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	HOT CASE DESCRIPTION

	 

	A dead woman drained of blood who disappears...a detective who won’t give up the case...

	 

	Detective Shelley Caldwell finds LaTonya Sanford drained of blood—but by the time back up arrives, the body is gone. Shelley is determined to work the “non-case” and is sent to psych evaluation, then goes from being a homicide detective to an instructor at the police academy...until another dead young woman is discovered—and disappears like the first one. This time, the only witness is Shelley's identical twin. 

	 

	Donning her sister's identity, Shelley works as a waitress at a Goth bar and encounters things no rational detective would believe possible—and a man no earthly woman could resist. But can she trust her instincts and find the killer before she becomes the next victim?

	 

	 

	 


PRAISE FOR HOT CASE

	 

	From RT Book Reviews

	Patricia Rosemoor fills Hot Case (4) with well-drawn characters. The believably flawed heroine drives the quick-moving story with her engaging voice and satisfying emotional journey.

	 

	 

	5* review from Harriet Klausner

	Readers will enjoy this supernatural police procedural with a shade of romance. The story line grips the reader from the moment that Shelley "loses" her corpse and her informer is also missing. The tale never lets up until the climax as Shelley digs deep into a weird world that she knows should not exist. Besides a fantastic lead protagonist, the key to Patricia Rosemoor's super tale is that the paranormal feels bona fide due to the inquiries of the lead cop on the trail of a HOT CASE.
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	Thanks to Officer Susan Heneghan for everything cop.

	Also thanks to Sergeant David Case,
 and an officer who wishes to remain anonymous,
 for additional details about police procedure.

	 

	 

	 




 Prologue

	Feathers of fog curled around the hood of my Camaro as I crossed the Chicago River on my way home. It was one of those weird spring nights when downtown looked ghostly, half-lit skyscrapers rising out of the mists like skeletons.

	I was totally exhausted after a long workday and what had felt like a longer family get-together with my mom and sister. Stifling a yawn, I tried to ignore my cell phone when it trilled and politely informed me, “You have an incoming call…. You have an incoming call…. You have an incoming…”

	I had a real love-hate relationship with technology.

	I checked the caller ID and sighed wearily as I flipped open my phone. “It’s after midnight. This had better be good, Junior.” Junior Diaz was one of my most reliable informants and the only reason I’d bothered answering.

	“Where you at?”

	Nice opening. As if this was a social call or something. “I’m on my way home. What’s up?”

	“You gotta see for yourself, Detective.”

	“See what?”

	“The body. This girl…she ain’t got no blood left. It’s all been drained outta her.”

	“And you know this how?”

	“I saw…”

	A muffled sound on the other end sounded like Junior heaving his guts.

	“Where are you?”

	It turned out he was maybe a half mile from my present location, west and north of the Loop.

	“And don’t you call for no backup,” Junior gasped. “My deal’s with you, no one else.”

	“I’ll be right there. Alone,” I promised. “Don’t go anywhere.”

	In a little more than two minutes, I made the intersection in a space anchored to the expressway. Not really a neighborhood, just a couple of blocks of red bungalows and two-flats with little to recommend them. I turned down a side street, went a quarter of a block and turned again. Then I slammed on the brakes.

	My headlights cut into the fog-shrouded alley. I flicked on the brights but still didn’t see anything.

	No Junior Diaz.

	What was his game? I’d told him not to move. Was he simply lying low until he was sure I was alone? I grabbed my cell and speed-dialed him.

	“Hey,” his recorded voice grunted. “Gimme reason to call you back.”

	Part of me really, really wanted to go home and forget he’d called at all. But another part of me—the cop who wouldn’t let go of a lead—made me look hard enough to pierce the darkness and the blanket of fog.

	Something lay in the middle of the alley. Junior or this girl supposedly with no blood?

	Only one way to find out.

	Cursing under my breath, I removed my weapon from its holster under my navy blazer, grabbed the combination lantern-flashlight from the floor in back and cautiously opened the door. This wasn’t a particularly bad area, and I wasn’t afraid, but it never paid to let down my guard.

	“Junior?” I called out, turning and swinging the light around to make certain there were no nasty surprises waiting for me. “You there?”

	No answer. My stomach knotting, I moved toward the lump in the middle of the alley. As if the fog decided to cooperate, it rolled off the body and framed it, giving me a picture I would never forget.

	She was sprawled across the alley pavement, her skirt up around her waist, panties shredded, legs spread and bruised—she’d obviously been sexually assaulted. I moved closer, my eye caught by an intricate design high on her outer thigh—a winged gargoyle. A tattoo. Even in the dim light I could see how young she was. A teenager. Just a kid. Her jaw looked as if it had been dislocated, one of her eyes rolled partly out of its socket and an ear was half ripped off.

	She’d fought her attacker like hell, I thought. She’d fought and lost.

	Her caramel skin was ash-pale, and I knew a person’s skin color came from the oxygen in the blood. Her body hadn’t been oxygenated in a while. Even so, I set the lantern down next to her and felt for a pulse. Her flesh was icy against my fingertips. Nothing moved inside of her.

	I looked for wounds and on the inside of her arm found a nasty slash that severed the median cubital vein—the primary site used to draw blood by medical personnel. Her arm was smeared with red and the gashed flesh lay open. If she were still alive, it would have been a gusher, but it wasn’t bleeding because her heart wasn’t beating and maintaining blood pressure. No other wounds that I could see. Only that gash, meaning she must have died of blood loss.

	The problem was…where had all the blood gone?

	I flashed the light around through the fog, but there were only a few splotches on the ground near her arm. The short hairs at the back of my neck rose, and I tried to tell myself that this wasn’t the primary site. That she had been killed elsewhere and dumped here. Only it didn’t look that way.

	Junior had said he’d seen her being drained of blood.

	Where the hell was he?

	I looked all around me again, but the only thing I spotted was a book bag tumbled on its side as if it had been tossed in the struggle. Fog rolled over it and swallowed it whole.

	I heard a muffled noise, maybe a garbage can hitting a garage door.

	“Junior, are you here?”

	No response. No nothing.

	Continuing to call out for him would be futile, so as the fog drifted over the body once more, I checked for my cell phone but couldn’t find it. I raced back to my car where I’d left it. Since I was off duty, I didn’t have a radio to call in to dispatch, so I dialed 911.

	“This is Detective Shelley Caldwell, Homicide,” I said, squeezing my ears against a sudden weird, high-pitched noise. What the hell was wrong with the damn cell phone? I’d never heard anything like this before. I raised my voice as I settled back into the seat. The fog was too thick to see anything anyway. “Call Dispatch. I have a body…”

	Or I’d had a body.

	By the time they arrived on scene a few minutes later—uniforms followed by a case supervisor and CSI—the fog had lifted, leaving me with a few bloodstains, a book bag and nothing else.

	The dead girl’s body had vanished.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter One

	Three months later…

	 

	He was a hell of a lot bigger than me. Bigger and frickin’ scary-looking.

	With lightning speed, I grabbed his wrist and twisted, and before he could turn, I used my free arm—palm to forearm—to slam him hard in the back below the shoulder.

	Bam! He went down.

	As I pushed a knee in his back to keep him there, the room went up for grabs.

	“Woo-hoo!”

	“Sweet!”

	“Yo, Jackson, I thought you was a tough guy,” someone said with a snicker.

	I climbed off him. “At ease!” I commanded. “You’ll all get your turn.”

	An embarrassed Gary Jackson quickly rose from the floor without looking at me. I couldn’t spare him a moment’s pity. He wouldn’t get any out on the street.

	“That’s what we call rolling the ball,” I told the recruits who’d just reported to the gym. “If you do it right, it works, no matter how big the suspect.”

	That’s why I’d picked Jackson—I might be tall and strong but he beat me on both counts, and I’d wanted to make a point and fast.

	The regular gym instructor was out on sick leave, and because I was PSS certified—the Police Safety System, which combined moves from several different martial arts—and because I was a novice instructor at the training academy, I’d been pulled from my assignment with new detectives to teach control tactics to recruits.

	I’d been one of them about nine years ago. That’s when I’d joined the Chicago Police Department in hopes of following in my mother’s footsteps.

	But that’s another story.

	The story of the moment was that I was under-whelmed by the work I’d been doing for the past month. It took a certain talent and patience to be an instructor—traits that I didn’t have. Just as it took a particular talent and yes, guts, to be a detective.

	That was me—Detective Shelley Caldwell, formerly Homicide. Now I was an instructor at the training academy, and the sucky situation wasn’t one I could easily correct. If ever. I should have been hip-deep in investigations, identifying offenders and getting them off the streets of my city. That was what I was really best at—using my brains to solve crimes rather than brawn.

	“All right, it’s your turn,” I said to the room of more than thirty kids in their early twenties, mostly fresh-faced and without a clue as to what they were getting into.

	Most of them were just out of college, idealistic, and few of them knew the reality of the streets…or the hell they would be in for during training, courtesy of all the instructors. That was standard CPD practice—breaking them down like the army did to boot-camp soldiers and then building them up to be cops tough enough to survive the mean streets. They wouldn’t all make it through the training.

	I told the class, “Time to pair up and take turns being the offender and the uniform.”

	“You want us to do what you just did with Jackson?” one of them asked.

	“To start,” I said. And then demonstrated again, with another recruit, this time in slow motion, step by step. “Your turn.” I picked up the stopwatch from a cord that hung from my neck and shouted, “You’ll have thirty seconds to get your partner on the ground…starting…now!”

	I kept an eagle eye on the pair-ups working on mats, mostly guys but a few young females with male partners, as well. They were dressed alike no matter their gender—navy shorts and gray T-shirts with their names on the back, so I could keep track of who was who.

	Recruits fell like sacks of potatoes in half the time allotted. Good. A few more seconds and everyone who was supposed to be down was down.

	But before I could blow my whistle, a female cry got my attention. I whipped around to see a slender brunette on the floor beneath the knee of her decidedly bigger partner, one Fred Guerro. She started sobbing and Guerro popped right up, his expression disconcerted.

	“Sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he mumbled.

	The name across the female recruit’s back identified her as Lara Morris.

	“What’s the problem, Morris?” I asked.

	She turned big blue eyes wet with tears toward me. “He was too rough! I think he bruised me.”

	I sighed. This one wanted to be a cop? Cops can’t cry, not on the job. He bruised her? Guys on the street could do a lot worse to a woman who couldn’t handle herself.

	No pity, I reminded myself.

	Pity could get her killed.

	I gave Guerro an exaggerated disapproving expression and said, “Shame on you, Guerro! You hurt Morris. What’s wrong with you?”

	Then I turned to Morris, and for one heart-stopping moment she reminded me of my sister, Silke, all innocence and trust. But I wasn’t looking at my twin. This was a wanna-be cop. A woman who had chosen a tough, sometimes unforgiving profession.

	So, my voice sweet and solicitous, I said, “A gang member would never hurt you, Morris. No, no. He’d just hold his gun to your head and blow out your frickin’ brains!”

	Lara Morris was the first recruit to quit.

	After teaching a second morning class, I entered the cafeteria and filled my tray with more food than I could possibly eat. But it was moments like this that I ate to assuage that wretched feeling that told me I’d failed. Food took away the edge of disappointment, but then I had to run a couple of extra miles to work it off. A recruit quitting was not a big deal, but on the first day and because of me? I took it personally, as if it was another strike against me.

	“So how’s it hanging, baby?” Al Washington took a seat at my table.

	Al and I had worked the street together way back when. He’d been hard on me, but he’d also been fair. One of the really good guys. His kinky hair had grayed, and his gaunt dark face had started to sag. He was getting close to that potential twenty-year retirement, which in my mind would be a big loss to the department if he took it. He was a good cop. A great cop. I’d respected him when we’d worked together and had even more respect for him as an instructor. He was one of those officers who had both the talent and patience to be an instructor, and I couldn’t help wishing I were more like him.

	“I’m surviving.” I forced a smile.

	“Such enthusiasm.”

	“I’ll get into it.”

	“Sounds like you’d rather get into something different.”

	“Yeah, well…”

	“No law against you asking to be sent back.”

	Go back. Could I really? I’d made detective nearly two years before and because of one case I’d lost my post. You would think my dedication would have been enough to earn some respect. Instead it had nearly ruined my career.

	“I don’t know, Al. I just have to get used to the change is all.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Really,” I mumbled, stuffing my mouth with another forkful of food.

	He knew me too well to believe me. Not that I was admitting to anything.

	“I suppose you’ll want to say hi to the district commander before she leaves.”

	“Mom?” My mother, District Commander Rena Caldwell, was one of the highest-ranking women in the department. I frowned and swallowed. “She’s here?”

	“In a meeting with Aniceto. I saw her go into his office a while ago.”

	Commander Maurice Aniceto was in charge of the training academy. Considering he was out of the crime loop, I wondered what business Mom had with him. Curiosity nagged at me all through lunch and the afternoon while I taught another session in the gym. Thankfully I got through that one without anyone quitting on me.

	But the whole time, my instincts were on alert and I couldn’t help but wonder if my future was somehow involved. Mom had pushed me to make detective. I knew she didn’t like me working at the training academy. Not that it had been my choice. She and Aniceto were on the same level in the CPD hierarchy, and they undoubtedly did each other favors. That’s the way the department rocked.

	So, had she asked him for a favor today? Involving my future?

	I was showered and dressed and on my way out when I spotted Mom coming out of Aniceto’s office. As usual, she was wearing her uniform rather than street clothes—her choice, not a mandate—and she’d scraped her lush chestnut hair, so like my own, back into a twist.

	Pulse humming, I hurried to catch up to her. “Hey, Mom!”

	When she turned, she didn’t so much as smile at her own daughter. “Detective.”

	The way she said it was meant to remind me I that on CPD ground I was just another cop, not her daughter. “Can I speak to you for a moment, Commander?”

	“Certainly. You can walk me out to my car.”

	I waited until we were out the door, then asked, “So what’s the big deal? Why were you here all afternoon?”

	“A meeting. I’m not sure I like your tone.”

	“Are you speaking to the detective or to your daughter?”

	“Either one.” Mom stopped and faced me. Her shoes had big chunky heels that put her on my five-foot-ten level. The skin around her gray eyes was furrowed. “Respect goes two ways.”

	I know, I know. If I wanted it, I not only had to earn it, but I also had to give it. How many times had I heard that? Only I gave respect where it was due. I swear. I respected the hell out of Mom. Dad died on the job, when Silke and I were seven. Afterward, Mom changed drastically. Suddenly becoming the head of the household, she had taken responsibility super-seriously. She’d concentrated on working and making her way up in the ranks so she could give us everything we ever needed.

	“Okay, let me rephrase that,” I said. “I knew you were here and was wondering why you didn’t stop to say hi.”

	“I wasn’t here to see you. I also wasn’t here to talk about you, if that’s what you were thinking,” she informed me. “Commander Aniceto and I had department business to discuss. There’s been buzz about some cult activity in the neighborhood, and I was consulting with him.”

	Cult activity?

	That made sense, I thought, my interest suddenly picking up at the word cult.

	While the academy was its own district in the sense that it had its own commander, it sat in the middle of Mom’s district. So of course she would take advantage of Aniceto’s background. Several years before taking this job, he’d been a detective in the gang units with a specialty in cults.

	But before I could prod Mom about this cult activity, she asked, “So how’s the job?”

	“I had a recruit quit on me today.”

	“Good.”

	“It doesn’t feel good.”

	“Would it feel better if the recruit became a cop and then got hurt or killed in the line of duty? We can’t make people into what they’re not.”

	So why was she always trying to do that with me? I wondered. “You’re right. She didn’t have what it takes.”

	“She?” Mom nodded. “It’s hard being a woman on the force.”

	Didn’t I know that. It had to be even harder for Mom, considering she was one of the few women who’d made it big in a predominantly male field. Only she’d sacrificed something on the way to the top. She’d forgotten that Silke and I had needed a mom who would be there to tuck us in at night, someone who would soothe our hurts when we were kids.

	“Have you spoken to your sister yet?” Mom asked.

	Ah, so suddenly we were related. I knew she wanted me to counsel Silke, to see if I couldn’t help my twin figure out a professional path that would make sense to our mother.

	“Silke listens to you, Shelley. You’re closer to her than anyone.”

	“I don’t want to live her life for her.”

	For one brief second an unfamiliar expression crossed Mom’s still beautiful face. She seemed unsettled…guilty…and then her expression cleared. Still, the fact that she might be affected hit home.

	“All right, I’ll talk to her,” I said in a rush. “No guarantees, though.”

	Mom nodded, and I swore I heard relief in her “Good. You’ll report back to me, then.”

	The last part ruined my generous mood—it sounded too much like her giving me an order. Not like my mom, but like my superior. I gave her a noncommittal nod in return and we went our separate ways, me wondering once more what it would feel like to have a normal family life.

	A spin in my red Camaro convertible chilled me out. Though I lived close enough to the academy that I could be home in ten minutes, I took the long way via the expressway and let the power of the engine hum through my veins. The sports car was my one vice and driving it made me feel better. I’d always wanted a Corvette, but even a used one had been too rich for my bank account, so I’d settled for an old secondhand Camaro instead.

	I was in better spirits by the time I got home to my cats. I opened cans of food for them and nuked a dinner for me. The open kitchen was actually decent—nice wood cabinets and fairly new appliances—but unfortunately, I’d never learned to cook.

	My one-bedroom conversion condo was a rental in a recently gentrified section of the neighborhood. Some millennial bought it as an investment, not to live in but to rent out. Fine by me. All my life, I’d lived in city apartments, and being able to afford a nice space like this one kept me from feeling deprived. Being a homeowner sounded like too much work anyway.

	I ate my dinner while watching one of those reality programs about cold cases. Most of those solved were years or even decades old, and new technology like DNA testing got investigators evidence that had been lacking before. An unsolved murder was never officially closed, but if there were no clues, no witnesses, nothing to go on, it fell to the side in light of more productive cases.

	I got a vicarious high from watching old murders being solved. This one was about a woman who’d supposedly died in a fire twenty years before. Her body had been found beneath the building’s ruins, and she’d had a bullet in her head. The investigation had revealed the fire had been arson, intended to cover up the murder.

	Every time I watched one of these programs, I thought of LaTonya Sanford—my last case as a working detective—and wished I could have put some closure to it. The girl’s mother and little sisters deserved to know why she’d disappeared. Sometimes I even dreamed about nailing the killer. About seeing that justice was done. I’d suspected possible cult connections because of the bizarre way she had been killed, but no one had believed me. No one in the homicide squad had been able to wrap his or her mind around the concept of a young woman being completely drained of blood.

	I could still see her poor, lifeless body sprawled across that alley. I still felt sick about letting her down. Unfortunately, Junior Diaz had disappeared, too, so I’d had no support.

	As I had done so many times over the past months, I slipped a tattered folder out of a file drawer and threw it on the low table in front of the couch.

	I considered the folder for a moment before opening it and spreading out the materials across the table. I shouldn’t have this folder. I knew that. But I’d never taken the originals out of the murder book that I’d made up despite the fact that I was told there was no case. They were still safely back at the area office. What I had were copies of the official materials. Well, some of the stuff was. My reports, primarily. I had other things in here, too. Personal research, mostly on cults. I hadn’t turned up anything shady on LaTonya herself, convincing me that she was a true victim.

	I stared at a copy of her school ID blown up to life size. She stared back at me, her dark eyes accusing.

	No body, no case, no one cared. No one but me.

	My lieutenant had indulged me for several days after the incident, during which I’d become obsessed with finding an answer as to what had happened to her. But my co-workers had rolled their eyes at my continuing to investigate a murder without a corpse. Detectives weren’t assigned partners. They were given caseloads and the opportunity to mix it up themselves. I helped someone with his cases—he helped me with mine. Only no one would. They’d laughed at me instead.

	And then the ax had fallen. I’d just begun researching cults when I’d been cut off at the knees. Not only had I been ordered not to pursue something that wasn’t even a case, but I’d also been given administrative leave for the rest of the week and then had been ordered into psych evaluation.

	While I’d been powerless, Junior’s body had been found in a garbage can a few alleys over from where I’d gone to meet him. Mom had given me the skinny—just about every bone in Junior’s scrawny little body had been broken. Speculation was he’d been murdered because of the witness he’d given up on a multiple homicide he’d helped me solve a few months before the Sanford girl died.

	I wasn’t so sure that was true. I figured his death was somehow connected to LaTonya Sanford’s death. But by then, my instincts meant nothing to the department.

	As a rubber-gun officer, I’d been assigned to the callback center, answering phones and writing up dozens of reports a day until, after weeks of probing my mind, the therapist had declared me sane. His professional opinion? I was a straight arrow and dedicated to the job, but I was also hard, tense and brittle and had temporarily snapped from too much stress. He’d also concluded that I would be no danger to myself or to the department…unless that kind of stress built up in me again, of course.

	Undoubtedly the reason I hadn’t been allowed back at my area office. I’d been shoved into the training academy, where—should I become delusional again—at least I would be off the streets.

	I hated it, but there was nothing I could do about it.

	And what about the victim?

	LaTonya Sanford hadn’t been considered a case at all, at least not a homicide. She’d been deemed a missing person, a teenage runaway, and since she was seventeen, no official effort had been made to find her.

	I knew she was dead, though, as cold a case as they came.

	I replaced the research in the folder but left it on the table. Mostly I tried to forget about something over which I had no control, but the mention of cult activity earlier had stirred up my emotions. I shut off the television before the next segment started. I jumped into a hot shower in hopes the needles of water would beat the blues out of me. After pulling on pajamas, I climbed into bed. I wasn’t used to the physical stuff I’d done earlier, not to mention that stress exhausted me.

	No sooner were my eyes closed when I drifted off….

	 

	She sprawls across the alley, her skirt around her waist. The winged gargoyle high on her outer thigh grins at me. Her jaw is dislocated…ear ripped…eye rolled out of its socket onto her cheek.

	“So young. Just a kid,” I mourn.

	Suddenly, she sits up and with her good eye stares at me accusingly. “Your fault,” she whispers, the sound raw. “You left me…lost me…sealed my fate…”

	 

	I sat up with a gasp, my heart pounding. It took me a minute to get my bearings. I checked the clock—2:12 a.m.

	Great.

	The middle of the night and now I was awake.

	I’d had all of three hours of sleep. I rarely slept through the night anymore.

	Disturbing the cats, who’d snuggled down next to me, I rose and paced off the vestiges of the nightmare. At this rate, I was going to wear out the carpet.

	Wanting something to get my mind off bad things, I fetched a DVD I’d rented. I loved mysteries and suspense stories whether books or movies. My twin went for the woo-woo stuff like those Evil Dead movies she forced me to watch with her. A guy going after zombies with a chain saw…right…but I guess everyone deserves a guilty pleasure.

	Mine would be watching a romantic suspense-thriller, maybe because it had been so long since I’d had a romantic experience myself. Dating had been difficult enough when I’d been in uniform. But once I’d made detective, my life had no longer been my own. And since then…well, who would want to hook up with a cop some considered a fruit loop?

	While I was setting up the DVD, I got the first prickling along the back of my neck. The uneasy feeling had something to do with Silke, but I wasn’t interested.

	Silke and I were identical twins with a bizarre mental connection that she played on—one of those inexplicable twin things that used to freak me out. I knew a lot of people would love to have a psychic connection with someone. Not me. I’d rather focus on other realities, so now I just ignored it. When we were kids, we messed around with the connection sometimes. We also fooled people by trading places. But as we grew up, we grew apart. Matured.

	Well, at least I had.

	What could you say about a grown woman of nearly thirty who colored her chestnut hair blood red, whitened her pale complexion with makeup and smudged her green eyes with enough dark stuff to look like a raccoon? That’s what my sister had been doing lately between gigs on stage. While I earned a degree in criminal justice, my twin got one in theater and started using the name Silke instead of Sylvie because it sounded more theatrical. Though she got paying parts once in a while, she mostly worked as a waitress, lately at a Goth bar.

	The prickling intensified.

	Flashes of a couple kissing on screen got my interest and when Play was highlighted, I hit Enter to start the movie. I flopped onto the couch and the cats joined me. Sarge settled near my neck, his whiskers tickling my ear as he purred into it, while Cadet stood with two paws on my leg until I scooped her into my side and got her to lie down, half on my leg.

	The movie had just started with a couple in tongue lock when my pulse shot up and it suddenly became hard to take a breath. My physical reactions had nothing to do with the on-screen kiss, though. What I was experiencing wasn’t romantic. It was fear mixed with some other heart-palpitating emotion.

	“Silke, what the hell?” I murmured as both Sarge and Cadet, obviously sensing something weird was going on, moved away from my body heat to stare at me from a safe distance.

	Normally, I was able to ignore Silke’s signals, but these were so strong they got my attention.

	The phone rang and I snatched it up. “Silke?”

	“Shell,” she said, “something awful happened tonight.”

	“How awful?” I tried to keep my voice even when I was feeling anything but. This wasn’t going to be good news, whatever it was. “What?”

	“One of the Goth girls says she found Thora Nelson on the street under the tracks…dead!”

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	Silke Caldwell parked her car in a well-lit spot in front of the building that housed Heart of Darkness, the bar where she worked, just as her sister had ordered. The bar was closed and the area was dark but for the streetlights.

	So where was Shelley? she wondered, trying to zone in on her twin mentally. But, as usual, Shelley wasn’t receiving. It took all Silke’s energy to crack her sister’s defenses and she simply didn’t have it in her tonight.

	They’d been closing up the bar when Raven had come crashing back inside and had pulled Silke aside with a wild story about Thora Nelson being dead. Raven had been too scared to call the police, and Silke had listened to the details that had left her dumbstruck. The devil was in those details, the reason she’d believed Raven. The reason she hadn’t called 911 herself.

	She checked the clock in the dash for maybe the tenth time. Twelve minutes and counting. The bar was closed now and she was out here alone.

	Poor Thora—the popular Goth girl would never have to wait for anyone again.

	Even as she thought it, Silke felt her stomach clench. What a shocker, and yet after the things Thora had told over her the past few weeks, why was she so surprised?

	Only…who was next?

	Her?

	She slashed a hand across her eyes and came away with a smear of black makeup on the back of her hand.

	How did Shelley do it? Silke wondered. Being a cop, coming in contact with violence and death on a regular basis? No identical twins were ever less alike. It had been obvious from the time they were kids and Shelley had beat up a boy who’d been torturing Silke that her twin took after their policewoman mother. Shelley had always been tough and could stomach anything without emotions getting in her way.

	A knock at her car window made Silke jump. Heart pounding, she turned to see Shelley peering in at her. Opening the door, she flew out of the driver’s seat. “Shell, I’m so glad to see you.”

	Shelley hugged her and rubbed her back the way she used to when they were little and their mother was working late at night and Silke was certain a monster lived in the basement. Shelley had always promised to protect her. It was only recently that Silke had begun exploring a different way to protect herself.

	“So where’s this Raven?” Shelley asked.

	“I don’t know. She wouldn’t call the police, and while I was talking to you on the phone, she left without saying a word.”

	“But you know how to get in touch with her.”

	“Only if she comes into the bar. I mean, I know her, but we’re not exactly friends.”

	Shelley had wanted her to call 911, and then, in exasperation, had said she would do it herself. But Silke had pleaded with her sister not to, insisted that it was imperative she come down here herself first. Then she could call whatever officer she saw fit.

	“All right, let’s see what we’ve got. Lock your car and get in mine.” Shelley indicated the Camaro.

	Silke quickly settled into the passenger seat.

	“It’s…she’s over on the next block,” Silke whispered. Thora wasn’t an it. She was a person. Or she had been before someone had drained the blood from her. That’s what Raven had said, the reason she’d wanted Shelley to come in person. Not that she’d told her sister that detail yet. She wanted Shelley to see for herself. “Make a right on Lake.”

	Lake Street was straddled by an elevated rapid transit structure for the Green Line that ran west into the suburbs. There weren’t any stations close by—the old one had been demolished. Now the neighborhood was being gentrified, so the CTA was going to add a station sometime in the near future. But the fact that there was no station now meant there was little foot traffic in the area, especially late at night. Or early in the morning, depending on how one viewed it, she guessed. Bar-hoppers and restaurant-goers parked their cars along here if they didn’t want to pay for valet parking. As did the car hikers themselves and employees of the local businesses.

	Raven had been on her way to her car when she’d found Thora’s body.

	“Park anywhere.” Silke pointed ahead and to the right. “Raven said she found Thora over there, by the overturned trash can.”

	The vehicle came to a stop at the curb and they both alighted, Shelley pulling her weapon and frowning as she scanned in every direction. “So where is she?”

	Silke blinked and waited for her eyes to adjust and pierce the darkness.

	“She’s gone!” Silke knew this was the right spot. The trash can had been knocked over in a struggle, just as Raven had said. “Another body gone!”

	***

	Silke’s words blasted against my ears as I stared at littered booze bottles and paper bags but no formerly animate objects.

	“Yeah, she’s gone,” I agreed, thinking I’d wasted my time when I could have been catching some z’s.

	“She didn’t have a pulse. I mean that’s what Raven told me.”

	“Was Raven in her right mind?”

	“You mean was she drunk?”

	“Or on drugs.”

	“Could be. But the details…I believed her.”

	I was still looking over the site when something caught my eye—I stooped and snatched up a metal object. I held it up to the light. A small gargoyle glared back at me.

	“That’s her pin,” Silke said excitedly. “Thora’s!”

	Okay, so this proved Thora had been here at least. And the clasp of the pin was torqued, as if messed up in a struggle of some
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