were cutting the atmosphere itself. Raven blocked the blow with both arms and spun, her left elbow catching the lycan in the throat followed by her right hand cracking into his jaw and knocking out two of his teeth.
 
   The lycan whimpered in surprise and pain and stepped back; Raven gave no quarter. She followed, spinning kicks at his head and ribs, her final blow sweeping his legs out from under him. As he fell to the floor Raven pounced on top of him, her hands locking around his wrists.
 
   “Shift, dammit and tell me what is going on!” she ordered.
 
   The lycan struggled in her grip and she kneed him in the groin as hard as she could.
 
   “I can keep hitting you or you can shift and explain yourself before I drag your ass in front of the court. It’s up to you,” Raven said.
 
   The lycan resisted a moment longer before shifting beneath her. Raven watched his features collapse and flow on themselves and tried not to lose whatever was left in her stomach. A moment later a young man, perhaps nineteen or twenty with long hair and muscles that would have made Superman hang up his cape lay beneath her.
 
   “We are the First Clan,” he said, spitting blood in Raven’s face. “We do not answer to vampires.”
 
   “Yeah, well you’re the one who shifted when I told you to, kid,” Raven replied. “How ‘bout answering to the law for kidnapping and attempted murder? Tell me what is going on down here!”
 
   “You have been chosen as worthy opponents,” the lycan replied.
 
   “Worthy opponents? For what? Did you kill those three people?” Raven asked. “Were they worthy opponents too?”
 
   “I will say nothing else. You have won,” the lycan said, turning his head. “I am not worthy of Eliazarr’s blessing.”
 
   “You’re going to be worthy of a six by six cell if you don’t cooperate!” Raven growled.
 
   The lycan laughed. “Dhampyr, you know a human cell cannot hold us. You can kill me or the clan will. Either way I am dead.”
 
   “I’m not going to kill you,” Raven said. “Not unless I have to.”
 
   She then looked up at the lighted hole in the ceiling where Aspen was looking down at her, concern etched on her face.
 
   “Aspen, can you get down here?” Raven asked.
 
   “Yep, hold on,” Aspen replied.
 
   She slid through the opening and dropped lightly to the floor next to Raven.
 
   “Nice,” Raven said. “You’ve taken to being a familiar way better than Rupert has.”
 
   “Thanks… I think. Is something wrong between you and Rupe?”
 
   “Later,” Raven said. “I’m afraid to let wolf boy here up, can you check on Diarmait?”
 
   Aspen nodded and disappeared into the darkness while Raven looked back down at the lycan.
 
   “Now what?” she asked.
 
   “I told you. You can kill me or the clan will. Either way you are free to continue the fight,” the lycan replied.
 
   “What fight? You mean there are more of you in here?”
 
   The lycan laughed again, a sound that was getting on Raven’s nerves. 
 
   “Many more, dhampyr. And many vampires and familiars to hunt. Do what you will, my hunt is over.”
 
   “Everyone’s hunt is over,” Raven said. “One way or another everyone in here is answering to a law. Even if it’s that stupid Totentanz.”
 
   Aspen returned and put a hand on Raven’s shoulder. When Raven looked up she could see tears in Aspen’s eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry, Ray,” Aspen said. “Josef is dead.”
 
   Raven closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’m the one who is sorry, Asp. I wasn’t fast enough.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault, Ray. You did what you could… Oh Gaia!” Aspen said, her voice becoming higher-pitched.
 
   Raven looked up at Aspen whose eyes were as wide as dinner plates. She was turning to follow her gaze when the lycan beneath her bucked and let out a gasp of pain. When Raven looked down there was a silver-tipped spear sticking out of the lycan’s chest. Raven followed the spear up to the biggest lycan she had ever seen. His yellow eyes fell on her and she felt a chill run through her body; not only was this creature huge, he was ancient.
 
   The lycan pulled the spear from his victim’s chest and backed away, his eyes locked on Raven. Raven pulled the bone dagger from the dead lycan’s loincloth and stood.
 
   “Hey furball, that’s murder.”
 
   “Ray, I don’t think you can arrest these guys,” Aspen said, peering around the taller woman.
 
   “I can try,” Raven replied. Louder she said, “lay down the spear and surrender to the Totentanz.”
 
   The huge lycan laughed and flourished the spear like he was a baton twirler in the Macy’s Day Parade. He then threw it at Raven. The spear whistled between the two women and shattered against the stone door behind them. When Raven looked back the lycan had vanished as quickly as he’d appeared.
 
   “Swell,” Raven muttered. “Come on, let’s see if we can find a way out of here.”
 
   Aspen stood and plucked something from the wall.  A moment later the torch she’d found burst into life, casting more shadows on the wall. They stood in a large rectangular room with black pictograms of lycans disemboweling familiars and dusting vampires drawn on every surface. A handful of weapons including bone spears and knives had been placed on the wall well out of reach of most vampires along with torches but nothing to light them with. 
 
   At the end of the room was a stone door pushed partway open by the impact from the spear the massive lycan had thrown.
 
   Raven jumped and pulled another knife from the wall and stuck it in her belt. They were better than nothing. She then knelt next to Diarmait. He’d bled out from the terrible wound in his chest but he’d written words “fight or die” on the floor in his own blood before dying. 
 
   Raven closed his staring eyes and noticed something under his top. She reached in and fished out a large silver medallion with a wolf head in the center. Raven weighed it in her hand and guess it was pure silver and not a piece of plated tourist jewelry. She smiled and slipped it into her pocket before leading Aspen toward the partially opened doorway. 
 
   Cold air blew through the gap and made their torch flicker and spit sparks; they could see very little of the other side but it looked like another stone corridor. The floor was covered in a thin layer of ash; Vampire ash. Raven recognized the unmistakable black powder. The poor soul had been right on the other side of the wall and Raven had never known.
 
   She pushed the door the rest of the way open and stepped into the corridor. Behind her Aspen held the torch high so they could see the whole hallway ahead of them. Blood, darkened by vampire ash and bits of broken bone, covered the walls in a sort of meringue and there were bare spots on the wall where weapons had been removed; more knives and spears. 
 
   Raven shook her head. It seemed stupid that lycans would use weapons to kill when they were perfectly capable of doing the job with their claws or teeth. Had other vampires taken weapons for defense? If so they would have been close to useless without silver. Lycans were notoriously hard to kill and these seemed even tougher than Tate and his mongrels.
 
   Aspen stopped and held the torch over something on the floor. She pushed it with the toe of her boot and smiled at Raven.
 
   “The spear’s silver tip is still intact,” she said.
 
   Raven turned and knelt next to Aspen. Sure enough the tip of the huge spear was still in one piece. She tore the bottom off one of her tank-tops and wrapped it around the broken shaft, fashioning a makeshift silver dagger.
 
   “Good catch, Asp. Have I mentioned I missed you?” 
 
   Aspen blushed. “Not in so many words.”
 
   “I did. Very much.” 
 
   Raven turned away and looked into the darkness. “This hallway has to go somewhere. Stay close and keep your eyes and senses open.”
 
   “You think I’m letting you out of my sight? You’re the most badass person I know,” Aspen replied.
 
   “I’m not badass, I just do my job,” Raven replied as she walked along the gore-covered floor.
 
   “Yeah…right. You have no idea how afraid of you the other supernaturals are, do you?”
 
   Raven half turned. “Afraid? That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “Honey, you dispatch justice with that cannon of yours with extreme prejudice,” Aspen said. “Fürstin Ravenel, Lady Valentina’s judge, jury and executioner.”
 
   Raven frowned. “I’m not an executioner. I kill when I need to, to protect myself and others from the worst scum of the city.”
 
   “I know that and you know that. But the word on the street is cross the Mistress of the Night and Ravenel will be paying you a visit you will not enjoy.”
 
   Raven turned back and continued into the darkness. “You make me sound like some kind of vampire bogeyman. I’m just a cop trying to do her job in a city full of slime, grime and crime.”
 
   “I know, Ray,” Aspen said. “And I love you for it.”
 
   Raven tried not to smile at the complement and continued along the maze of corridors, occasionally stopping to look at the pictograms or examine a pool of blood. Most of the blood belonged to humans, possibly familiars, some belonged to vampires while still more belonged to lycans. At least the vampires were fighting back. Most of the vamps Raven knew couldn’t defend themselves against a wet piece of bread.
 
   At the end of the corridor they found one of the familiars that Raven had recognized in the ceremonial chamber. The lithe young man had been pinned to the wall by a spear through his heart. Blood ran freely down his chest and onto the floor where it trickled into a crack in the ancient stone. Raven reached up under his ear and checked for a pulse, holding her breath; there was nothing.
 
   “He’s dead,” she said softly. “Dammit.”
 
   “It isn’t your responsibility, Ray,” Aspen said. “You can’t save everyone.”
 
   “So far I haven’t saved anyone,” Raven replied bitterly.
 
   Aspen moved between Raven and the dead familiar.
 
   “Oh really? Last time I checked we were both still alive and you tried like hell to save Josef as well as a lycan that was trying to kill us,” she said. “We’re breathing and there is still at least one other survivor, maybe more. They need you. I need you.”
 
   Raven hugged Aspen gently and pulled the spear from the dead familiar and let his body fall to the floor.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said to the corpse.
 
   She hefted the spear and continued deeper into the tunnels. After a time they came to an intersection. Pictographs indicated something different lay in either direction, but Raven had no idea what the pictures meant. She could, however hear water running from their right. Assuming that meant they could be close to the lake and a possible exit, Raven turned that way, the spear held in front of her. Within a few yards they were descending into blackness that even Raven’s vision couldn’t penetrate. She placed a hand on the wall and used it to steady her as she walked. She could feel cold water pouring in gentle rivers over her fingers as well as slimy lichen that clung to her like some undead lover.
 
   With no warning the floor dropped from under her and she fell, her hands scrabbling at the walls for purchase. Above her she heard Aspen scream and knew she was falling too.
 
   Raven dug the spear into the wall in an effort to stop her descent, but as soon as she slowed Aspen crashed into her and the pair began to tumble, falling into the blackness below.
 
   An eternity of moments later, Raven saw a flicker of light a split second before she splashed into stagnant, ice-cold water. She felt Aspen go limp on impact and she wrapped her arms around the small woman, keeping her close. They touched bottom and Raven pushed off with all her strength, forcing them back to the surface.
 
   The pair surfaced in another chamber of red rock dimly lit by a handful of torches that cast dancing shadows on the carved walls. Skeletons hung around the top of the chamber from chains driven into the stone, their bones yellowed with age and water trickled in from a crack in the wall, slowly filling the room.
 
   Raven held Aspen tightly and swam toward a higher section of the floor where she could lay her out flat. Shivering from the cold she began to administer CPR.
 
   “Come on, Asp,” she said between breaths. “Don’t do this to me. Give me a sign.”
 
   Aspen coughed and spat out a trickle of water before opening her violet eyes. “How was that for a sign?”
 
   Raven laughed and sat back on her heels, wrapping her arms around herself. “Better than it could have been. Welcome back to the land of the living.”
 
   Aspen sat up on her elbows. “I was never gone. I just needed a nap. Where are we?”
 
   Raven looked around. “I have no idea. Pretty far below the main temple, I’d guess. There must be a way in and out, though. Someone had to hang up our friends up there.”
 
   “I saw.  Love, I counted to fifty before we hit the water,” Aspen replied. “It’s going to be a long climb back out of here if we have to get out the way we came in.”
 
   Raven nodded and began gathering old bones and pieces of what looked like broken weapons and furniture. Soon she had a reasonable pile from which she laid out a fire. When she was through, Aspen glared at the pile and it burst into flame, crackling merrily in the dank chamber. Both women disrobed and hung their clothes by the fire to dry while they stood over the blaze to warm themselves and dry out as quickly as possible. The whole while Raven was searching the room with her eyes.
 
   They were twenty feet below the ledge where the skeletons were hung and even further from the ceiling. She could jump to the ledge, but needed a way to get Aspen up and she was fresh out of rope. Throwing her seemed out of the question which meant she would have to lift her and hope there was nothing lurking up there in the darkness.
 
   She turned away from the ledge and let her mind wander back to their next move. There was no telling how many lycans were between them and the way out or even where the exit was. They needed to get out in one piece and find Tate so she could beat the information out of him. Someone in the city was responsible for this, someone besides Sanchez who could barely tie his own shoes. And she was going to find him or her if it was the last thing she did.
 
   Raven was staring at the water in annoyance and just starting to feel warm when an odd ripple in the lake caught her attention. Once the surface had calmed from their fall the only ripples had been from the water trickling in. This set of ripples was coming straight toward them with a trail of bubbles behind it.
 
   Raven pulled Aspen out of the way just as another of the huge lycans burst from the water, its claws shredding the spot where Aspen had stood a moment before. Raven kicked the lycan away and scooped up her makeshift knife, putting herself between the lycan and her familiar.
 
   “Back off, lycan!” she said. “I am Fürstin Ravenel. You have no right to threaten us or hold us here and I have no problem killing you.”
 
   The lycan roared and attacked, his wicked claws slashing at her. Raven managed to dodge the first attack, but the second caught her across her bare arm and ripped the skin open like an overripe fruit. She cried out in pain and stepped back, watching the lycan warily.
 
   The lycan howled again and licked Raven’s blood from his claws with relish, his yellow eyes shining with malevolent glee.
 
   The act just annoyed Raven. She switched the knife to her unwounded arm and winced at the feeling of the deep gashes starting to heal. 
 
   “What is it with supernatural creatures and drama? This isn’t a horror movie. Either fight or leave, but stop boring me with your theatrics.”
 
   The lycan stopped lapping at his bloody claws and stared at Raven in surprise. Raven took the opportunity to pounce, pushing off the wall to land on the lycan, one hand in the mane that started between his pointed ears, the other driving the knife through his temple. She pulled the knife back out as he started to shift into to his human shape and kicked off, pushing his bleeding corpse into the water.
 
   “Stupid,” Raven muttered, checking her healing arm.
 
   “Those cuts look bad, Ray,” Aspen said. “You’re going to need claret soon.”
 
   “I don’t see any blood banks around, do you?” Raven asked, gathering her clothes and starting to dress.
 
   “Yeah, I do,” Aspen said, pointing at herself. “Hello? Familiar right here. What do you think we’re for?”
 
   Raven looked at Aspen as if she’d just been asked to eat vomit.
 
   “I’m not biting you, Aspen. You know I don’t do that unless it’s the only option, you’re not a snack tray. We’ll get out of here before the thirst gets too bad.”
 
   “Ray…”
 
   “No!” Raven said with a wave of her hand. “Get dressed, we need to get moving.”
 
   Aspen made a face, but did as she was told. Raven was glad dressing ensured Aspen couldn’t see the huge alpha lycan looking down at them from the ledge. It watched them both with cold yellow eyes then looked at the body floating face down in the underground lake. It looked back at Raven and turned away, disappearing into the shadows.
 
   When Aspen was dressed, Raven boosted her up and gave her a push so she could pull herself onto the ledge. Raven then jumped up beside her. They were standing on a four foot wide ledge that encircled the entire room. Skeletons were hung every ten feet, their bones yellow with age. Ahead of them a tunnel led away into darkness, but did not appear to be climbing back toward the surface.
 
   Raven walked around the chamber, examining the skeletons. They all had what she believed were tooth marks on them. By the looks of them they’d been left by canines; large ones.
 
   “Why would lycans keep skeletons of people they’d eaten?” Aspen asked, following Raven.
 
   Raven shook her head and ran a hand over the ragged skull of one of the skeletons. “I’m not sure. Without typing it’s impossible to be certain, but look at the teeth on this guy.”
 
   Aspen looked and frowned. “Double retractable canines. These are vampires?”
 
   “I think so,” Raven replied. “I think these are vampires that were eaten alive.”
 
   “Shouldn’t they have turned to ash when the heart was destroyed?”
 
   “Maybe not. It usually takes decapitation or staking with silver or wood to destroy a vamp,” Raven said. “I use special bullets that contain both to do the job. I have no idea what happens if you eat a vampire alive.”
 
   “Maybe this,” Aspen said, tapping one of the vampires with a purple fingernail.
 
   “Even vampires don’t deserve this,” Raven said. “For all I know these are alive and regenerating, albeit very slowly.”
 
   Feeling sick she turned away, pulled a torch from the wall and led the way into the dark tunnel. This one was similar to the ones above, but older. The walls had marks from the pickaxes that had been used to cut the stone and the pictograms were more primitive. It was clear which were supposed to be vampires and which were lycans, but they were more stick-figure than hieroglyphs. 
 
   After several minutes of walking, Raven could see light ahead; another torch was stuck in the wall of what looked like an intersection. She drew the silver knife from her belt and continued with more caution, her eyes searching for any hint of danger. 
 
   Just as she stepped into the light, a portcullis of sorts swung down, bloody spikes glistening in the torchlight. Raven managed to catch it with her hand but only just. One of the spikes went through her palm and out through the back of her hand, dripping blood on her wrist. Wincing with pain she held the gate in place with her other hand and pulled the injured one free, then pushed the gate back into its position overhead where it locked in place with a click. 
 
   Once it was safe she held her injured hand under the torch light to examine the wound. The hole was ragged and the tendons were torn, but it was already beginning to heal. Unfortunately, she was also beginning to feel the effects of blood loss and using her abilities. She’d used her powers to fight two lycans and was having to heal herself more than usual. Aspen was right, eventually she would need blood.
 
   “Raven, how bad is it?” Aspen asked from behind.
 
   “Bad enough,” Raven replied, ripping off another piece of her top and wrapping it around her palm.
 
   “What are you going to do when you get wounded beyond your ability to heal without blood?” Aspen pressed.
 
   “Worry about it if it happens,” Raven said. “We’re not discussing biting you, okay?”
 
   Aspen threw up her hands in frustration. “You are so damn stubborn. You’re a dhampyr. You need blood. You have a willing donor so what’s the big deal?”
 
   “Asp, you know what the deal is,” Raven said, leaning against the wall. “I hate blood. I only use my powers when I need to and it makes me sick every time I have to drink claret. I’m not going to risk your life unless I absolutely have to.”
 
   “What happens to me if you’re too weak to fight?” Aspen asked. “I can’t carry you and I certainly can’t fight these guys. A couple spells aren’t going to be much good against primal lycans that can bench-press 747’s.”
 
   “It won’t come to that,” Raven said, standing. “I’ll be fine. I can smell fresher air from up ahead, let’s go that way.”
 
   She turned away from Aspen and continued straight, being more careful to look for deadfalls and traps. After a time, the tunnel angled upwards and doubled back on itself in a wide, slow spiral that emptied out in a newer corridor some forty feet above where it started. Raven knelt at the top and ran a finger through a pool of blood. By the smell it had belonged to a vampire, but there was no ash. Whoever had been injured must have continued toward the distant light.
 
   The pair stepped over the drying puddle and continued down the narrow corridor. Here the red stone gave way periodically to native granite, creating a red and grey checkerboard effect that made Raven feel dizzy.
 
   They were almost to an intersection when they could hear the sound of stone grating on stone. Raven turned and saw that a section of wall was sliding toward them. She grabbed Aspen and pushed her down the corridor before running after her, the stone close on her heels. She dove and rolled to safety just as the wall slammed shut, blocking any way back into the tunnels.
 
   Raven rolled over and glared at the piece of wall.
 
   “I bet dad never had to deal with this kind of crap.”
 
   Aspen extended a hand to Raven. 
 
   “Yeah, but he probably didn’t have nearly as much fun, either.”
 
   Raven let herself be helped up. When she was standing she looked down at Aspen who was smiling impishly.
 
   “You call this fun?” she asked.
 
   Aspen shrugged.“Would you rather be doing this or pushing paper around a desk somewhere?”
 
   “Okay, maybe it’s more fun than paperwork, but not by much,” Raven conceded.
 
   “What would you rather be doing?” Aspen asked, walking ahead.
 
   “Sipping wine, eating popcorn and watching a Dirty Harry marathon,” Raven replied.
 
   “It’s a date,” Aspen said. “Next time we get kidnapped I’ll bring a DVD player. You bring the corn.”
 
   “Smartass,” Raven muttered.
 
   “I heard that.”
 
   “Still true,” Raven said, following her familiar down the corridor.
 
    
 
    
 
   THEY HAD CLIMBED ANOTHER THIRTY feet and passed dozens of corpses before giving up on finding the source of the fresh air and taking refuge in a chamber with only one visible entrance. Along the way Raven had collected clothing and a handful of weapons including a recurve longbow from one of the deceased. She now sat next to a fire Aspen had made going through the clothing and seeing if she could make anything useful from the items she’d found on their long walk.
 
   Next to her, Aspen was cooking a half dozen lizards she’d coaxed out of the walls with a spell. The six-lined lizards didn’t look particularly appetizing, but the smell was making Raven even hungrier. The meat and blood would help her to heal and hold off her need for claret that much longer.
 
   While she waited, she used the silver knife to cut several of the spears down to reasonable arrow-size. Fletching she made from feathers scavenged from Aspen’s purple braids and tips she fashioned from the medallion she’d taken from Josef Diarmait, using the hottest part of the fire to melt the silver so she could pour it into cracks in the floor. By the time she was done she had a dozen useable arrows and a double ended dagger, all with silver tips. She’d also eaten her fill of lizard meat and used some of the bones to fashion a needle and stitch her hand the rest of the way. She figured it would be healed in another hour or so.
 
   When they were done recuperating they made a pair of fresh torches and continued heading down the main tunnel, hoping it would eventually lead them to the surface. It wasn’t long before Raven’s sensitive hearing detected a noise like a blade on meat from somewhere ahead. She handed her torch to Aspen and crept forward, drawing the bow as she walked. She passed an empty corridor on her right and edged into another burial chamber at the end of the main hall. A lycan stood in the center among several sarcophagi, hovering over his latest kill. As Raven watched he shifted to human and knelt, using his knife to cut a section of skin from the body at his feet and hang it from his loincloth like a trophy.
 
   Raven stepped into the room, bow drawn.
 
   “Hey, can you tell me how to get to the Sears tower from here? I seem to be lost.”
 
   The lycan whirled in surprise and Raven put an arrow through his left eye socket. He dropped like a stone on top of his prey, landing with a sickening wet thud. Raven drew another arrow and entered the room, looking for any other threats or anything that might be useful. Ash was scattered across the far side of the room; the remains of two vampires recently killed. Raven searched the ash and found that both of the vampires had carried silvered spearheads that she added to her own collection. She also found a quiver of obsidian tipped arrows hung on the wall among several other weapons of ancient Native American design. 
 
   Raven slipped her silvered arrows into the quiver and hung it over her shoulder before pulling the lycan’s body off of the dead human. She didn’t recognize him, but then the lycan hadn’t left much to identify. Unlike the others this one had been nearly torn to pieces.
 
   Raven kicked the lycan in disgust and turned away, returning to where Aspen was waiting, her torch held high.
 
   “What happened?” the purple-haired girl asked.
 
   “Another dead lycan, one dead familiar and two dead vamps with no house rings,” Raven replied. “I hadn’t thought about it, but none of the dead vamps have them.”
 
   “Do you have yours?” Aspen asked.
 
   Raven shook her head. “I hardly ever wear it. They took my bracelet, but I still have my necklace.”
 
   “I still have my triquetra, but nothing else,” Aspen said. “I wonder if they took them as trophies?”
 
   “More than likely they took them to make it harder for us to make weapons,” Raven said. “It’s all silver. Come on, that way is a dead end, let’s see where this goes.”
 
   She turned away and shone her torch down the corridor they hadn’t tried. Some distance ahead it opened into a staircase leading up. Drying blood covered the stairs and dripped onto the stone floor in long, slimy lines.
 
   “Marvelous,” Raven said. “I’m really getting sick of this place.”
 
   “That makes two of us,” Aspen said. “Are you going first or shall I?”
 
   “Don’t be a smartass,” Raven said, walking ahead and moving up the stairs.
 
   Aspen grinned. “But I am a smartass. It’s part of why you love me.”
 
   “If you say so, Asp...” Raven said, trailing off.
 
   Raven paused partway up the stairs and closed her eyes against what she was seeing.  The hallway ahead was lined with bodies, dozens of familiars pinned to the wall like so much macabre artwork.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Aspen asked from behind her.
 
   “These bastards are going to pay,” Raven said, her fists beginning to shake.
 
   “Ray, what is it?”
 
   “Humans. Dozens of them, probably from all over the state,” Raven replied. “I think it’s a larder… a place to keep meat while they’re hunting us.
 
   “Gaia… What do we do?” Aspen asked.
 
   “Find the ones responsible and bury them,” Raven answered.
 
   She climbed the rest of the stairs and stepped onto the blood-slick floor, fighting not to be sick at the sight and smell of so much blood. There would be more before the day was out.
 
   Behind her Aspen was muttering a prayer for the dead. Raven listened to the ancient Gaelic and continued walking, repeating the prayer with her friend. By the time they reached the end of the corridor all of the victims had been blessed and any souls that remained released to their reward. With any luck that meant they wouldn’t taste very good when the lycans came for their feast.
 
   At the end of the corridor was an intersection that led left and right. Raven sniffed in each direction and could smell lycans, several of them coming from the left. She switched to her vampire sight and watched the lycans approaching, one on the floor and two on the walls, their polished claws digging into the stone as if it were soft mud. 
 
   She waited a beat and threw her torch as hard as she could at the lead wolf. The torch caught him square in the face, spreading tar and flame all over his head and chest. He howled in pain and dropped to the ground, trying to put out the flames. The other two continued their charge, running even faster.
 
   Moving like she had all the time in the world, Raven drew her bow, knocked an arrow and put it through the middle of the left lycan’s skull. He died instantly, crashing to the ground and shivering as he reverted.
 
   She ducked back out of the way as the remaining lycan rounded the corner. He tried to turn his charge into a pounce, but Raven simply used her shoulder to flip the lycan onto his back. She grabbed his arm and twisted, dislocating the creature’s shoulder. To her surprise he rolled and jumped to his feet, pulling his arm free. He shook his wounded limb with a bone-rattling snap and ran his claws over the bloody wall, pulling off chips of old mortar. He then raised the sharp, bloody claws at Raven and roared; Raven bared her fangs in response and handed the bow to Aspen, circling to keep herself between the lycan and her friend.
 
   The lycan attacked with blinding speed, his claws opening bloody wounds in Raven’s right arm and thigh. She hissed in pain and struck back, her fists thudding into the creature’s muscular ribs, the jarring impact causing him to groan. In response the lycan grabbed her by the arms and threw her into the wall. Ancient stone cracked and splintered from the impact and Raven fell to the floor, her arrows scattering around her.
 
   She was just rising, her hand closing around one of the arrows when the lycan grabbed her by the back of the head and slammed her face first into the opposite wall. Raven felt blood spurt and heard a sound that she thought was probably her skull fracturing because stars began to do pinwheels behind her eyes. She sagged unconscious and the lycan threw her like a ragdoll into the opposite wall where she collapsed.
 
   She came to a few seconds later, her head swimming and Aspen calling her name.
 
   “Ray! Raven you have to get up! I can’t fight tall dark and hairy all by myself! Come on honey or we’re both going to be hanging on that damn wall!”
 
   Raven groaned and pushed off the floor, stone chips falling from her to mix with the mud and blood at her feet. She looked up to see the lycan clawing at Aspen who was keeping it at bay with a shield spell.
 
   “Hey, bub, I wasn’t finished with you yet,” she said, standing on shaky legs. “Is that the best you’ve got? What idiot would ever make you alpha?”
 
   The lycan turned in disbelief and growled. He lowered his head, his ears flattening as he watched the flame-haired woman. 
 
   Raven wiped blood from her face and waited, fighting the urge to pant. She didn’t have long to wait. The lycan roared and leapt through the air, his claws outspread. Raven ducked and sidestepped the flying creature, using its momentum to get beside it. As it passed by her left hand struck out and stabbed the end of the arrow she was holding straight through the lycan’s heart. The silver pierced his flesh like a knife through butter and he fell to the ground, already changing back to human. 
 
   Raven leaned her aching head against the cold stone and stared at the body lying in a pool of her blood. The image was making her hungry and she wondered not for the first time what would happen if a Childe of Strohm fed from a lycan. Normal vampires and Embraced got sick. But what about someone spawned from a Sanguinarch?
 
   She shook off the thought as Aspen came up beside her. 
 
   “You look like shit, honey,” the girl said.
 
   Raven smirked and wiped more blood from her jaw. “Thanks, Asp.”
 
   Aspen frowned and wiped hair from Raven’s face. “I’m sorry, but you do. You need blood. You’re winning, but these things are kicking your ass in the process. How long can you keep going?”
 
   “As long as it takes,” Raven replied, straightening with the help of the wall. “There has to be a way out of here.”
 
   Aspen shook her head. “Stubborn.”
 
   “Yes, you are,” Raven said.
 
   She smiled and waved in the general direction of her scattered arrows. “Can you retrieve those? I think if I bend over the top of my head is going to fall off.”
 
   Aspen nodded and went to do as Raven asked. Raven closed her eyes and leaned against the wall, concentrating all her energy on healing. When she opened her eyes sometime later she felt weaker, but knew the gushing head wound had healed and she could function. She raised her eyes and looked at Aspen who was standing in front of her holding arrows and looking worried.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Raven asked.
 
   “You’ve been standing there for fifteen minutes,” Aspen replied.
 
   “I was healing...fifteen minutes? Really?” 
 
   “Yeah,” Aspen said, handing Raven the arrows. “It was like you went into torpor sleep or something.”
 
   “Great. More like Mom every day,” Raven replied said, ramming the arrows into her quiver. “Next I’ll be drinking warm blood out of crystal and calling everyone darling.”
 
   Aspen grinned. “Nah. You’re more of a shot glass and ‘asshole’ kind of girl.”
 
   Raven laughed and turned to continue up the hallway. “Thanks, Asp.”
 
   “No problem, love,” Aspen said, still smiling.
 
   The pair went down the hall and turned the corner to find yet another staircase, this one leading back down. With nowhere else to go, Raven led the way a step at the time until she could see the floor below.  Blood covered the black and red stone and she could see marks in the blood as if something or someone had been dragged away. She glanced back at Aspen and readied her bow, knocking one of the obsidian arrows.
 
   The stairs emptied out onto a sticky floor. Unlike the floors above none of the walls had any hieroglyphs or pictograms. These were instead plain red shot through with streaks of black mortar and smeared with blood, some ancient and some less than twelve hours old. 
 
   Raven squatted and looked at the tracks. Two pairs of large clawed paws had dragged away someone wearing shoes or boots with a blocky heel.
 
   “I’d guess a woman’s size nine,” Aspen said, kneeling beside her. “And werewolf size freaking huge like all the others.”
 
   “Thank you for the insight, Doctor Watson,” Raven said. “So why did it take two huge lycans to drag away one woman with size nine feet? Especially when it looks like she was unconscious.”
 
   “Some kind of honor guard for the dead?” Aspen guessed.
 
   “Maybe,” Raven said. “There’s only one way to find out.”
 
   The two women straightened and began to move down the hallway, their steps quiet and catlike. As they neared the end of the hallway it brightened and they could hear the sounds of fighting; bone on bone and flesh on flesh. Raven relaxed her bow long enough to hand her silvered knife to Aspen and then drew it tight again before stepping into the light.
 
   The room ahead was wide and circular, much like the room they’d almost drowned in before. A narrow walkway ran around the rim of the room past a series of lycan and wolf statues to another corridor at the far end. The heart of the room was sunk twenty feet below the surface and had a floor covered in bones and straw. Bone weapons of various types lined the walls with rope ladders placed at intervals to allow the creatures in the pit egress.
 
   In the pit itself were four muscular lycan warriors. At first it looked as if they were fighting each other; claws flashed and they snarled threats at one another. It was only after a hard look that Raven realized they were squabbling over the remains of a human woman like a pack of dogs tearing apart prey.
 
   Raven growled low in her throat and drew back her bow. She let fly and the arrow passed through the head of one of the lycans. He had barely hit the floor when her second shot pierced the heart of another. Before the warriors realized what was going on Raven had put three of them down. The fourth dropped the arm he’d been fighting for and jumped, using one of the rope ladders to scramble up the sheer wall. Raven backed away, keeping Aspen behind her and firing arrows when she thought she had a shot.
 
   The lycan however kept behind the statues as much as possible, only popping out to scurry forward and draw Raven’s fire. With every move he made, Raven and Aspen moved further into the corridor until they were against the stairs once more. The lycan stepped into the corridor and growled, the low rumble sounding like distant thunder. Raven loosed the arrow she’d held knocked, the tip aimed straight at the lycan’s vulnerable eye.
 
   With blinding speed the lycan caught the arrow, the shaft squealing against its claws like a buzzsaw. He snapped the arrow between his fingers and roared, causing Raven to roll her eyes.
 
   “Again? Yeah I get it, you guys are big tough First Clan lycans from hell,” she said. “I’m not impressed. You’re nothing but dog crap waiting to be squashed.”
 
   The lycan snarled in response and ran forward on all fours, blood and saliva trailing behind him. Raven pushed Aspen back and waited for the lycan to pounce. When he did, she caught him mid leap and drove him face first into the wall with the satisfying crunch of bone. He rebounded off the stone, blood dripping from his broken muzzle and she tore his throat out in a spray of blood and cartilage. The lycan fell to its knees, but not before grabbing Raven around the throat and dragging her down with him. He crawled on top of her, his weight crushing her windpipe.
 
   Aspen didn’t give him a chance to strangle Raven. She drove the knife Raven had given her through the creature’s back and into its dark heart, killing it. The young man who had been the lycan collapsed on top of Raven and she pushed him off, kicking him aside with one boot and trying to not to acknowledge the surprised look on the once handsome young man’s face.
 
   “Thanks, Aspen,” Raven said.
 
   “I knew you had it covered, but we’re burning daylight,” Aspen replied with a grin.
 
   Raven made a face at Aspen and climbed back to her feet, pulling the longer knife from the small of her back.
 
   “Where are you going?” Aspen asked.
 
   “Those lycans,” Raven replied. “I used the obsidian arrows not the silver ones I made in camp.”
 
   Aspen blinked. “You mean they’re not dead?”
 
   “They are. They just haven’t stopped breathing yet,” Raven said.
 
   She dropped into the pit and approached the bodies as quietly as she could. With great care she slipped the blade into each lycan’s heart, listening to them revert to human as she continued from one to the next. When she was through she whistled softly and Aspen appeared at the edge of the pit. Raven waved her down and watched as Aspen descended the nearest ladder and joined her near the remains of the dead woman.
 
   “Do you recognize her?” Raven asked.
 
   Aspen cocked her head and looked more closely at what was left of the woman.
 
   “Isn’t that Xavier’s familiar Dierdre?” 
 
   “I think so,” Raven said. “I thought all his followers had fled after the fight. It’s not good if they’re still around. It means another bloodsucker is protecting them.”
 
   “Evangelina was always his lapdog,” Aspen said. “She would have taken them in just to make herself look more impressive.”
 
   “I didn’t know she was that involved,” Raven said. “I thought she was just another Embraced with a big ego.”
 
   “Look on the bright side. She’s probably one of those piles of ash we walked over,” Aspen said. “She never could fight, Xavier always had to do it for her.”
 
   “I’m trying not to be pissed that you know that,” Raven said, turning to look at the weapons on the wall.
 
   Aspen stepped in front of her. “Ray… you know that wasn’t my fault and I did all I could to help you. Not every vampire is as nice as you are to their familiars. He knew almost everything I was doing. You could too if you really wanted to.”
 
   Raven looked at the purple-haired girl in front of her. “I know, Aspen. I’m not angry at you. I’m angry at my bottom-feeding brother. He used you to get to me. An innocent was hurt because of me and there was nothing I could do to keep it from happening.”
 
   “No.  But you did the next best thing,” Aspen said.
 
   Raven arched an eyebrow. “I did?”
 
   Aspen looked down, violet locks falling in her eyes. “Yep. You stopped him. You killed him and instead of leaving me to whatever bloodsucker came along next you took me in even after all I’d done to you and Rupert. You protected me when no one else would have. Your mom would have fed me to the blood-starved forsaken if not for you.”
 
   “None of it was your fault,” Raven said. “Besides, I’d grown kind of attached to you by then.”
 
   Aspen opened her mouth to reply but was interrupted by a melodious voice from above.
 
   “Well isn’t this touching. The turncoat and the Mistress’ flunky,” Evangelina said. “And such a perfect disgusting place to find you. Blood suits you, Fürstin Ravenel…”
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   RAVEN LOOKED UP TO SEE Evangelina standing at the edge of the room, her leather catsuit and boots smeared with blood but otherwise intact. She was posing with a self-satisfied grin on her too-perfect face. It was a look Raven wanted to punch. 
 
   “Very funny, Lina,” she said. “How are you still alive?”
 
   “Surprised?  I heard what you and your little friend said,” Evangelina replied. “But I’m not offended. On the contrary, you are quite right. I am not much of a fighter and was almost killed. But I am an expert at diplomacy. When I told the alpha I could deliver a day walking Childe of Strohm in exchange for my life, well, it was an offer he couldn’t refuse.”
 
   Raven snorted. “You’re going to deliver us? You couldn’t deliver a pizza, Lina.”
 
   Evangelina clucked her tongue. “That isn’t very nice coming from you, half-breed. Perhaps you should start feeding like you should. You would see that I’d brought along some new friends.”
 
   As she spoke, several of the pack’s largest warriors walked into view, their yellow eyes glowing with barely contained bloodlust.
 
   “The pack’s hopefuls are just itching for a chance to fight you…though I think the battle may be quite short if you haven’t fed,” Evangelina continued. “Perhaps the little turncoat would bare her throat for you like she did for your brother so many times?”
 
   “Shut up, Lina,” Aspen said. “I only did what Xavier made me do and you know it. Why don’t you come down here so I can kick your skinny little ass?”
 
   “Oh, Ravenel!” Evangelina giggled. “Little purple-hair has gotten so feisty under your tutelage. I look forward to beating that out of her when I make her my personal footstool. She can replace my Karina.”
 
   Raven shook her head. “That’s never going to happen, Evangelina.”
 
   Evangelina stepped forward and smiled even wider. “I don’t think you’ll have much to say about it, Ravenel. The pack is going to skin you and eat your flesh at a feast in my honor.”
 
   “In honor to you? An Embraced?” Raven asked. “Yeah, right. Do they know you used to be human before my brother’s brunette phase?”
 
   “I am as much a vampire as Lady Tempeste,” Evangelina replied.
 
   “In your sweetest dreams, Lina. You’re nothing but a jumped up bitch with bad hair and cheap clothes from an S&M catalog,” Raven said. 
 
   “How dare you?” Evangelina replied, shaking with fury.
 
   Raven’s eyes narrowed and turned bright green. “How dare you, Embraced? What about avenging Karina? What about your vow? Surrender now, join my fight and I swear you will not be killed without a trial.”
 
   Evangelina threw back her head and laughed. 
 
   “I think you’ve overestimated your chances of survival, Ravenel, and Karina was just a familiar. Nothing more than a portable feeding machine. I understand that, now.”
 
   Raven shrugged. “I think you’re an egotistical sheep with the brains to match.”
 
   With speed born of anger and the Sanguinarch blood that flowed through her veins Raven drew, knocked and fired an arrow in an instant. The shaft penetrated Evangelina’s heart and she exploded into flame and ash in mid laugh.
 
   Raven fired four more arrows and watched in disbelief as the arrows hit the lycans’ broad chests and exploded like so many matchsticks.
 
   “Okay I think we could be in trouble,” Raven said, drawing her knife.
 
   Aspen drew her own knife and cut her arm. “You think? Are you going to feed now or not?”
 
   “Will you stop asking that?” Raven growled. 
 
   “Depends on if you’re going to stop being stupid,” Aspen replied. “What part of vampire don’t you understand?”
 
   “I’m a dhampyr not a vampire, Aspen. I don’t have to feed,” Raven said. “And don’t call me stupid.”
 
   Aspen’s response was cut off by the group of lycans jumping into the pit, claws and fangs bared. Raven threw her knife at the closest one; the blade punched through its skull and it collapsed. She then grabbed a double-ended staff off the wall and stood back to back with Aspen, using the blades from the staff to keep the lycans at a distance. The lack of silver tips, however, was just annoying them and they continued to advance, their claws snaking out to leave welts in both women.
 
   “We’re going to get ripped to pieces, Ray!” Aspen said, pushing one of the lycans away with a spell.
 
   “Stop being so negative!” Raven replied, spinning a kick at another lycan and giving them some breathing room.
 
   “Fine, we’ll just chew our way through them, I’m sure our teeth will kill werewolves,” Aspen said.
 
   Raven punched the approaching lycan in the throat and slashed it across the belly, dropping it temporarily out of the fight.
 
   “You’ve got a silver knife, you know. You could try fighting.”
 
   “I’m a witch, Ray. You know what witches use knives for? Athames and altar knives. And in a pinch to cut steak. Are you catching my drift? The lycan I killed was a fluke.” 
 
   “Stop whining and pretend that one is a really hairy steak,” Raven replied.
 
   “You’re not helping, Ray,” Aspen said, slashing at the lycan on her side of the fight. 
 
   Raven reached back and grabbed the lycan Aspen was fighting, yanking him away from the smaller witch so she could pin him to the floor with her staff.
 
   “I can’t teach you Escrima knife-fighting in the middle of a fight, Asp. This is what you get for going to Missouri.”
 
   “You’re going to bring this up again? Now?” Aspen asked, half turning toward Raven.
 
   “Just saying,” Raven replied. 
 
   Aspen stabbed the pinned lycan through the eye with her knife, piercing its brain and killing it. She pulled the knife back and faced Raven.
 
   “I explained that was a misunderstanding, Ray. Are you going to hold it against me forever? I mean, you could have called and checked on me.”
 
   Raven stabbed at one of the wounded lycans and tried to herd the angry witch behind her. “I was trying to respect your space! I hate that psychic crap.”
 
   “I meant with a phone like normal friends…”
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t think you wanted to be bothered. If I pin this guy can you stab it like you did the other?”
 
   Aspen didn’t reply. Raven kicked the injured lycan as hard as she could and looked over her shoulder. At first she didn’t understand what she was seeing. A blood-covered arm protruded from Aspen’s midsection and her mouth opened and closed silently, dribbling blood.
 
   The lycan behind her pulled his arm free, pushed Aspen aside like so much trash and howled, boasting to the others of his kill.
 
   Raven felt her stomach go cold and then the fire of her fury. Her anger built into a storm and her eyes turned to the fiery slits of a full blooded Sanguinarch vampire. She caught the lycan’s arms as he approached and squeezed, breaking bones beneath her fingers. The lycan whimpered in pain and tried to pull away; Raven didn’t let go. She bent the lycan’s arms back like they were paper, only letting go when they cracked and fell uselessly to the lycan’s side. She then grabbed his head and snapped his neck with a sickening wet pop that dropped him out of the fight. Less than a second had passed.
 
   She spun, her foot leading in a back heel kick that connected with the last lycan’s jaw and dislocated it. The kick was followed with a punch that splintered both the creature’s ribs and her own hand. With a snarl she pulled his still beating heart from his chest and crushed it under her boot. The lycan blinked in surprise and shifted to human, still standing.  
 
   Raven pushed the body aside and moved toward Aspen, slowing only to kick the unconscious lycan’s head with all her strength like she was trying to score a goal at the far end of the soccer field. 
 
   The lycan’s head shattered against the distant wall and Raven knelt beside Aspen. She removed her torn top and tried to use it to staunch the flow of blood, but could do nothing. The wound was too severe.
 
   “Aspen? Aspen can you hear me?” Raven asked softly.
 
   Aspen opened her eyes and looked up. “You vamped out.”
 
   Raven nodded. “My familiar was hurt.”
 
   “I think I’m still hurt, Ray,” Aspen said, struggling to breathe. “I can’t feel my legs.”
 
   Raven stroked Aspen’s hair. “It’s going to be okay. You’re mine, you should heal.”
 
   “If I don’t bleed out first,” Aspen said. “You…should feed before I die.”
 
   “Shut up, Aspen! You’re not going to die and I’m not going to feed on you. Just breathe!” Raven said.
 
   “She’s going to die,” a voice rumbled from above. “Leave her body and you are free to go.”
 
   Raven looked up to see the lycan that had been following them throughout the crumbling temple.
 
   “Who the hell are you?” Raven asked.
 
   “My name is of no consequence. I am alpha female of the First Clan. You have killed the last of my sons, there will be no new alpha this generation,” the lycan replied.
 
   “Too bad for you. But if you think I am leaving Aspen here you’re sadly mistaken.”
 
   “She is a kill of the First Clan. She is ours to do with as we please. Leave before I change my mind,” the lycan growled.
 
   “Are you deaf or just stupid?” Raven replied. “Aspen is no kill. She is mine and I am not leaving here without her.”
 
   “Then you will not leave here,” the creature replied.
 
   She jumped into the pit and approached. Raven squeezed Aspen’s hand and straightened, grabbing her bow on the way up. When she was standing she was somewhat disappointed her head didn’t rise further up the lycan’s chest. Frowning she looked up into the Alpha’s eyes and stroked the fire of her anger.
 
   “I am a Childe of Strohm, a Sanguinarch. Your Alpha’s equal in every way. Let me take Aspen and go in peace,” Raven said.
 
   “You insult my mate,” the Alpha snarled. “He is a God and you are weak.”
 
   “Not so weak I can’t kick your hairy ass, bitch,” Raven growled.
 
   The alpha roared in anger and attacked, clawing at Raven. The smaller, more agile woman blocked both attacks and kicked out with all her ebbing strength. The lycan flew across the room and hit the wall hard enough to leave an impact crater in the stone before falling to the ground. 
 
   She was up in a heartbeat, charging Raven on all fours. The attack was so swift that the lycan hit her in the leg as she tried to dodge and she fell to the blood-slick floor. The lycan rebounded from the wall like a parkour champion and pounced. Raven had just enough time to raise her arms and catch the attacking lycan, her hands locking with the alpha’s.
 
   “You are pathetic, little dhampyr,” the lycan growled, pushing down.
 
   “Damn, what have you been eating, Purina?” Raven replied. “Get off me, dogbreath!”
 
   The alpha snapped at Raven’s face, her yellowed teeth closing less than an inch from the woman’s nose. Raven turned her head away and raised her knees until they were between her and the lycan. She heaved with all her strength and pushed the lycan off of her to slam back into the wall.
 
   The alpha shook herself while Raven crawled back to one knee, her wounds drooling blood.
 
   “Had enough?” Raven asked.
 
   “Not until I’ve tasted your flesh, dhampyr,” the alpha replied.
 
   “Suit yourself,” Raven said.
 
   Again the lycan charged. Raven remained where she was, head low. When the lycan was nearly on top of her she snatched up a spear and rammed it home deep into the alpha’s chest. The alpha screamed and her momentum carried her over Raven’s head to slam into the wall where she fell limp, still in lycan form. She began to rise, disturbing what remained of the wall. Blocks of stone and broken weapons fell on top of her, knocking her unconscious.
 
   Raven turned away from the unmoving lycan and hurried over to Aspen who was still clinging to life. She squeezed some blood from her wounded hand into Aspen’s slowly healing wound in hopes it would help and then picked up the smaller woman, cradling her to her chest.
 
   “Leave me,” Aspen gasped. “The bitch was right, I’m going to die.”
 
   “The hell you are,” Raven said. “Shut up and breathe.”
 
   “Ray…”
 
   Raven switched Aspen to her left arm and moved toward the ladder. “I said shut up. You’re using energy you need to heal.”
 
   “Stubborn…” Aspen whispered.
 
   Raven smiled. “Yes, you are.”
 
    
 
    
 
   THE CLIMB OUT OF THE pit and up the long tunnel was long. Raven fell several times, each time forcing herself back to her feet by sheer force of will. After the sixth fall she couldn’t stand anymore and began to crawl, dragging Aspen behind her inch by agonizing inch until they reached the top. 
 
   Once in the entryway she leaned against the stone door and pulled Aspen into her arms to warm the girl after their climb. She could feel a pulse in Aspen’s neck, but it was weak. She didn’t have long.
 
   Raven set Aspen against the wall and began searching for something that would release the door. The center of the door was dished and she pushed, rubbed, put her hand and fist in every position she could think of inside the oddly shaped depression but nothing happened. The door remained locked tight, a half ton of solid stone.
 
   In desperation Raven began to beat on the stone with her fists, sending stone chips and blood flying until she couldn’t move her arms. With all her strength and fury she’d barely made a dent in the ancient stone.
 
   She leaned up against the door and cradled her broken and bleeding hands in her lap. She felt weak and tired; she just wanted to sleep for a month but if she dozed off she and Aspen would both die. There had to be a way out.
 
   She pulled stone chips out of her hands and wiped the blood off on her remaining shirt. She then wriggled over to Aspen and checked her pulse; it was almost gone and fading fast.
 
   Raven closed her eyes and sat back on her heels, tears running down her cheeks. She allowed herself to cry for a few minutes before shaking it off and leaning back over her friend.
 
   “You’re not dead yet,” she said. “I feel you. You’re not dead, you hear me you stubborn brat? You’re not dead, you stay with me, that’s an order!”
 
   She squeezed more blood from her hand into the wound and then wrapped both hands in pieces torn from her remaining shirt. When she was finished she turned and addressed the door again. She had just reared back to kick the door as hard as she could when it slid aside to reveal Rupert Levac standing in another tunnel. He was holding an old-fashioned flashlight and the red disk he’d collected from Diarmait’s dresser. On his face was the most surprised and confused look Raven had ever seen.
 
   Raven breathed a sigh of relief and almost fell into Levac’s arms, blood staining his coat.
 
   “I guess you missed me,” Levac said, hugging her.
 
   “Perfect timing as usual, Rupert,” Raven muttered. “Aspen’s dying. We have to get her to some help.”
 
   “You’re hurt too, Raven, your hands are broken and you’re covered in cuts,” Levac said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much blood.”
 
    “It’s nothing a blanket and some claret won’t cure,” Raven replied.
 
   Levac helped Raven to lay down on the ground and put his coat over her before handing her a blood pack.
 
   “It’s room temperature but it’s probably better than nothing.”
 
   Raven took the blood gratefully and bit into it, draining the contents before laying back.
 
   “Get Aspen, Rupe, please.”
 
   “I’m on it,” Levac said, turning away.
 
   “And, Rupe?” Raven asked.
 
   Levac looked back down. “Yeah?”
 
   “Thanks for coming back.”
 
   Levac winked and ducked back into the tunnel to retrieve Aspen. He came out a moment later with the smaller woman cradled in his arms. He placed her next to Raven and pulled his coat over them both.
 
   “She doesn’t have much of a pulse, Ray,” he said quietly.
 
   Raven sat up and drained another pouch of blood from Levac’s pocket. 
 
   “I know,” she said when she’d finished. “But I feel her. I’m not giving up yet.”
 
   She stood and picked up Aspen’s limp body. “Which way is out?”
 
   “That way,” Levac said, pointing down the tunnel. “It leads straight to the basement of the Green Mill. They’ve got a whole selection of tunnels that go all over the place down here. I’ve been looking for you for three days, ever since Sanchez turned up dead with a 30 caliber in his brain.”
 
   “He turned out to be the killer’s informant within the department,” Raven said, walking along the tunnel. “I’m pretty sure Caito is involved somehow too, but neither is the one pulling the strings.”
 
   “Do you know who is? What happened down there?” Levac asked.
 
   “We were kidnapped. A bunch of ancient lycans were using us as practice dummies and they’re the ones doing the skinning,” Raven replied.
 
   “So we need to go down there and what, arrest them?” 
 
   Raven snorted. “You can’t arrest corpses. I’m pretty sure all but the alpha female and male are dead. I left the alpha female under a pile of rocks; She’s probably free by now, but I haven’t seen her. She probably did the smart thing and decided to go lick her wounds. I have no clue where the alpha male might be, but I intend to find him when I get the chance.”
 
   “I’m sorry I missed it,” Levac said.
 
   Raven stopped and looked over her shoulder at Levac’s feet. “If you’d been there, who would have saved me?”
 
   She met Levac’s eyes for a before turning forward again. She looked down at Aspen as she walked and gently stroked her hair. She could still feel the girl’s presence and refused to believe she was gone. Not after all they’d been through together.
 
   They were nearing the end of the tunnel when she felt Levac slide something into her jeans at the small of her back. She knew the comforting weight when she felt it seat itself.
 
   “We may encounter some trouble on the way out and I thought you might want something a little more high tech than that longbow you’re rocking,” Levac said.
 
   “Trouble?” Raven asked.
 
   “Yeah, the club owners weren’t exactly thrilled I busted into the old tunnels,” Levac said.
 
   “Tough,” Raven replied. “I’m not here to thrill them. If there is a tunnel from the club to the lycan temple then these assholes know about it and probably know all about this stupid ritual.”
 
   Raven handed Aspen to Levac and drew the Automag he’d given her. It wasn’t her father’s, but it still felt right in her hand, like an extension of her own body. She chambered a round and stepped through the exit into a sub-basement beneath Green Mills. Four men in suits were seated at an old card table in the middle of the stone walled room. Half a dozen or more tunnels exited the room in all directions and a staircase led up toward distant music.
 
   The men jumped up when Raven entered and reached for Mp5 submachine guns hanging from slings under their jackets. Raven’s pistol spat flame and all four men went down in a hail of copper-jacketed slugs. 
 
   “I’m guessing you’re pissed,” Levac said from behind her.
 
   “I’m so far beyond pissed it’s a distant memory,” Raven muttered back. 
 
   Levac turned and pointed toward the stairs. “That leads to the basement under the club, we can get out to the street from there and not have to bother going all the way out.”
 
   Raven pulled a spare magazine from Levac’s pocket and ran toward the stairs, stuffing the magazine in her pocket as she took the steps two at a time. She paused at the top and looked back at Levac who was looking down at Aspen. Raven’s heart ached when she looked at her friends. If Aspen wasn’t gone she would be soon and it was hurting Levac as much as it did her.
 
   Levac looked up and Raven nodded. He nodded back and Raven turned back to the door. She gave it a kick and followed through. The door had hit a waiting guard in the face and knocked him to the floor; several others were spread around the room, their weapons held at the ready. Raven shot the guard on the floor and kicked the next one in the face, breaking his nose. She shot the next three and shoulder rolled behind a crate to reload. Bullets bounced around her taking chunks out of the wooden crate and the wall behind her but Raven simply moved her head as if she knew where the bullets were going to strike.
 
   She stepped out from behind the crate and shot two more of the guards, leaving only the one holding his shattered nose and one reloading his rifle. Raven shot the one reloading his gun and squatted next to the injured one. She placed the hot barrel of her pistol on the side of his head and leaned close.
 
   “Okay, bub, my friend is dead or dying and I’ve had a really bad day. Give me a straight answer and you might just live through the night. Got it?”
 
   The man tried to shy away from the sizzling barrel, blood squirting from between his fingers.
 
   “Yeah…yeah, I got it, what do you want to know?”
 
   “Where is the alpha lycan?” Raven asked.
 
   “The what?” the guard asked.
 
   Raven pushed the hot barrel into his head, making a circular burn. “Once more. Where is the alpha?”
 
   The guard tried to shake his head, smoke rising from his skin. “I don’t know, if she’s not in the temple I don’t know!”
 
   “What about the male? What about Eliazarr?” 
 
   “He’s never here, she handles everything,” the guard replied.
 
   “If you see her, if she comes out of that hole, you tell her a Storm is coming. You tell that bitch I’m coming and I’m bringing hell with me,” Raven said, her eyes glowing like the fires of Hades. “She will wish she had never been stupid enough to kill anyone in my city.”
 
   The man fainted from fear and pain. Raven glared at him in disgust and turned to Levac, who had stepped out of the stairwell.
 
   “Which way is out?” she asked.
 
   “Behind the barrels and up the stairs into the alley behind the club,” Levac said.
 
   Raven looked in the direction Levac had indicated and saw the barrels. A partially concealed door was just visible behind them.
 
   “Got any more rounds?” she asked.
 
   Levac shook his head. “No. That was all I could grab when I found out you were missing.”
 
   “I’ll get some from the Shelby,” Raven said.
 
   “Um… I don’t have the Shelby,” Levac said. “It was towed into the impound lot when you were found missing and Sanchez dead with one your bullets in his brainpan. Your Automag and stuff is in evidence.”
 
   “Fabulous. So we’ve got the Nash and I’m almost out of bullets.”
 
   “And you’re still breathing and I’ve forgiven you,” Levac said. “Don’t forget that part.”
 
   Raven gave Levac a look and ran across the room. She vaulted the barrels and kicked the exit door, making sure no one was behind. Nothing but cool night air came through the gap. She motioned for Levac to follow and passed through the door into the night. She shot the two guards at the top of the stairs and stepped into an alleyway, checking the building on either side for lycans or snipers. Seeing nothing, she drew her bow and side stepped down the alley, still checking all around for any danger.
 
   Levac joined her at the mouth of the alley, Aspen still held close to his chest.
 
   “The Nash is down the street toward the front of the club.”
 
   Raven heard him, but she was looking at a nearby classic GTO Judge.
 
   “Shouldn’t we go?” Levac asked.
 
   Raven glanced at him, stepped off the curb and put her fist through the GTO’s driver side window. A second later the car’s big block V-8 roared to life and she leaned over to open the passenger door and push the seat forward.
 
   Levac slid Aspen into the back seat and joined Raven in the front.
 
   “So we’re adding destruction of property and auto theft to our repertoire?” he asked.
 
   Raven laughed. “You need to read my record, Rupe. We aren’t adding anything.”
 
   She pressed the gas and the large car roared down the street, ran a red light and passed into a narrow alley with millimeters to spare. Raven ignored the garbage cans that came flying up the windshield to disappear behind them and just kept pushing the car, racing through dark alleyways and narrow side-streets until Old Towne came into view. She skidded to a halt in the no parking zone near Marie’s and slid out. A few seconds later she had Aspen cradled in her arms.
 
   “We’re not going to a hospital?” Levac asked.
 
   “She’ll die in a hospital,” Raven replied. “Or be paralyzed. We need magik.”
 
   The door to Marie’s was locked, but it didn’t stop Raven. She kicked it open with one foot and stepped through, sending Marie’s magpie fleeing for his life.
 
   Raven laid Aspen gently on the counter.
 
   “Marie? Marie it’s Ravenel, I need your help right away!”
 
   Marie came through the beaded curtain, her ebony face etched with lines of anger.
 
   “Ravenel, what is going on? I’m in the middle of a séance.”
 
   “Tell them to get the hell out,” Raven replied. “I’ll gladly play twice their fee and they can come back later. This is more important.”
 
   “Ravenel, who is that?” Marie asked, looking at Aspen.
 
   “Her name is Aspen, ma’am,” Levac said, closing the door as best he could. “She is Raven’s familiar and she’s dying. Raven believes you can heal her.”
 
   Marie checked Aspen’s pulse and shook her head. “I can do little, Ravenel. She is very nearly on Charon’s boat.”
 
   Raven grabbed Marie by the throat and picked her up off the ground. “Marie. Marie LaVeau. How stupid do you think I am, houngon? I know exactly who you are and what you can do. Bring her back or I will snap your neck like an old pencil!”
 
   She set Marie down and glared at her with feral green eyes. The mambo rubbed her neck and looked at Raven with a mixture of fear and respect.
 
   “Give me one moment, Fürstin Ravenel,” Marie said.
 
   She disappeared into the back room while Raven leaned on the counter and tried to get her vampire under control. Once she’d let the Sanguinarch out of the bag she seemed unwilling to go back.
 
   “That wasn’t like you, Ray,” Levac said. “You can be blunt, violent, angry, but I have never seen you hurt or threaten an innocent or someone you cared for.”
 
   “She’s not an innocent, Rupe,” Raven replied. “She’s two hundred years old, lives off vampire blood and until she met my mother was a houngon, a dark voodoo priestess. She became a mambo because of my mother. They always assumed I didn’t know.”
 
   “I also said people you care for,” Levac said, stepping close behind Raven. “I know you love Marie.”
 
   “I do. But she’s the only one who can save Aspen,” Raven replied. “She will try. You should have seen me when you got hurt. I think two people died of fright.”
 
   Marie stepped through the curtain followed by a group of people who filed out through the broken door, the last one trying to wedge it shut behind him. When they were gone, Marie began to examine Aspen.
 
   “Your blood is keeping her alive,” she said. “You are stronger than you know, my Ravenel.”
 
   “And you are stronger than you always pretend,” Raven replied. “She’s alive. You can heal her, so let’s make with the voodoo before she’s gone forever.”
 
   Marie frowned and looked away from the angry dhampyr. “Healing someone this far gone isn’t like doing a gris gris, Ravenel. This requires much power and many favors.”
 
   “Fine.  Power and blood I have. We’re losing time.”
 
   Marie stared at Raven for a long moment before nodding.
 
   “As you wish, Fürstin. You are your father’s child. I will need a blood offering from you.”
 
   Raven nodded and pulled an offering bowl toward her. She drew one of the silver knives she still carried and sliced her palm. Dark claret poured until it nearly filled the small bowl. She then bandaged her hand and looked at Marie.
 
   “Done. What’s next?”
 
   Marie was gathering herbs and a selection of bones and other items from her supplies.
 
   “I will begin the ritual. You have agreed to pay the Baron’s price. That is all you need do.”
 
   Raven nodded and turned away, feeling weak. Levac caught her and helped her to sit on the floor nearby. He wiped her face with a cloth and offered her another blood packet from his spacious pockets. Raven bit into it and drank, but more slowly, fighting how much she hated the taste.
 
   Levac sat next to her and held her hand.
 
   “You did good down there, Raven,” he said.
 
   Raven shook her head. “Lots of innocent people are dead and I couldn’t bring a single one of the creatures responsible to justice because our legal system can’t hold them. The best I could do was avenge them and try to get us out of there. I only got it half right.”
 
   “You did what you could,” Levac said. “That’s what I realized about what happened with Xavier. You did what you could to save me. It wasn’t ideal and it wasn’t what you would have wanted, but I’m breathing and I’m grateful to still be among the living.”
 
   Raven held her aching head with one hand. “Rupe, I swear if I had seen any other way…”
 
   Levac ran a hand through her hair. “I know, partner. I know what you do isn’t always easy. You do your best which is more than I can say for a lot of our contemporaries who treat this as a job, not a life. It’s okay.”
 
   Raven lay her head on Levac’s shoulder. “Thank you, Rupe. And thank you for finding us. I was almost spent. I’m not even sure how we got to the door. Thank you for being there.”
 
   “I had a little help,” Levac said. “Ming figured out that the thing I found in Diarmait’s place was a key. A little playing dumb with No Nose junior and I found out about the tunnels beneath the Green Mill and one that was forbidden even to the mob. I took a chance and you fell into my arms.”
 
   Raven smiled. “That Codumbo luck of yours.”
 
   “Whatever works, partner.”
 
   Raven closed her eyes to rest, quickly falling asleep on Levac’s shoulder.
 
    
 
    
 
   SHE WOKE SEVERAL HOURS LATER to Marie shaking her shoulder with gentle hands. “It is done, Ravenel. Your friend lives.”
 
   Raven bit her lip and reached up to touch Marie’s face. “I’m sorry, Marie. My behavior… I wasn’t me.”
 
   Marie smiled. “You are always you, my Ravenel. And in that moment I needed to be reminded who I am and that sacrifices are sometimes necessary for the ones we love. Some things are worth risking your soul for and love is one of them. Your Aspen is resting in my bedroom upstairs.”
 
   “Thank you,” Raven replied, trying to stand.
 
   “One moment, Ravenel,” Marie said.
 
   “Yes?” Raven asked.
 
   “The Baron. He would not say what boon he asked for his help,” Marie said. “I am uncertain…the price he asks may be terrible.”
 
   “Whatever it is I will pay it to have Aspen among the living. May I see her?”
 
   “You may, but know she is sleeping.”
 
   Raven stood and adjusted the bow that still hung across her back to make it more comfortable. She looked around, surprised Levac was missing.
 
   “He returned to the 42nd to turn in the car you stole and try to get your things out of impound now that he has found you alive,” Marie said to the unvoiced question. “He will be back soon.”
 
   “Thank you again, Marie. I will make this up to you.”
 
   “No need, Ravenel,” Marie said. “You were frightened and desperate. It can make a person do the wrong thing for the right reason. I owe you many favors. I have repaid one.”
 
   Raven smiled softly and turned toward the curtain that would lead to the stairs. She was almost to the stairs when a terrible pain slashed through her gut. She reached down expecting to find a bloody weal across her stomach, but her hand came away dry. Feeling anger and fear building in her belly she charged up the stairs and down the hall to Marie’s room. She crashed through the door to find the room empty and the window open. Blood trailed from the bed and over the sill.
 
   Raven ran to the window and looked out into the darkness. One building away she could see the lycan with Aspen held over one shoulder. The lycan howled in defiance and continued across the roof.
 
   Raven reached for her Automag and realized it was empty. She tossed it aside in frustration and drew an arrow from her quiver. The obsidian wouldn’t stop the lycan but maybe it would slow the creature down and give her a chance to catch up.
 
   She drew the bow back and fired, her heart sinking when the arrow fell short of the target.
 
   “Damnit. No way are you getting away with her,” she said, climbing out the window.
 
   “Take these, Ravenel,” Marie said behind her.
 
   Raven turned to see Marie holding a handful of silver arrows.
 
   “A lycan hunter left them in my care many years ago. I’ve held onto them for sentimental reasons, but they will serve you better.”
 
   Raven added the arrows to her collection and slipped through the window. She leapt to the fire escape on the opposite building and began to climb, reaching the top as a cool summer rain began to fall. Lightning crackled across the sky and in the flickering light she spotted the lycan moving among the vents and air conditioning units. She ran after her, her boots slapping on the pea-gravel roof, an arrow knocked and her bow ready to fire.
 
   She caught up to the lycan as she was preparing to jump an alley to the next building. Raven slowed and drew her bow all the way back. She sighted down the silvered arrow and let the barbed tip fly. The lycan must have heard the twang of the bowstring because it turned at the last instant and the arrow pierced its shoulder instead of its heart. It snarled and faced Raven, Aspen held over the ten story precipice behind her.
 
   “I knew taking your pet would bring you out of hiding, dhampyr,” the lycan growled.
 
   Raven frowned; the lycan didn’t sound like the alpha from the tunnels. She knocked another arrow and aimed it at the lycan’s eye.
 
   “I wasn’t hiding. Put her down, step away from the ledge and you can tell me what you want from me,” she said.
 
   “What I want is easy, dhampyr,” the lycan growled. “I want your skin on my den wall and your blood, your power, fed to my pack. I will trade your servitude for your pet’s life.”
 
   “Deal,” Raven said. “Put her down in front of you and back away. When she’s safe I’ll go with you.”
 
   “Oh lady Ravenel, your humanity is your weakness,” the lycan said.
 
   “Actually, furball,” Aspen said, “it’s her humanity that makes her strong instead of a psychotic monster like you. It’s why her friends love her and I’ll be thrice-damned before I let you take that away from her.”
 
   Aspen lashed out with her silver dagger, cutting the tendons in the lycan’s hand. It dropped her, howling pain and Raven watched in shock as Aspen disappeared over the edge.
 
   “No!” she screamed, running forward. “What have you done?”
 
   She leapt off the roof of the building, twisting to face the lycan as she fell. Her aim fell on the lycan and she loosed the arrow at her head, watching as it punch a hole through its eye and out the back of its head. 
 
   Raven continued the roll and looked down. She could see Aspen not far below her, her body limp in anticipation of hitting the ground. Raven pointed herself like a skydiver and plummeted into her friend, wrapping herself around the smaller girl.
 
   “I’ve got you,” she said.
 
   Aspen opened her eyes in surprise. “You’ve got me, who has you?”
 
   “Um…”
 
   “Great plan, honey,” Aspen said, burying her face in Raven’s shoulder.
 
   Raven held her familiar tighter and tried to guide their fall toward a car, which was marginally softer than the ground. When they were lined up she rolled again, using her body to cushion their fall. She kissed the top of Aspen’s head and closed her eyes, waiting for the impact.
 
   A second later she screamed in pain as they crashed into the roof of the car at ninety miles an hour. Glass exploded around them and she was aware of it falling in slow motion before darkness overcame her consciousness.
 
   She woke on a hospital gurney with a paramedic leaning over her.
 
   “What happened?” she asked.
 
   “You fell off a roof,” he replied. “You’re lucky to be alive.”
 
   “Where’s Aspen? The girl who was with me?”
 
   “Don’t worry about her, worry about you,” the paramedic replied.
 
   Raven’s hand shot out and she grabbed the paramedic by the collar. “Where’s Aspen?”
 
   “She’s in another ambulance already on her way to Mercy,” the paramedic replied in a calm voice.
 
   “Good.  Good…” Raven said. “Help me up and somebody call my partner.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” the paramedic asked.
 
   “I’m fine. Help me up,” Raven repeated. “Or do you want me to break these stupid straps?”
 
   “I think you better do as she says,” Levac said, stepping up with two cups of coffee.
 
   “You’re both crazy,” the paramedic said.
 
   “Maybe. But we also have badges and I, for one, have a gun. Let her up.”
 
   The paramedic complied and Raven sat up, accepting one of the coffee cups gratefully.
 
   “Thanks, Rupe. How was Aspen?” she asked.
 
   He looked away for a beat. “I don’t know. She was gone when I got here. And I should tell you, that isn’t coffee.”
 
   Raven groaned, but sucked down the warm claret, knowing she needed it to keep going. She tossed the empty cup away in disgust and held her hand out for Levac’s coffee.
 
   “Hey, this is mine…” Levac said.
 
   “Gimme,” Raven said, opening and closing her hand. “If I ever get my wallet back I will buy you all the coffee you want. I need to get this taste out of my mouth.”
 
   Levac handed her the cup and she held it in both hands, sipping from the sweet, hot brew.
 
   “Tell me straight, Rupe, was Aspen alive when they took her?” she asked between sips.
 
   “I really don’t know, Ray. Like I said, they’d already taken her. All I know is you had crushed ribs and a punctured lung. It took them forty minutes to extricate you from what was left of the car. Aspen they just rolled off you and carted away to the hospital.”
 
   “I hope she’s okay, I can’t feel her,” Raven said. “Have you been to the roof?”
 
   “Yeah, I went to see why you jumped off a roof. You got him, one naked man on the roof with an arrow through his eye,” Levac said.
 
   “Man?” Raven asked.
 
   “Yeah, Caito. You killed him with one shot,” Levac replied. “I’m guessing he was a lycan. I’ve got a team up there bagging and tagging his ass right now.”
 
   “Shit,” Raven said, sliding off the gurney. 
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Caito isn’t the alpha I saw in the tunnels,” Raven replied. “I’m not even sure he was an alpha at all. Just a warrior.”
 
   “How do you know?” Levac asked.
 
   “Cause the alpha was female, a she-wolf and Eliazarr’s mate. She’s the one pulling the strings.”
 
   Raven began to pace back and forth in the rain, holding the cup in front of her lips.
 
   “Ming must have run the evidence we collected. What did you find? Anything useful?”
 
   Levac nodded and pulled his soggy notebook out of his pocket. “Ming examined that key thing we found at Diarmait’s place and figured out it was made from native stone cut approximately four thousand years ago, Pocock ran DNA on the bone weapons and confirmed they were made from a variety of animals, but primarily deer and moose, he collected a few prints from the bodies, but they didn’t match anyone in AFIS, he matched a partial from Diarmait’s place to that Evangelina woman who was at your house, she had a record for prostitution. Frost sent Corona and Driemeier to question her, but it was just like we left it before. There was no sign of her.”
 
   “She’s dead. She was a backstabbing pain in the rear, but she’s not the person we’re looking for. Diarmait is dead, too. My guess is he was working with the lycans in an effort to find that temple, which is why he had the key. They found out he was a hunter and put him in there with us. What else?”
 
   Levac studied his smeared notes again. “He typed that hair I collected at Franks’ place. There is a 98% probability it came from an Asian female. It also contained traces of an unknown, dormant, virus. It’s nothing dangerous, but it excited Ming to no end. He wants to write a paper about it.”
 
   “It’s not dormant and it is only harmless in the state he found it in,” Raven said. “It’s Lycanthrope and it’s dormant until the carrier bites someone and passes it on.”
 
   “What’s Lycanthrope?” Levac asked, his pen poised over the wet paper.
 
   “It’s the virus that turns lycans into lycans,” Raven replied. “Lycan is short for Lycanthrope. It’s like the HVT virus that pureblood vampires carry that turns humans into Embraced or Familiars.”
 
   “So whoever attacked Franks was a female Asian werewolf?”
 
   “I think so,” Raven replied. “And I’m pretty sure I know who it is.”
 
   “Are you going to share with the rest of the class?”
 
   “Nope,” Raven said. “Not until I’m sure which one it is. I don’t suppose you managed to get my gun and car back?”
 
   Levac shook his head and handed over her badge. “Sorry, Ray, this was all I could get my hands on. Frost wouldn’t release anything else until you’re cleared of any wrongdoing in the death of Sanchez. Technically he wants me to bring you in for questioning.”
 
   “Later. I’ll stand in front of an IA board if I have to,” Raven said. “This is more important. These lycans have killed dozens of innocent people for nothing more than cannibalism and sport. If I don’t stop them now, they’ll go back into the forests and won’t be back for another hundred years; they’ll prey on innocents and spill more blood.”
 
   “What’s our play then?”
 
   “Get your car, we’re going to Club Black,” Raven said.
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   LEVAC PARKED HIS NASH IN front of Club Black. Music was still blaring from within and a handful of late night partiers were standing around outside enjoying a smoke under the awning.
 
   Raven and Levac stepped onto the curb and Raven pulled her new compound bow from the back seat along with two dozen of Thad’s customized arrows. He’d gone all out like he thought his little sister was a super hero. Most of the arrows were silver and oak, but she packed a few surprises she hoped she didn’t have to use.
 
   She slung the quiver over her shoulder and turned toward the Club Black entrance.
 
   “You don’t look so good, lady,” one of the drunken partiers said.
 
   “It isn’t my blood,” Raven replied, giving the man a look.
 
   The man paled and stepped away. “Gotcha. H… have fun inside.”
 
   Raven strode down the sidewalk and started past the doorman, who held up a hand to stop her.
 
   “I’m sorry, Madame, but you cannot enter Club Black looking like that,” he said in a French accent.
 
   “Like what?” Raven said, looking down at her torn, bloodstained tank, jeans and tattered bandages.
 
   “Like you’ve been in a war. I suggest you get cleaned up and come back tomorrow,” the doorman said.
 
   “Mistake,” Levac said from behind Raven.
 
   Raven grabbed the Frenchman by his collar and leaned close, her bloody, coffee scented breath on his face.
 
   “You’re not who I’m looking for, though I’ve no doubt you know who I want. You have one chance to walk away without multiple bruises, contusions and abrasions,” she said. “I suggest you take it. This job isn’t worth the pain.”
 
   She let go and watched the doorman, waiting for him to make a move. He straightened his tie with all the dignity he could muster and stepped off the landing to walk off into the rain.
 
   “Smart man,” Levac said.
 
   “I must be mellowing,” Raven said. “He smelled like a wet dog.”
 
   She pulled open the doors and walked through into the lobby. The receptionist looked up when they entered and growled, her eyes glowing like a wolf’s. She stepped out from behind her podium, unzipped the front of her red and black top and began to shift into lycan form. 
 
   Raven pushed Levac toward the club proper. “Get everyone out of here, but be careful. Anyone who doesn’t want to leave is probably a lycan. Use Thad’s rounds and go for the head or heart. These guys can shrug off a Mack truck.”
 
   Levac squeezed Raven’s arm and drew his pistol.
 
   “I’ll be right back, save some of that alpha for me.”
 
   Raven turned her attention back to the lycan who had finished shifting and was now pacing back and forth, a low growl building in her throat.
 
   “In public?” Raven asked. “You guys really couldn’t care less about the treaty, could you?”
 
   By way of answer the lycan picked up the podium and threw it at Raven. She ducked under the flying wood and came up with the bow in her hands. Her shots went wide of the raging lycan and it jumped off the wall to pounce on Raven.
 
   Raven tried to roll aside, but the lycan caught her with one powerful arm and sent her flying into the red leather sofa. She gasped in pain as her spine slammed into the heavy furniture, the air forced from her lungs. She fell to the floor and sucked in a breath through clenched teeth, watching the lycan from the corner of her eye.
 
   The lycan turned and charged, its claws digging furrows in the floor. Raven waited until the she-wolf was almost on top of her before she did a one-handed cartwheel and drew another arrow. She flipped backwards again as the lycan spun, its claws whistling through the air and she loosed the arrow. The silver hunting tip punctured the lycan’s skull and the creature dropped, sliding to a stop at Raven’s feet. She watched it change back and stood, knocking a fresh arrow.
 
   “That wasn’t very nice, Fürstin Ravenel,” Hisakawa said from her spot near her office door. “She was just doing her job.”
 
   The tall woman leaned against the wall appearing relaxed in a red leather dress buttoned to the neck. Her black hair was held in place with two sticks of silver and her face was perfectly made up with dark eyes and lips that matched her dress.
 
   Raven looked at her and swallowed her anger. “Neither was trying to kill me and my familiar, butchering dozens of innocent people and declaring war on my mother’s house. You tell me who was more wrong.”
 
   “The First Clan does not answer to humans or vampires, half-breed. Nor do we follow your rules. We prowled this land when you were still hiding from the sun in caves,” Hisakawa said.
 
   “I don’t hide from the sun,” Raven replied. “And if you’re in this city you answer to our laws, one way or the other.”
 
   “This land belongs to the Clan,” Hisakawa said.
 
   Raven shrugged. “Then you probably should have put up a no vacancy sign before a bunch of people moved here. I’m not the government. If you want to complain, call the state department.”
 
   “You’re an impossible woman,” Hisakawa said.
 
   “Whatever. You’re a murdering psycho who can’t control her animal. Someone should have put you down long ago,” Raven replied.
 
   “Many have tried, half-breed, and most were armed with more than a fancy bow and a handful of arrows. All perished beneath my claws.”
 
   “I’m terrified,” Raven replied. “I’m sure you can tell. Look, lady, I’ve faced things more frightening than you just trying to get a cup of coffee. Have you ever seen a writer after three days without caffeine? It’s not a pretty sight.”
 
   Hisakawa sneered. “I have heard all about Fürstin Ravenel, Chicago’s protector and Lady Valentina’s champion. You’re the best this pathetic city has to offer. I’m not impressed.”
 
   “What do you say then, She-wolf? Do you want a shot at my title? You can hang my skin over your cave entrance,” Raven said.
 
   “Do not mock me, bloodsucker,” Hisakawa warned.
 
   Raven grinned. “But it’s just so easy, I can’t help myself.” She stopped smiling, letting her Sanguinarch blood boil. “Come get some, bitch.”
 
   Hisakawa growled and shifted, ripping her dress to shreds that clung to her silver fur. Raven fired before the lycan had even taken a step; the she-wolf batted the silver tip aside and charged. Raven back peddled and tried to knock another arrow, but the lycan was too fast. She’d barely got a grip on the arrow when the she-wolf slapped the bow out of her hands with one powerful blow.
 
   Raven gripped the arrow and somersaulted backwards, putting distance between herself and the lycan. When she was clear, she spun and threw the arrow with all her strength; it flew straight and hit the lycan in the thigh eliciting a howl of pain.
 
   “You should have stayed in your cave and left me and mine alone,” Raven said.
 
   The lycan’s howl turned into a laugh as it pulled the arrow free and tossed it aside.
 
   “I am no mere lycan, bloodsucker,” the she-wolf rumbled. “You will need more than bravado and a bit of silver to keep me from drinking blood from your skull.”
 
   Raven made a face. “That’s disgusting. You know, I can barely drink blood from an IV bag? Just can’t stand the taste.”
 
   “You are weak, half-breed.”
 
   “If thinking blood tastes like crap makes me weak, so be it. At least I don’t need a case of shaving cream for my legs every full moon.”
 
   The she-wolf snarled and charged again. Raven met her, blocking the lycan’s angry swing with her right arm and backhanding the she-wolf with her left. The lycan spit out a canine and lashed out with blinding speed, her claws tearing through Raven’s shirt and leaving four bloody welts across her stomach.
 
   Raven hissed in pain, but stayed close to the lycan, punching and kicking like a muay thai champion on a rampage. The pair exchanged blow after blow with neither gaining the upper hand until the lycan’s roundhouse backhand caught Raven in the face and sent her sprawling to the floor, blood trailing across the tile.
 
   The lycan roared and pounced, coming in for the kill. Raven rolled aside at the last second and the lycan crashed to the floor, splintering antique marble with her claws. Raven kicked her in the ribs hard enough to shatter bone and cartwheeled away again, stopping in a guard position.
 
   “I thought you were the big bad wolf. What’s the matter? Can’t win a fight with someone who isn’t weak from hunger?”
 
   The lycan kipped to her feet and turned, wiping blood from her muzzle.
 
   “I will eat your living brain last, half-breed,” she snarled. “My pups will nurse on your blood!”
 
   “You really need therapy,” Raven replied. “What kind of example is that for a child? They need puppy chow.”
 
   The lycan snarled and approached, more warily this time. Raven watched her, adjusting her feet and keeping the lycan in front of her. In a split second they joined battle again. The lycan’s claws tore through Raven’s arms and legs as she blocked, but she refused to give ground, her fists and feet giving as good as she got. A spin kick caught the lycan in the face, shattering her jaw. The lycan whimpered in pain and backed off, holding her face together with one paw.
 
   Raven refused to let the she-wolf get away. Blood dripping from her fingers she ran forward and jumped onto the massive she-wolf, bearing it to the floor with the force of the impact. As they hit the ground Raven wrapped her legs around the lycan’s muscular neck and grabbed one of her flailing arms, pulling it back into an arm-lock until the shoulder socket gave way with a sickening wet pop. 
 
   The lycan moaned in pain and tried to push Raven off, eventually shifting back to human. Raven let go and stood, looking down at the bloody woman. She wiped gore from her own face, ignoring the rivulets that still ran from the healing wounds in her arms and legs.
 
   “Mercy, Fürstin Ravenel!” Hisakawa begged. “I ask for Mercy under the Treaty.”
 
   “Fine,” Raven replied. “I’ve had enough killing. Gather whatever is left of your clan and get the hell out of my city. If you ever come back I will kill every last one of you.”
 
   She turned away to find Levac standing in the doorway. She walked over to him and nearly fell when she reached him, the bloodlust fading from her eyes.
 
   “Nice job, Ray,” he said, catching her.
 
   “Thanks,” Raven murmured. “I think I need a nap.”
 
   “I think you need about a week in the hospital,” Levac replied. “I got all the innocents out and put down two lycans that tried to stop me. Frost is on his way to see what all the commotion is and…arrest you.”
 
   “Super,” Raven said. “I can sleep in a nice quiet jail cell where no-one can rip my head off.”
 
   “You will not be sleeping, Fürstin Ravenel. You’ll be dying!” Hisakawa said.
 
   Raven looked over her shoulder to see Hisakawa, nude, fully healed and ready to fight.
 
   “Damn…” Raven muttered.
 
   “She showed you mercy, Ms. Hisakawa,” Levac said, drawing his pistol.
 
   “Mercy is for the weak,” Hisakawa replied. “She should have killed me when she had the chance.”
 
   The woman ran forward, shifting to lycan form as she ran. Levac raised his pistol and emptied the magazine into the running figure causing her to slow but not fall. She swiped one enormous paw at Raven, opening deep welts in her side and throwing her through the plate glass window where she landed in the street mere inches from Friday night traffic. The lycan then kicked Levac hard enough he fell down the stairs and into the club below. She glared at his crumpled form, let out a blood-curdling howl and ran out into the night, bounding over cars and onto the side of a building where she began to climb like a miniature King Kong.
 
   “Hey, Storm!” Frost yelled.
 
   Raven raised her head and tried to focus on the figure standing on the curb, a cigarette hanging from his lips.
 
   “You’re reinstated. Do what you do and stop that thing.”
 
   Frost tossed a shoulder holster into the street. It slid to a halt next to Raven and she picked it up. Inside was her Automag and two magazines of Thad’s specials. She buckled it on, staring at Frost all the while.
 
   “What about Rupert?”
 
   “I’ll take care of him,” Frost said. “You take care of the werewolf before it gets away and creates even more paperwork.”
 
   Raven gave a slight nod and turned to follow Hisakawa, sliding over the hoods of cars and crashing through the glass doors of the building the lycan had climbed.
 
   A handful of minutes later she kicked open the door to the roof and stepped back into the rain. Even through the smell of cooling tar and hot air conditioners she could smell the lycan’s blood. It had passed this way just seconds before. She followed it’s scent across the roof, her steps quiet and deliberate. Hisakawa was wounded and trying to escape. That made her an incredibly dangerous animal.
 
   Raven was halfway across the roof when an air conditioner vent flew out of the darkness and hit her in the side. She staggered under the impact; that was enough for Hisakawa to get the upper hand. The she-wolf ran forward and slashed Raven with both sets of claws, cutting through her skin and knocking her to the ground before disappearing back into the dark maze of equipment.
 
   Raven groaned and picked herself up again, wiping water and fiery hair from her face. She could feel blood running down her back, but she ignored it. Hisakawa had to be stopped.
 
   She raised her head and sniffed, picking up the lycan’s scent easily; the smell of blood and wet dog hung heavily in the air. She turned and followed the scent, keeping her eyes raised for any sign of the lycan. Again a piece of equipment flew out of the darkness, big enough to crush her under its weight. Raven shoulder rolled out of the way and fired at the fast-moving lycan. The bullets went wide, kicking sparks from air conditioners and rooftop equipment.
 
   Cursing, Raven ran after the she-wolf, leaping over broken equipment and onto an air conditioner, hoping to see where the lycan had gone. She was just turning when the she-wolf barreled into her, baring her to the ground and knocking the Automag from her hand.
 
   In a frenzy, the lycan tore at her body like a wild animal. Raven screamed as pieces of skin, flesh and bone were torn from her body, going limp under the onslaught. The lycan sat up and howled in triumph, raising both bloody arms to the sky.
 
   Snarling, Raven sat up and sank her fangs through fur, muscle and sinew into the artery in the lycan’s arm. Feeling claret fill her mouth, she drank deeply. The lycan blood made her gag and her head feel like it was going to explode, but she held on, feeling the terrible wounds in her body begin to heal.
 
   The she-wolf pulled herself free and pushed Raven away, cradling her wounded arm. Raven spat blood and groaned, glaring at the lycan as she shifted back to human.
 
   “You’re going to die, half-breed,” Hisakawa said, cradling her destroyed arm.  “No vampire can feed from a lycan. The virus will kill you and I’m going to watch.”
 
   “I’m no vampire,” Raven replied, feeling stronger. “As you keep helpfully pointing out. It won’t kill me before I put you down. You’re not a leader or a mother, you’re just another monster.”
 
   She picked up her Automag and stood. Across from her Hisakawa shifted back to her lycan form, a low growl rising in her throat.
 
   “Ready for round three?” Raven asked. “This one’s for all the cookies.”
 
   The lycan snarled and charged. Raven gauged its run across the wet roof and waited a beat before running forward and leaping into the air. Her legs wrapped around the lycan’s neck and she lifted herself into a sitting position on the she-wolf’s shoulders. She planted the barrel of the Automag between Hisakawa’s eyes and pulled the trigger. The bullet passed through the lycan’s skull to disappear into the darkness and the two women crashed to the roof, sliding to a stop on the gravel. 
 
   Raven lay on the roof staring at the clouds for some time. She could feel the lycan’s blood in her system, the HVT and Lycanthrope viruses fighting for control while her wounds healed. Eventually she pushed Hisakawa’s body off and wretched, her system clearing itself of the contaminated blood.
 
   When she was done she collapsed on top of Hisakawa and wished desperately for a cup of coffee.
 
   “That was attractive,” Levac said from nearby.
 
   Raven smiled and sat up. The man in the tan trench coat stood in a nearby doorway, his pistol held in one hand.
 
   “Hey, partner,” Raven said, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand.
 
   Levac smiled and stepped out into the rain, holstering his pistol as he walked. “Hey, Ray. Sorry I’m late.”
 
   Raven stood and wrapped her arms around her mostly naked torso. “Better late than never. Seems you’re always showing up just when I need someone to bring me back.”
 
   “It’s an honor to do it, Raven.”
 
   Levac wrapped his coat around Raven and escorted her back inside.
 
   “One more weird case solved?” he asked.
 
   “One more for the books, Rupe,” Raven replied. “Are you ready for the next one? Or are you still requesting that transfer?”
 
   “Yeah, about that… Frost never put it through and I’ve been thinking,” Levac replied.
 
   “Yeah?” Raven asked, trying to keep the hope out of her voice.
 
   Levac nodded. “You’re a pain in the ass, you keep secrets, you run off when you should wait for backup…”
 
   Raven looked away so Levac wouldn’t see the tears in her eyes.
 
   “But you’re my partner and my friend. We solve the cases no one else can touch,” Levac continued. “Besides, look at the stuff you get into without me.”
 
   Raven turned and smiled at Levac.
 
   Levac smiled back. “I threw away the request. You’re stuck with me, Ray.”
 
   Raven shook her head. “Not stuck, Rupe. With, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   She pulled Levac’s coat around herself and headed down the stairs, feeling Levac’s eyes on the back of her head. She half turned and looked up at him.
 
   “Coffee?”
 
   “I don’t think you’re dressed for coffee, Ray. Your shirt is almost nonexistent,” Levac replied.
 
   “I’ve got your coat,” Raven said, her hands sliding into the pockets. “I could get used to this…”
 
   Her grin turned into a rictus of horror and she glared up at Levac. “Oh my god, what the hell is in this pocket?”
 
   “Look, Ray, I can explain…”
 
   “This is disgusting, Rupe,” Raven said.
 
   “Oh stop, it isn’t that bad. A little hand sanitizer from the other pocket and you’ll be right as rain,” Levac said.
 
   “You can’t put hand sanitizer on my brain! What is it with you?” Raven snarled.
 
   “Well…you drink blood…” Levac replied.
 
   “Ugh…”
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   RAVEN KNELT AMONG THE GARGOYLES atop Holy Name Cathedral looking out at the city. Her city. She and Levac had been reinstated as partners and were already assigned a new weird case. Someone was murdering people using fire that left no accelerant or other evidence behind. So far they’d found nothing useful in the wreckage of the victim’s homes, but it was only a matter of time.
 
   She’s also had a long talk with her mother. Valentina had agreed to train Pandora as her day to day bodyguard, bringing Dora into the Court, something she actually cared about, while at the same time freeing Raven for only her duties as Fürstin. It was a situation everyone could live with.
 
   She leaned back against one of the gargoyles and pulled a photo from her pocket. Even in the gloom she could see Aspen’s grinning face. Raven ran her thumb across the photo and smiled back before sliding it back into her pocket and standing for a better view of a distant glow.
 
   “You killed my children and my mate,” a deep voice growled from somewhere in the shadows behind her.
 
   Raven drew her Automag and spun, staring into the darkness. “I figured I’d be hearing from you sooner or later, Eliazarr.”
 
   “And so you have. Why did you butcher that which was mine?”
 
   “Because they violated the Treaty and were killing innocents. I hate to tell you this, but your wife was a psychotic bitch,” Raven replied.
 
   She heard a low growl and the biggest wolf she had ever seen padded out of the shadows. He stood six feet at the shoulder at least and had a jaw that could have swallowed her head in one bite. He sat on his haunches, his tail twitching.
 
   “She wasn’t always so bloodthirsty,” he said. “When I created her she was the perfect mate and a good mother. She carried many strong pups. The years wore on her, I think. Not everyone is able to live forever and keep their sanity. Still… I would have seen lycan justice for her, not vampire.”
 
   “It was human justice,” Raven replied. “I offered her mercy, I offered her freedom and she tried to kill me. I did what I would do to any criminal that was a danger to others. I put her down.”
 
   The wolf nodded his massive head.
 
   “And my children? My pups that you killed in the temple?” Eliazarr asked.
 
   Raven shrugged. “It was their stupid contest. They took it too far and I put an end to it. Maybe vampires once would have agreed to your challenge of honorable combat. But this wasn’t honorable. This was carnage, plain and simple. Anyone who won this battle would have been a poor second in command for your Clan.”
 
   Eliazarr looked away. “You are very wise, dhampyr. For someone who won’t live more than a hundred years.”
 
   “Thanks… I think,” Raven replied. “So what happens now?”
 
   “For now I will leave with the First Clan and search for a new mate,” Eliazarr replied. “Somewhere, a daughter of the wolf is waiting.”
 
   He stood and padded back into the darkness. Within a moment he was swallowed by the shadows.
 
   “Don’t worry, little dhampyr. I will not forget what you have done. You will see me again.” 
 
   Raven cocked the Automag and searched the darkness for any sign of the giant wolf.
 
   “But not today?” she asked.
 
   “Not today,” the wolf confirmed.
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   As always, My gamers are first in my thoughts. If it weren’t for you, I would never have written a single word. Thank you for years of friendship and crazy ideas.
 
   I also want to thank my Whedonesque family for keeping me going and putting up with the crazy blonde chick. Family isn’t always blood. It’s the people who love you, no matter what.
 
   To my publisher, SJ Davis: Thank you for always knowing the right thing to say.
 
   To the City of Chicago: You breathe life into Raven’s world. Thank you for your help.
 
   To Jeannette and Pyxi: Best. Marketing. Team. Ever!
 
   To my editor, as always: Gracias, Chica!
 
   And to my fans: Thank you for all the kind messages. You guys rock!
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