

[image: Cover]



THREE SHADES OF NIGHT

By Janet Trautvetter, Sarah Roark, and Myranda Sarro


[image: ]



Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Three Shades of Night is a product of Paradox Interactive AB

Copyright © 2006 by Paradox Interactive AB

First Printing March 2006

Crossroad Press Edition published in agreement with Paradox Interactive

Cover art by Tim Bradstreet


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit the Crossroad Press website for information about all available products and its authors

Check out our blog

For information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook, subscribe to our Newsletter at the bottom of any page on our website

Find and follow us on Facebook and Bluesky


[image: ]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


Table of Contents



The Murder of Crows

 

Birds of Ill Omen

 

Shadows and Mirrors

Part I

Part II

Part III


The Murder of Crows

by Janet Trautvetter

Another dead crow.

Loki picked up the black-feathered corpse gingerly by one stiff little leg and dropped it off the edge of the balcony, watched it fall into the darkness of the alley three floors below. Let the city clean that shit up. He had other things to worry about. He did wish the damned things would pick someone else’s balcony to croak on. That was the third one this week. Fucking birds.

He hopped up to the wooden railing and crouched there, balancing on the balls of his feet, one hand lightly curled around the support post for the balcony above. It was a thirty-five-foot drop. Dangerous, had he been mortal—but he was not. Loki was a vampire, an undead predator of the night—and he relished the little thrill of risk he felt up there on his precarious perch. It was almost like being alive again.

Now, the real test. Eyes closed, he reached out with his other senses, hearing, smell, and touch. Those senses were particularly keen, courtesy of his Mekhet clan heritage, and the unlamented bastard who had made Loki what he was. Practice makes perfect, they always say ….

It had been a warm day. As he let his awareness drift outward, he could feel the last vestiges of heat radiating up from the bricks and concrete of the street, from the wooden structure of the balcony tier and the building behind him. He could pick out the hum of traffic from Lake Shore Drive, and snatches of conversation from the alley below and from the open windows of the next building over. The breeze from Lake Michigan carried the scent of fresh-cut grass, car exhaust, garbage, and the faint, almost nauseating echoes of cooking odors from a dozen different households, coming from up and down the street. Just another summer night on the North Shore.

Then he smelled the blood.

Immediately, his entire body tensed, every nerve alert, his hand suddenly gripping the support strut to maintain his precarious perch. Blood. It had been two nights since he had last fed. Now the hunger was suddenly an aching chasm somewhere deep in his belly, an emptiness that demanded to be filled.

His eyes snapped open, only to wince painfully shut again from the unexpected brilliance of the opposite streetlamp. Dammit! Reflexively, he damped his enhanced Mekhet senses until he could bear the light.

Blood—where? Where was it coming from? The alley? One of the adjacent apartments? It was so strong—so fresh, so compelling. Inviting. Blinking furiously, wiping blood tears out of his eyes with the heel of his free hand, he took a quick look up and down the street. Nothing. But the blood-scent was still there, tantalizingly near. Just down below.

He judged the distance down to the pavement of the alley with his eyes. Nobody in sight in the alley, no one at a nearby window. No one watching—and no one would see him if he didn’t want them to. And the stairs would take too long.

He gathered the darkness around himself, and jumped.

His landing was absolutely silent, but less than graceful; the force of the impact sent shooting pains up both ankles and shins. Loki staggered to his feet, but his first few steps toward the alley were decidedly uneven and wobbly. Shit. That hurt.

Somehow, he stumbled into the cover of the alley, and sank down against the brick wall, willing blood to his ankles until the pain began to fade. “Resolution,” he muttered under his breath. “Don’t expect to sprint away from a three-story drop without a fucking parachute.” Then, once again, he inhaled, seeking the blood-scent. Where—

Nothing.

What the hell? Warily, he extended his senses again, carefully shielding his eyes from the streetlights. It had been so strong, just a moment ago. So fresh.

But now, nothing. Only the limp, pathetic corpse of the dead crow, sprawled against the gritty pavement. Only the smell of rotting trash and some neighbor’s spaghetti sauce. Nothing more.

Nothing.

Now, that was just fucking weird. Loki poked around the alley for a few minutes more, just to make sure, but found no trace of anything even remotely plausible as the source of the blood-smell. Nothing—which made no sense at all.

Then he heard his cell phone ringing upstairs. Of course, by the time he’d run up three flights of stairs to get to it, Norris had hung up, leaving only a terse text message: 10 PM TONIGHT. USUAL PLACE. YOUR PUNCTUALITY IS APPRECIATED.

So much for his evening of sinful leisure, music and dancing with warm-blooded chicks in black leather corsets and Victorian lace. Why did Norris always call these things on a Friday night?

Loki poked around in the room-sized closet that served both as his wardrobe and sleeping chamber for a clean T-shirt—punctuality wasn’t the only detail his boss insisted upon—and a decent pair of black jeans. The long, black leather coat, with its straps and buckles, went on over that.

He ran his fingers through his hair, sending it up in black, spiky tufts—the Prince’s spymaster might still favor white shirts and bow ties, but Loki preferred to face the night with a bit more of a contemporary style. And, with any luck, the meeting wouldn’t take all night, and he could still make it to the Skullery before the sweetest items on the buffet went home to sleep it off.

He put the mystery of the blood-smell in the alley aside for puzzling over later. Time to go to work.
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There was a new scent on the wind tonight. The bear rose up on its hind legs and inhaled, nostrils flaring to catch every nuance. Blood—old blood and new blood. Smoke, the acrid taint of burning wood, tar, and flesh. The scent of fear, of putrid flesh and stinking, decaying offal choking fresh water, of disease, of death, of open latrines, and too many poor people living too close together. The scent was strong, biting, burning—but elusive. When the bear turned its head to better determine the direction from which the scent came, the death-scent dissipated like the very mist, and all that was left was the woods, the freshness of rain-drenched leaves, the crisscrossing trails of foxes, raccoons, rabbits, and deer, the warm decay of fallen leaves and dead wood. No—wait. There. There was a death-smell, though not quite the same. The bear dropped down to all fours and padded in that direction, until its questing nose found a small, black-feathered corpse, sprawled awkwardly against the forest loam.

The bear was hungry, but it did not feed on carrion. It left the crow for the scavengers.

A sound reached the bear’s ears—the flapping of many wings, the raucous calls of the dead crow’s kin, high overhead. But there was something wrong in what the bear heard.

Troubled by the wrongness, but unable to define it, the bear lumbered out into a clear space, a patch of prairie amid the trees, and rose again to its hind legs. Its eyesight, however, was not the equal of its other senses. It emitted a small growl of frustration at that limitation, and then its form rippled and shrunk, fur fading away to denim and leather, a weathered brown face and long black hair, adorned with bone and feathers. Like the bear’s, her black eyes glinted with keen intelligence; like the bear, she did not breathe, save when necessary to read the scents on the breeze.

Rowen’s keener eyes picked out the last stragglers of the passing flock, black wings blotting out the stars in the indigo canopy overhead. But crows were not usually nocturnal flyers. And so many now were dead, like the one she’d found in the brush. A new sickness had arisen this summer, and the local roosts that had once held thousands were often forsaken by the survivors, as if shunning cursed places.

Rowen stalked silently back under the trees and dropped to her haunches beside the stiff little corpse of the fallen crow. She pricked one finger with a knife, and let a drop of her own dark blood fall on the black beak, murmuring soft words to soothe its spirit. Then she plucked three pinions from the outstretched wings, dropped them into a plastic baggie, and slipped that into a pouch at her hip.

There was only one reason she could think of for crows to fly at night. But Rowen was not inclined to gossip, or to easily panic. She would wait until she was certain—for nothing happened without reason. If the Crow Woman had indeed returned, Rowen would know the truth of it soon enough.
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Another midnight shift at the hospital morgue. The rest of the staff avoided working midnights alone, but Gwyn—his hospital employee’s ID said Dr. Jason Hyndes, Resident Intern, Forensic Pathology—preferred it that way. Truth be told, he found his patients to be better company than some of his fellow interns—and his patients were already dead.

The first new arrival of the night, lying silent and still on the gurney, already awaited him in the morgue receiving area. Might as well get the worst part over with, he reasoned, and laid his hand on the sheet that covered the dead girl’s head.

—Pain like a vise gripping her skull, like needles behind the eyes, stabbing up and down her spine and every limb. Burning burning burning … so sorry Mommy I couldn’t hold on, it hurts so much, the darkness feels so good … I want it to stop hurting, please, God, make it stop … I’m so tired, just let me sleep ….

Gwyn blinked several times, forced the vision of the patient’s last coherent moments from his mind’s eye, and took the file from the front of the gurney. He already knew what it would say: Cause of death, viral meningoencephalitis. She was only sixteen.

He pushed the gurney up to the massive refrigerator unit, got a body bag from the shelf, and started to open it up.

“You’re not really going to put me in that, are you?” The voice was petulant and thin, coming out of thin air—or a place invisible to Sleeper eyes.

Gwyn touched the necklace of bone charms that hung under his working scrubs with one hand, and traced two quick glyphs on the sheeted corpse before him. That brought her into clear view—not lying on the gurney, but standing on the other side.

But this was not Kimberly McLaren, the girl on the gurney—this ghostly child was ten years younger, and wore a red velvet dress with flounces and lace and a row of bright gold buttons down the front, in a style that had been out of fashion for nearly a century.

What the fuck? He knew the name of every deceased patient currently in storage, and none of them were children. And, judging from her dress, this little girl had died a long, long time ago—but he couldn’t see the nature of her death in her face, which for him was odd. “Where the hell did you come from?” he demanded.

“I had to give you a message.” The spectral child reached across, and laid something on the sheet: a black crow feather. “Because you can see.”

There was something subtly different, something wrong about the body on the gurney. He wasn’t sure how it had happened, but he knew something had changed. He also knew he had to look.

Warily, Gwyn raised the sheet. There, instead of Kimberly, lay this same little girl—a gruesome, bloody, and blackened figure reeking of smoke and burnt flesh, her limbs reduced to charred stumps, the ashen gray of her skull showing through where skin and hair had burned away down to the bone. He could recognize her only because there were still remnants of the lace visible around the neckline of her dress and the row of buttons, no longer bright, down the front.

“Shit!” Gwyn yelped, and dropped the sheet again. “What the fuck is going on—” he started, and then stopped abruptly, as the growing chill in the room settled down into his very bones.

The morgue was no longer empty. A half-dozen or so other gurneys, each with a sheet-wrapped occupant, were lined up one side of the room; along the others, covered bodies lay in ordered rows, both adult-sized and much smaller. So many bodies. How could he be expected to handle so many, working this shift all by himself? Did they even have room enough in the units to store them all? Where did they all come from?

“How did they—” he started to ask, then stopped.

“Go and see,” the little girl said.

All he had to do was touch each one of the covered corpses to know how the poor unfortunate met his or her tragic fate; he could all but see the moments of their deaths unfolding before his eyes. Children trapped in a burning theater, choking on smoke, trampled by panicking adults. Women dying in childbirth. The poor and weak, succumbing to typhoid, cholera, or diphtheria. Men in a prison camp hundreds of miles from home, overcome by starvation and exposure to Chicago’s harsh winter. Those condemned for murder and conspiracy, real or imagined, still wearing the hangman’s noose around their necks. Victims of the river, bodies bloated with trapped gases, their clothes still dripping with water and sludge from the river’s bottom.

This isn’t real, Gwyn reminded himself desperately. This was a vision, a spirit journey of some kind—and he would wake up, eventually. He hoped he would, anyway.

“Too late for that,” the little girl told him. “Too late to stop seeing. What are you going to do?”

But then he noticed that the last victims were wearing modern clothing, and he felt a cold sweat forming on his forehead, his back, and under his arms. He laid his hand on a woman’s sheet-covered head, not daring to look beneath, and heard the grinding of powerful steel girders, saw a bridge opening when it should not, and the sensation of falling, the impact of other cars hitting hers even under the dark water, the muffled screaming of a child.

With an icy shock, he realized this tragedy hadn’t happened yet. But it would, probably very soon. He was never able to stop these things from happening—

He did wake up then, because someone was shaking him. “Dr. Hyndes! Dr. Hyndes, are you all right?”

“Jesus—” he blurted, then lurched to his feet, pushing aside the confused orderly so that he could see the rest of the morgue.

Empty. No little girls, no rows of corpses—just the gurney with its one sheet-covered occupant. But there on the sheet, he could still see the black feather resting exactly where the little burned girl’s ghost had placed it.
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Blood is the only true sacrifice, or so the Crone’s Liturgy went. Fortunately, the blood did not have to be one’s own.

The masked priest finished making his offerings to the four Quarters, murmuring the invocations to the gods he honored. The source of the blood offering, now deeply under the influence of the doctored drink he had consumed, lay supine on the floor nearby. For safety’s sake—the priest’s, not the mortal’s—he was also manacled to the adjacent wall. His true contribution to the ritual would come later, for only at the end of the ritual could the priest’s own hunger be satisfied.

It was near dawn; the priest could feel the leaden weight of torpor beginning to pull at his limbs, erode his consciousness. This was as planned, for only in the dream-state of torpor could he see what was hidden, rediscover what he had lost. Had his quest been less personal, less vital to his own survival, there were better rituals to invoke the dreaming visions, more effective for obtaining the answers he sought, than this. But to even disclose his need for such enlightenment would be to reveal too much, and so the priest invoked his gods alone.

Murmuring words in an ancient tongue, he lifted the black serpent out of the basket, dedicating the snake to his purpose. Then he snapped its spine, right behind the head, and held the body until it grew still. He arranged its body in as perfect a circle as he could, forcing the mouth open to slide the tip of the tail within. “Great serpent Ouroboros, beginning without end, eternal guardian, truth-seer, who returns to the beginning, in whom all things are contained and nothing hidden or lost. Let me see clearly, let the truth shine as the stars in the heavens.”

In the center of the serpent’s circle, he placed a great silver bowl, and poured into it consecrated water, gathered directly from the heavens and blessed by light of the waning moon. From the rune-bag, he drew three of the marked wooden tiles without looking at them, and slipped them into a silk bag, which he hung around his neck. They would guide his dreaming and help him recall the meanings tomorrow when he woke.

The last step—and this blood could not be shed by another. He lifted the curved, claw-shaped blade of his ritual knife, and sliced his own wrists open, from mid-forearm to the heel of his hand, first one and then the other. Blood flowed down his arms and over his hands, and he let it drain, into the water and the silver bowl. The Beast, already restless and irritable from a week of fasting, growled in its hunger and annoyance at the pain and new loss of blood, but the priest held firm, and let the blood flow.

Blood dripped into the water, forming odd swirls of color against the silver. Shapes coalesced, shifted, re-formed, moved into one another, and the priest watched them, letting his mind drift freely, letting himself sink into those shifting shapes as the shadows seeped upward into his mind.

“Let me remember, let it all return, let me see—”

Somewhere, as if from a great distance, he heard a roaring—a thunder like a hundred steam locomotives, the screams of women and children and clanging bells, neighing horses. He remembered a sky stained red, billowing with a heavy, choking smoke, ash and soot, and the wind—the deadly wind that drove the swirling sparks that sent the fire ever onward.

“You damned fool, do you think this is some petty game of praxis and politics? Do you not see the flames, smell the death all around us—do you not hear the city screaming? That which rises now cannot be so easily put down—It will return, it always returns. And it will never forget the blood that it is owed.”

He remembered the taste of fear, his name spelled out on a disk of bone, drawn from a cauldron of blood … the price that was demanded. Blood was the only true sacrifice. But the blood of mortals was too weak to sustain him—the sacrifice had to be something more.

In the distance, he heard a man’s voice, words in an unknown tongue, and the crisp ticking of a gold watch. “Oathbreaker, cursed are you once; murderer and drinker of souls, cursed are you twice; false priest and deceiver, cursed are you three times and forever, until the blood you have stolen is repaid—”

The mage’s blood burned him even as he swallowed, spreading ice and fire through his veins. Even when he dropped the body, it continued to burn inside, as though he had swallowed some vile poison that made his limbs weak and the blood that animated his undead flesh as thin as water.

And the ticking of the watch continued, despite all his attempts to find it and smash it into fragments, to break the curse before it took effect. He looked in every pocket in the corpse’s fine suit, every corner of the book chest; the watch was nowhere to be found. It just kept ticking, ticking, ticking, relentless and unforgiving ….

“It will return, it always returns. And it will never forget the blood that it is owed ….”
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Beneath the gothic spires of the Tribune Building, below the pavement of North Michigan Avenue, there was an equally gothic but far less romantic and picturesque catacomb of subterranean corridors, sealed-off storerooms for archaic office equipment and broken chairs, forgotten photo archives and dead-letter files, boiler rooms, telephone closets, a veritable labyrinth of water pipes and electrical wiring, and the cramped offices, lockers, and break rooms for the maintenance staff.

The Prince’s Hounds met in one of those dingy rooms, accessed by a emergency stairwell near the loading docks. Their number varied, depending on the Prince’s needs and Norris’ whim. Loki had been on Norris’ call list for nearly a decade now, and he was never sure if his longevity in the spymaster’s good graces was an indication of his competency or his expendability.

There were three of them tonight: himself; Baines, the hulking blond Iowa homeboy called “the Earth” because he was big as a mountain and immoveable once he set his feet down; and Marek Kaminski, a fellow Mekhet with far too much education and an ego to match. Loki would have given up his fangs for a week to know what hold Norris had over Marek. Loki couldn’t imagine the Ordo Dracul’s golden boy playing Hound for an Invictus Prince and mixing with the hoi polloi like himself and the Earth unless it was punishment for something.

“Thought you couldn’t die from the Muskegon virus,” Loki said. “That’s what they’re saying on the news, anyway. Said it wasn’t a big deal, most people who get it don’t even know they’re sick.”

“Well, you can’t,” the Earth pointed out affably. “You’re already dead.” The Daeva laughed at his own joke, slapping his massive thigh, sending the chains of bling round his thick neck jingling.

Loki chuckled, too—it never hurt to humor the big guy, who wasn’t exactly the sharpest knife in the drawer but was damned good to have at your back in a fight. And besides, the levity had the effect of causing Norris’ already thin lips to purse even tighter in disapproval. Norris did not have much of a sense of humor.

The spymaster did, however, have the ability to chill even the Earth’s guffaws into subdued silence with little more than an icy glare. “If you are quite done with the juvenile display, I shall endeavor to explain—so that even your minds can comprehend the serious nature of the problem we are currently facing.”

Norris dropped three plain brown envelopes on the conference table in front of them. “As you will see from the information provided, these mortals did not die of the so-called Muskegon virus—at least not in its more prevalent common form.”

Loki, being closest, pushed an envelope across to Marek, and one down to Earth, and then opened his own. Six photographs, six personal dossiers, including medical and coroner’s reports. “A new virus?” That hadn’t been in the news.

“What you have before you are the unedited laboratory reports,” Norris said. “Naturally, the records at the hospital have been appropriately purged of any data that would appear to contradict the official, public diagnosis.”

Loki skipped past the hospital lab reports, which were in medicalese anyway, and skimmed over the personal information. Young, teens or twenty-somethings, otherwise healthy. Students or young working types. Four chicks, two guys. Three from the North Shore, that wasn’t good news. One from the University of Chicago. One from Cicero—hmm. And the last one … “This last guy, he’s not even from Chicago. He’s from Gary.”

“An astute observation, Mr. Fischer,” Norris said coolly.

“What’s en-encepha—something. What it says here.” The Earth’s dark-gold brows beetled over the medical terminology. “Under cause of death.”

“Encephalitis,” Marek put in, “is an inflammation of the brain. Meningitis is an inflammation—a swelling, if you prefer—of the membrane surrounding the brain and spinal cord. And before you even attempt to mangle it, meningoencephalitis is a combination of the two, and can result in high fever, convulsions, coma, paralysis—and, if you’re lucky, death. Or permanent brain damage. Fortunately, not something either of you needs to worry about.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Loki muttered. Fucking college boy, showing off with four-dollar words. Loki flipped through the names and the photographs. John Nathan Duncan. Jillian Sheridan. Kimberly Jean McLaren. Damn, she was a babe. Young, too, only sixteen. Too bad …. Something clicked in his mind just then, and he scanned the personal information again. Yes … yes, possibly … and yes. A bit young, but—possible, if they went to the right kinds of parties, or looked old enough to lie their way past the bouncers. He saw dozens of mortals just like these every night; so did any Kindred who hunted the club scene. Prey.

“They died sequentially.” Marek clearly had picked up the same details. “Three days, maybe four at most, apart. And died within three days of their first symptoms of being sick. Jesus. Three days?”

“A blister,” Loki said it aloud, partly to ease the almost painful look of concentration on the Earth’s face, and partly just to beat Marek to the punch line. “It’s not the same virus. You think there’s some Kindred out there spreading this nasty little bug around.”

“The evidence seems to indicate an unusually selective vector,” Norris replied coolly. “Most mortals affected by the so-called Muskegon virus have been elderly, or already in frail health. These are young and healthy. They succumbed, as Mr. Kaminski points out, extremely swiftly, and four of them were hospitalized at the time and undergoing treatment. Their deaths form a regular, almost predictable pattern, that has continued over a period of the past two weeks. We cannot be certain their susceptibility was not simply a coincidence, or represents a new strain of a naturally evolving viral organism, or is the result of some supernatural vector. But we can’t yet rule it out. That is, naturally, where you come in.”

Naturally. This was what the Hounds did, find things out—though Loki was not naïve enough to assume the three of them were the only ones Norris or Maxwell had put on the trail. Someone had clearly compiled the dossiers, after all, and Loki wasn’t even betting they’d been given the complete files, either. Norris was very much of the ‘need to know’ school, and he was the one who decided what you needed to know.

“Could be a nomad, passing through,” Marek mused, looking through the files. “Though if it is, he’s poaching rather upscale.”

“Indeed,” Norris agreed. “I’m sure you can see the delicacy of the situation. It’s one thing if virus fatalities are relatively uncommon and affect only the old and infirm. But what appears to be more of a serious epidemic might lead mortals to discover what else these victims have in common—and could have disastrous consequences for this city.”

“If we find it’s a blister doin’ this,” Earth rumbled, “what d’ya want us to do with the fucker?”

“If a Kindred vector is involved, of course, the Prince will require uncontestable evidence of his guilt—which, I will point out, Mr. Baines, cannot be gained from ashes. It would also be most regrettable and inconvenient should the Prince find himself having to deal with this matter publicly in Elysium. We therefore have every confidence that you will proceed with the utmost discretion.”

So, by ‘utmost discretion,’ Norris really meant ‘total secrecy.’ That wasn’t going to make their job any easier. “I got a question,” Loki said. “What, exactly, is uncontestable evidence? Does this new virus show up in blood tests or what? I mean from one of us, not them.”

“Obviously, if we knew the answer to that, Mr. Fischer, we would not need your diligent powers of observation,” Norris replied coolly. “As for the nature of the evidence—well. We will leave that up to your ingenuity. The ultimate proof, of course, would be the cessation of reports like those you hold in your hands. Death is many things, gentlemen: commonplace, pervasive, inevitable—sometimes even tragic. But when it is also mysterious and creates a traceable pattern, it can also lead to unfortunate publicity. I trust I have made myself clear?”
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The Skullery wasn’t the biggest club in the city—far from it. Crobar had bigger crowds, especially on weekends, and Metro pulled in bigger names to grace its stage. But size wasn’t everything—style counted, too, and Moyra had a sense of style that a Daeva might envy. She also had a keen sense of how to please a target audience, and keep them coming back—which benefited both her bottom line and those Kindred she counted as clients and permitted to feed at her pseudo-medieval gothic crypt of a nightclub. Loki considered himself lucky to be counted among those fortunate few.

Tonight, the Skullery was packed, with a line of black-clad hopefuls standing on the sidewalk outside the club’s deceptively mundane brick warehouse exterior. The bouncer at the door recognized him and waved him through, much to the petulant annoyance of the nearest line-standers. Loki grinned and blew them a kiss, and then slipped inside the door.

He could feel the throbbing beat of bass and percussion through the soles of his boots, reverberating in the concrete and steel of the steps, the fake stone blocks along the walls. A live band—sounded like Icarus Falling. Yes, it was. Damien always brought in a good crowd. Moyra would be in a good mood, and feeding would be easier.

The dance floor was crammed with black-clad bodies, moving in rhythm to the electronic pulse of the music. Up on the stage, Damien hit a riff, fingers sliding down the neck of the guitar, evoking an aching wail from the strings, which was echoed by Rina’s synthesizer, reverberating and fading into empty silence. The band members froze in position. The lights went out for a second, then the beat kicked back in, the lights came back on, and the guitar and synthesizer picked the underlying rhythm again.

Loki made his way around the club’s raised perimeter, between the tables set between the massive columns of the aisle and the candlelit alcoves along the outer wall. Some of the alcoves had bones and skulls embedded in their walls, some had glass-fronted crypts in which skeletal figures dressed in rotting rags could be seen resting within. Leering gargoyles and skulls of various human and inhuman creatures were carved into corners and archways. The pillars reached upward two stories high and supported gothic arches overhead.

The stairs to the balcony above were roped off, with a little sign in medieval calligraphy MEMBERS ONLY. The bouncer unhooked it for him and stood aside. Loki flipped him a salute and went on upstairs.

Loki strode down the length of the balcony overlooking the dance floor to the back of the club. Moyra came down the stairs on the far end to meet him, the long, trailing hem of her gown rippling along behind her, almost invisible against the black of the carpet.

Damien once said that half of Moyra’s haven was full of costumes, and Loki could well believe it. Moyra claimed that she got bored wearing the same old thing—in fact, Loki couldn’t remember her ever wearing the same thing twice, or at least not twice in a given year. Tonight it was a strapless black sequined gown, fishnet opera gloves, and a red feather boa; her hair up in a sleek blonde chignon with a black hat with a little black veil that hung down over her eyes. Very chic, very vintage—even her lipstick was 1940s red.

“Ah, good evening,” she said, and gracefully extended a hand for him. “You’re supposed to kiss it,” she added, when he failed to get the hint.

“I knew that,” Loki said, and did so, with his best continental flair.

“That’s better,” she said, and lightly brushed his cheek with one gloved palm. “We have guests tonight, by the way. Do try not to be rude.”

“Oh? Who?”

Moyra didn’t answer. She turned instead and opened the door behind her to the dimly lit room beyond. Loki followed her. Here, hidden behind faux stone arches, heavy red velvet drapes, and strategically placed sound baffles, was the more exclusive and lavishly furnished Loft, a private lounge where Moyra and other Kindred she so favored could indulge themselves and their mortal guests.

Or in this case, Kindred guests. Loki recognized them immediately, and understood Moyra’s injunction. Although to be fair, Jed Holyoak wasn’t a bad sort, if a bit too smooth and eager to please. Jed had the dubious honor of playing Summer King in the Circle’s ritual cycle this year—a temporary reign destined for a ceremonial duel and sacrificial defeat when the Horned King avatar was chosen in a few weeks, so Loki didn’t blame him for enjoying the limelight while he could.

But as for Bella Dravnzie—well, he hoped Moyra wasn’t expecting any miracles tonight.

“Loki!” Bella smiled and rose to her feet to come greet him, as if they were old friends. “It’s been so long since we had a nice chat.”

He felt it still, the pull of her goddamned blood, even from six years back. Or maybe it was just that Daeva charisma trick—he could never be sure, really.

Moyra laid her hand on his shoulder. Not quite possessive, but a quiet reminder to Bella, who had recruited him, of just whose coven he had finally chosen to associate himself with. Her action gave him the excuse to look away, look up at the ivory features behind the little black veil. It helped.

Bella returned to what was likely the original topic of conversation. “Birch is on one of his psychotic rampages again.”

“So what else is new?” Loki shrugged. “What is it this time? Someone he ate disagree with him?”

“Apparently more than one someone, if the rumors are true,” Bella said. “It seems that the Bishop’s past victims are less than forgiving. And they converged on the Sanctified cathedral en masse last week to tell him so. During the middle of Mass, no less. And apparently a number of the congregation were quite disturbed to find their former victims sitting beside them in the pews, wounds gaping open, nails still in their hands—smelling rather ripe, too, as I understand it.”

Bullshit. Loki managed to not laugh out loud. “Is that what Birch said? I’d have paid to see that.”

“Don’t tell me the Sanctified are afraid of a few ghosts,” Moyra said, amused.

“No, not Birch, of course not,” Bella huffed, and leaned forward, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “What I heard, of course, was told to me in strictest confidence—as you know, I do have my sources inside the Palmer House.”

Persephone. Loki wondered if Persephone knew that telling Bella anything of interest ‘in strictest confidence’ only insured its getting spread as quickly as possible. Probably she did. Persephone certainly wasn’t dumb, and she’d been burned by Bella before.

“What Birch is saying is what happened at his little Sanctified circus was witchcraft. Heathen Circle witchcraft, to be precise, intended to disrupt and make mockery of the Sanctified’s holy rites.”

This time Loki did laugh, and even Moyra’s lips curved slightly under her veil. “Cute,” Moyra said, “but I doubt even Rowen knows how to pull that off—or would bother if she did.”

“You and I may know that, of course,” Bella agreed. “But whether it’s true or not doesn’t matter, if he persuades the Prince to ban our rites next week in retaliation. Which is exactly what Birch is demanding, of course. And the next Elysium isn’t for two weeks—which will be far too late to get it settled. He knows our rites are tied to the lunar calendar.”

“That’s if Maxwell even listens to that bullshit,” Loki pointed out. “He’s not stupid. He knows what Birch is like.”

“We all know what Birch is like,” Jed added. “But the Prince has favored him over us before. And Bella is right, it’s a perfect excuse for them. Blame it on pagan witchcraft—because who else could have done such a thing, the Carthians?”

“You have to talk to him, Loki,” Bella said, earnestly. “You have to explain—”

“Explain what?” Moyra asked, coolly, and Loki was grateful for her interruption. “What explanation do we owe to Solomon Birch? If he cannot manage his ghosts, he should not create so many of them. What answer do we owe the Prince, when he has not even asked a question? Why play into Sanctified hands by defending ourselves before an accusation is even made?”

“And who is there for him to ask, even if he wanted to?” Bella countered. “Who is there to counter Birch’s ridiculous accusations? Who speaks for us outside of Elysium? Rowen? She doesn’t even have a cell phone! I’ll do what I can, of course, but there’s a limit to how much I can ask of Persephone—she’s far too young to be taken seriously, and she’s not one of us in any case.”

“Well, technically speaking,” Jed reminded her, right on cue, “Loki’s not fully one of us either.”

Ah, I knew it. Here it comes. Loki reminded himself he’d promised Moyra not to be rude.

“Not yet?” Bella feigned surprise. “You’re not still in the Chorus after all this time, are you? Loki, darling, what are you waiting for? I would have initiated you years ago!”

It was jealousy, or so Loki told himself. The Chorus were the beginners, new to the covenant, still learning its philosophies, history, and rituals. It was true, of course, that some never advanced beyond that point. But Moyra was known to have higher standards of her students. And Bella knew perfectly well why he’d chosen Moyra’s guidance over her own, and it was Bella’s own damned fault.

“Loki will face initiation when he is ready, Bella,” Moyra said quietly. “It is not for me or anyone else to choose that time for him.”

“But you believe he’s ready, don’t you?” Bella asked.

“I have nothing more to teach him at this time,” Moyra replied. “What remains, he must learn on his own—for some things cannot be taught, only experienced.”

“Indeed, that is so true,” Bella agreed, nodding wisely. “Experience is always the best teacher, if the harshest. It is in our tribulations that we find true enlightenment.”

“And learning from our mistakes means not repeating ’em.” Loki could keep quiet no longer. “Experience is useful that way, don’tcha think?”

“Is that all you’ve learned from your mistakes, Loki?” Bella purred. “Then perhaps Moyra is mistaken—you’re not ready for initiation after all. A pity, after all these years.”

A flood of feelings he wasn’t used to experiencing welled up inside him: shame, guilt, and resentment. She was trying her nasty little Daeva tricks on him again, trying to yank his chain. Loki clamped down hard on his anger, struggled to keep his fangs from coming out. He didn’t dare respond. To show how badly she’d rattled him would only make it worse, and yet the insult demanded a response of some kind, if he could do so without losing what remained of his temper.

Surprisingly, though, it was Jed who intervened. “Bella, darling, you’re not helping, you know. And we did want to get to talk to Justine this evening—”

“Oh, yes, of course,” Bella said, and the feelings—well, most of them, some of the anger still remained—dropped away like a discarded shirt.

He hated it when she did that. Bitch.

Somehow Loki managed to hold on to civility for the few more minutes it took for Jed and Bella to say their goodbyes, and depart the loft. Moyra walked out with them, as befitted her role as hostess.

He didn’t have to listen in—in fact, he knew it was rude, and likely would only piss him off even further. But the band was on a break, and it was good practice, or so he told himself, to pick out one conversation out of the hundred-odd going on down below. Norris had told him to practice whenever he could.

—“You know people are wondering—not that I’m suggesting he has anything to hide, of course not—just where his loyalties truly lie. We all know how Norris runs his little operation …”

“Bitch,” Loki muttered, and forced himself to tune them out again, refusing to let Bella ruin his night. He’d promised himself a sexy chick in black leather, and there were several dozen down there to choose from.

He was just coming down out of the Loft to the balcony when he heard voices in the shadow of an archway just ahead, and spotted a tall, distinctive profile.

“About an hour ago, you remember. Sharee said she wasn’t feeling well. A really nasty headache, one of the migraines she gets sometimes. You remember hearing her tell you about it. But she didn’t want to spoil your evening. She said she’d just take a cab home, take her meds, get some sleep. She said you should have a good time and call her later this weekend ….”

Damien, doing his Ventrue mind-fuck thing on a tall girl, in the hallway. He wasn’t aware of Loki yet—he was focused on his subject, making sure she remembered only what she was supposed to remember. And the girl wouldn’t see him either. Damien commanded all her attention. Problem was, they were blocking the way out, so Loki slipped through the side door, into one of the private rooms.

Ah, here was where Damien had stashed the girl with the headache, sprawled across the bed, one arm over her eyes to shield them from the light, even though it was only a dim table lamp on the other side. Maybe she really did have a headache, though that would be odd of Damien to hide her in here and send her apparently healthy friend away.

But then Loki smelled sweat, and sickness. She wasn’t breathing. He couldn’t hear her heartbeat. Oh, shit.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Damien demanded, from the doorway. “Don’t you even—”

Loki stepped back quickly, raising his hands. “Didn’t touch her, I swear. Fuck, she’s dead, what the hell happened?”

“Nothing! Nothing happened!” Damien sat on the bed, slid fingers up under the girl’s jaw, looking for a pulse. “She said she had a headache, so I got her some aspirin and let her come up here to lie down. She was fine when I left her!”

“I thought you said she had a headache.”

“She did! I thought it was just a touch of the flu or something—”

A touch of the flu. In September? “Then why did you send her friend away like that?” Loki shook his head. “Come on, Damien. Don’t fuck with me here. Don’t give me this bullshit about a headache if you just got carried away—”

“Goddammit, Loki, I am not shitting you. That’s what she said! I hadn’t even touched her yet!”

“All right, all right—chill out, dude. I believe you, okay?” Loki assured him. Fuck. He remembered the dossiers on the table, those young, smiling faces. “Okay, then. Who’s been doing her, besides you? I mean, in the last week. Anybody? You give anybody freebies?”

Damien scowled. “No, she’s one of mine—why? I mean, I did—shit, I don’t remember when! Maybe a week or two ago. I don’t keep a fucking appointment book!”

Well, that much was probably true, Loki had to admit. But this looked bad. Worse than bad. Not Damien, for chrissakes. Please God, don’t make it be Damien. Somebody’s poaching on him, gotta be. That was possible, he had to admit. Damien’s groupies were pretty easy, on all counts. They were one of the reasons he liked coming here himself—Damien was also pretty generous about sharing when he had a good crowd.

Damien rubbed the heel of his palm against his forehead. “Shit. This is that fucking virus everyone’s talking about, isn’t it? Moyra is gonna fucking kill me, man, if the cops come. Or worse, if the health inspectors come snooping around here again—”

“Well, I’m not gonna call the cops.” Loki thought for a second. “Lemme see her wallet. Where’s her place?”

Damien dug around in the purse until he found it. “Here,” he said, flipping it open. “What, you think we should just take her home and dump her?”

“Sure, why not?” Loki tried to project a confidence he didn’t entirely feel. “Let someone else find her and deal with it. Her friends think she got a headache and went home early, they’re not gonna call her until sometime tomorrow at the earliest.”

Damien looked at the address again. “Shit. Lake Shore Drive? This is one of those high-rises. No way we can do this without being seen.”

“I think I can manage it.” He’d never tried to conceal anything as large as a human body before, but what the hell. “And if that doesn’t work, you can make ’em remember her being alive, just sick or something. We’re just helping her get home. You still got the keys to Moyra’s car?”

“Yeah, I got ’em. I’ve got one more set coming up in about fifteen, after that’s fine. So long as Moyra doesn’t find out.”

“She won’t. I’ll handle that.”

“Thanks, man. I owe ya one, Loki.”
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oki figured Moyra would want to talk to him anyway, once Bella and Jed were safely gone, and he was right. Fortunately, she waited until after he’d had a chance to sequester one of the unattached dancers in a dark corner for a while. A full belly improved his disposition immensely.

“You could pass the initiation at any time, you know that,” she told him. “You know the Litany, and you have the strength of spirit. What are you afraid of?”

“I’m not afraid,” Loki retorted, stung. “I’ll do it, I promise, but only when I’m ready.”

“But not at next week’s rites, is that what you’re saying?”

“I wouldn’t want Solomon Birch to give up hope of luring me to the dark side.”

“Solomon Birch knows nothing about the dark side,” she said. “We represent what they most fear—the darkness within their souls. They seek to chain the Beast Within, appease it with hollow rituals, buy its complacency with the blood of nameless sinners whose sacrifices are empty and meaningless to those who shed their blood. We know the Beast is part of ourselves, and do not deny its nature or the blood it is due. Solomon Birch fears his ghosts. We sing their names and welcome them to dance around the Samhain fire. Fear only makes us stronger.”

“I thought it was ‘that which does not kill us makes us stronger.’”

“Indeed, but remember that fear can also kill. Those who face fear and survive it become strong.”

“I just knew you were going to say something like that.”

“Hey. Loki.” Damien stuck his head in the door of the Loft. “You coming or what? Carpe noctem, get your ass in gear, man.”

“Coming—”
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Damien could move surprisingly quietly for someone his size, and a Ventrue at that. Loki felt a pang of guilt, or something like it, just leaving poor Sharee sprawled across her bed, with her parents snoring just down the hall, unaware of the tragedy awaiting them when they woke. But there was nothing else he could do for her now, except carry out his mission from Norris as best he could.

“So, who else has been in the club lately?” he asked, as Damien was merging back on to the Drive. “I mean, Kindred other than the usual. Anybody new?”

Damien thought about that. “Well, Jed’s been by a couple times. Toby Rieff came trolling for trouble last week, you know how he is. Rafael dropped in the other night. That was a treat. You shoulda been here.”

“I can just imagine,” Loki said dryly.

“Oh, and Jed brought by a couple of nomads one night, showing them around. Don’t remember the biker’s name. The chick was Beth. Both Daeva, I think.”

“Circle?”

“Yeah, I think so. She had a crescent moon pendant, anyway. Silver.”

“Did Moyra let them hunt?”

Damien frowned. “I don’t know. I had a gig, so I didn’t stick around. Maybe, if Jed had asked. Why?”

“I was thinking of bringing a guest sometime,” Loki said, trying to sound casual. Maybe it was the nomads after all. That would make more sense, and make his job easier. Nomads came and went; nobody paid much attention. “Just wondering what the score was.”

“Well, you got a freebie on me, after tonight,” Damien said. “Like I said, I owe you one. You want to go back and pick one out now?”

It was tempting, but somehow he resisted. “No, thanks, I’m good. But I’ll take a rain check.”

“You got it,” Damien agreed.
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Kimberly McLaren had seemed such a nice, average girl, based on the dossier. A good, if not perfect, student, who played the piano, attended football games, parties, and dances, and obsessed over the usual movie stars. Judging from the stacks of paperbacks on the bookshelf in her room, she was a voracious reader. And, of course, she had a computer.

Breaking in had been easier than Loki had expected—they hadn’t put alarms on the second-floor windows. Getting up there had taken some effort, however. In the end, he’d jimmied the lock on the toolshed out back and found himself a ladder. Knowing he could recover from a two-story fall didn’t mean he enjoyed it. He punched the middle pane out with a heavy chunk of rock, then reached in and unlatched the window.

It was late; there were hardly any lights on the whole street. The family wasn’t home. There had been no cars in the garage or the driveway, and there wasn’t a single whimper or bark from the dog, so Loki guessed they were probably out of town, but kept his senses alert just the same.

Kim’s room was easy to recognize. It seemed undisturbed, the door closed. Probably her parents hadn’t been able to face it yet. Which was just lucky for him. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, pawing over a dead girl’s things, checking under her mattress, in the bottoms of drawers and the back of her closet. He figured he’d know if he found it, whatever that was.

His search was not in vain. There was a locked overnight bag in the back of her closet (which he broke into easily), containing a dark green robe, ritual knife, assorted herbs and oddities in neatly labeled plastic baggies, bowls, candles, and incense, and a tiny, wax-sealed vial containing a quantity of dark red fluid that Loki did not even have to sniff to identify. He also discovered a couple of crow feathers under her pillow—a bit weird, but you never knew what some people believed.

The computer, however, proved to be a gold mine. She’d left all her passwords on auto-fill, too, so it was a piece of cake to access her email. It was amazing how trusting some people were. Especially if they actually had secrets to keep, like a boyfriend Loki was quite certain her parents would not have approved of, and a clear interest in the occult. Apparently, she’d started going out with this guy who called himself Raven—jeez, how unoriginal—and he’d been teaching her some interesting things.

Actually, some of it looked suspiciously familiar. There were a number of Kindred in the Circle of the Crone who maintained their own mortal covens, primarily for feeding, but also to teach a much-diluted version of the covenant’s doctrine. Rituals needed blood, and a pool of willing donors who believed there was a valuable, mystical purpose in their sacrifice of a pint now and then made an Acolyte’s task much easier.

It was also interesting that when Kim had asked this Raven fellow for a photo (“I promise I won’t show it to anyone, I’ll keep it under my pillow, I just want to have something of you with me when we’re apart …”), his vague-sounding excuse had something to do with secret FBI files, the Witness Protection Program, and the safety of his mystical identity, all of which smelled of utter Kindred bullshit. Loki didn’t have to look at the mirror over the bureau to know his own reflected visage was blurred and indistinct. Kindred didn’t show up clearly in mirrors or in photographs without great effort. Loki was willing to bet Kim had never seen Raven by daylight either, though she failed to ask about that.

He wished, briefly, that this didn’t have to be a Circle problem. That was the last thing they needed. If Solomon Birch and his holier-than-everybody Sanctified Gestapo found out, there’d be political hell to pay. The Circle of the Crone had enough PR problems, dammit, as Bella’s story the night before had demonstrated. Why couldn’t this dickhead have been Invictus or Carthian instead?

Utmost discretion, Norris had said. No shit.

So who the fuck was Raven? The Circle was the least organized covenant of Kindred in Chicago—there were at least a half-dozen covens he knew of, plus some loner types who never attended the group rites. And that probably wasn’t the name he used among Kindred, either.

Of course, Loki did have Raven’s email address, right here.

He took great care in composing the email. Several times he cut-and-pasted whole sentences or phrases from previous emails she’d written, either to Raven or her best friend KoolJoolie17, so it would sound as if it came from Kim herself.

I guess you heard I was sick, but a lot has changed since then, and I’m feeling ever so much better now. I’ve missed you so very much and I can’t wait to see you again! You always make me feel so safe so special. Please come see me again soon, I feel so empty inside without you. Love is eternal after all. –K.

He read it over one more time, added a few smiley-faces at the end, then with a little smile of his own, pressed SEND. “Come and see me, Raven,” he murmured, “if you dare.”

Remembering Norris’ comment about evidence, Loki rooted around on her desk for a blank CD, slid it into the drive, and started copying the last three months’ worth of emails. Moyra and Damien were a lot more involved in the Circle’s loose social networks than he was. It was always possible one of them might know who this guy was, or who might be running a coven for yuppie high school girls up in the North Shore. It wouldn’t hurt to ask a few leading questions, at any rate.

In the back of his mind, he had been aware the room was getting cooler, but he’d just assumed it was the AC kicking in. But just then it got really cold, really fast—and he couldn’t hear anything like an AC unit running anywhere.

There was a loud pop from somewhere else in the house, and both the desk lamp and the computer screen went dark. At that same moment, a real, honest to fucking goodness chill touched his spine, right through the T-shirt and leather of his coat, like an icy hand against his skin.

“Fucking shit!” Loki shot up out of the chair, sending it skidding backwards. He was over closer to the window in a single leap, fangs bared in a fearsome snarl as he turned around. His gaze caught the mirror.

He could see himself.

He could see himself, as clearly as if he was still alive, still breathing, with a heart that beat in double-time and a pasty-faced grimace that showed no fangs at all, though he could feel them with his tongue. He could hear a heart beating somewhere—double-time—but it wasn’t his.

And he could see her, in the mirror. Sitting up in her bed, as if he’d just awoken her from a sound sleep, staring at his reflection in the mirror, eyes open and blood streaming down the front of her nightgown, from a wound in her neck. She reached out to him.

He stepped backward, glanced sideways; the bed was neatly made and empty. No one was there. Kimberly McLaren was never going to sleep there again.

But in the mirror, the girl who looked just like Kimberly McLaren got out of bed and walked toward him, hand outstretched. There were crow feathers on her pillow.

“Fuck.” Loki almost cracked another window pane, he jerked the window open so fast. He missed the ladder entirely on the way out, and landed painfully in the bushes below, jabbed by a hundred tiny twigs and branches, but spared impact with the less forgiving patio.

He scrambled to his feet and away from the house, then dared look up at the open window.

The flutter of white he saw emerging could have just been the curtain, caught in a draft—but Loki didn’t stay to make sure. He raced across the backyard, vaulted over the privacy fence, and headed down the alleyway to the El, as fast as he could run.

It wasn’t until he’d gone a good six or ten blocks that he remembered he’d left the CD in the fucking drive.

Shit.

Loki stopped, took a deep, deliberate breath, then let it out with a hiss. He couldn’t afford to be sloppy like that, dammit. Norris had said discreet, and he didn’t take excuses. And Loki was not about to admit (at least not to anyone else) that he’d run away from a dead girl’s image in a mirror, no matter how cold her hands were. I’m already dead, what can a ghost do to me? And I sure as hell didn’t kill her—I’m trying to find out who did. So even if she is haunting her bedroom, it’s not like she’s got cause to be pissed at me personally.

Still, he’d heard stories. Sometimes ghosts were nothing but a bit of ectoplasmic videotape, left running on a perpetual loop. Sometimes they were able to throw furniture around, slam doors and windows, chill the blood even in undead veins. And then there were those other times—the real horror stories that even the undead told only in whispers, when what had appeared to be just a ghost turned out to be something far worse. Loki liked listening to those stories, but he wasn’t at all keen on actually being in one.

The Red Line train clacked and clattered by on the elevated tracks a block away. A couple left the bar down the street, the woman giggling and hanging on her date’s shoulder while he had his hand on her ass. The traffic light changed.

Loki stepped back into the darker shadows of the alley, out of the painfully bright headlights of the oncoming traffic. Damned SUVs, their beams were always too high—but the sudden shiver of warning that touched him then was not due to the light. Instinctively, he pressed himself against the brick wall, willed the shadows to deepen and himself to blend into them. Yes, there. The black Jeep, that was slowing a little as it passed his hiding place. Loki caught a glimpse of two people in the front seat, the driver glancing around as though he, too, had sensed another predator close by.

Shit. Loki forced his muscles to relax, and quashed the hunter’s instinct that saw the passing driver as a rival invading his turf. This wasn’t his turf. He had nothing to defend, and he was well-hidden. If he stayed still, the other would just drive on. Nothing to see here, nobody here, move along, move along.

The driver of the car behind the Jeep, impatient to get moving, hit his horn. With an obscene gesture, the other Kindred hit the gas and the Jeep roared away.

Moving carefully, Loki took the chance of easing out a little so he could watch it drive away. Indiana plates, interesting—and even more interesting, that it turned right two blocks down, onto the same street where Kimberly McLaren had lived.

Well, shit. Like they say, be careful what you wish for. So, Raven had taken the bait. Given the speed of his response, he probably had a haven in the neighborhood. And out-of-state plates—maybe a nomad, maybe an immigrant, but it didn’t matter. If he was the blister, his visa was about to run out.

Loki hefted the backpack onto his shoulder again, drew the shadows around himself as best he could—no point in attracting any more attention than absolutely necessary—and took off at a jog back the way he had come.

He slowed his pace once he got within a block of the house, and cut back around to the alley back behind the row of houses. There was the Jeep, parked in front of the garage door, but empty. The backyard gate Loki had simply climbed up over was swinging open.

“Doesn’t look like anyone’s home. Where the fuck’s the key? You said you knew where it was.”

“I’m getting it, I’m getting it, just had to remember which rock it was.” A girl’s voice, breathy and nervous. “Here it is. I really don’t like this, I mean, if they’re not home—”

“Shut up. The window’s open up there. Looks like someone broke in.”

“That’s her room. Maybe someone just stole her computer.”

Loki crouched down low next to the fence. They were trying to be quiet—but the girl’s heart was going like a hammer, and her companion was wearing heavy boots that grated against the brick of the patio. There was the soft click of the key in the lock, the muffled creaking of the back door. They were inside.

Before going in the gate after them, Loki took a better look at the car, committing the tag number to memory. A couple of black garbage bags in the back, and what looked like the shiny metallic corner of a space blanket poking out from under one of them. He could smell stale cigarette smoke, menthol, and the stale, sour reek of sex. Well, that explained why the back seat was clear.

Keeping close to the shadows, and keeping a wary eye out for anything even vaguely spooky or weird, Loki slipped through the gate and crept up to the house.

“Shit. Somebody was here. That email came from here, look.”

“Let me see—” There was the clickity-click of keys.

“I’m going to have a look around. You stay here.”

“Don’t leave me alone! Suppose whoever it was comes back?”

“Will you calm down! Jesus, girl. No one is coming back—and I’ll be right down the hall. Just sit tight. See if there’s any other emails going out, maybe we can figure out who the fuck’s trying to jerk us around here.”

“Okay. Just hurry. It’s creepy, being in here … it’s like they expected her to come back, y’know, leaving everything just like it was.”

Loki was expecting the same thing.

There was silence for a while, just the clicking of the keys. And then, a hissed obscenity. “What—why you dirty, two-timing cheat—Raven!” The girl’s voice slowly rose in volume; Loki could hear the heavy tread of the boots coming back at a swift pace.

“Keep your voice down, are you crazy? You want the neighbors to call the cops?”

“You were sleeping with her! You lying little fuck! You told me she was nothing, but that’s not what you told her—you bastard—”

Loki heard the slap, as sharp as a gunshot, and the growl that followed, and the scuffle and the girl’s whimpering. His own Beast snarled in response, and it was all he could do for a moment to keep quiet, keep the Beast down and hidden.

“Now you listen to me,” Raven hissed. “I had to keep her happy, you know how she was. She would have spilled the whole story to them. I tried to explain, but she didn’t want to hear it. She was always jealous of you, baby. She knew you were special. She knew you had the real talent, and she was so jealous. She knew it was you, and she just couldn’t stand it …. I was just playing with her, baby, you know that. It wasn’t anything … she wasn’t even that good a fuck, not like you, you’re the hot one, you’re the sexy doll ….”

The girl’s heart rate had increased, her breathing had gone shallow. “I—I am? You really mean that—”

“You know I do, baby. I would never lie to you, you’d see right through it anyway ….”

Daeva. Had to be. No other clan could lay on bullshit that thick and get away with it every damned time. Raven was kissing her now, probably had his hand up inside her shirt from the way she was moaning. Loki heard the chair get pushed aside, heard the creaking of the mattress.

“Raven—this is her bed—”

“So what?” Raven’s voice was muffled. “What’s she gonna do about it, baby?”

Loki was thinking the same thing. Hey, Kim, look who’s doing it in your bed, whatcha gonna do about it?

But then the girl gave a little cry of pain, that turned into a whimper. Loki could tell the instant Raven’s fangs pierced her skin, and when he began to suckle. The irritation his Beast had felt earlier at Raven’s mere passing was nothing compared to the sudden rise of jealous rage and hunger that stabbed at him now, listening to the interloper feed. Loki’s fangs extended, his entire body tensed, muscles coiled to spring; it was all he could do to hold his position, fight the red haze that threatened to overwhelm his vision, and shatter his self-control. No way, not gonna lose it, not now. Breathe in, breathe out. Easy, take it easy, chill out, Loki, not your fucking problem. Breathe, nice and slow and easy. One. Two. Three. Four ….

He continued to force himself to take deep, slow breaths, talking the Beast down, promising it a real hunt later, satisfaction delayed rather than denied. He reminded himself why he was there, crouched on the roof outside a dead girl’s window—that his real hunt was for information, not sustenance. And if his suspicions were correct, the last thing he wanted was to get into a direct fight with a nomad plague-rat.

And where was that damned ghost? It would hardly be fair if the ghost, if that’s what it was, gave him the goosing but let her two-timing boyfriend get off scot-free. Irritated, Loki rose slightly so he could see inside, steeling himself for what the mirror might show, half-expecting the unseen lovers
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