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Chapter One
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I lay in bed listening to my phone ring.  I had hoped I was dreaming as the ringing seemed to go on forever.  I let it continue to ring until it stopped for a full thirty seconds before the caller dialed my number once more and the shrill ringing began again.  I scowled at the phone for a moment before I answered it.

“Someone better be dead,” I growled.

“Someone is dead and I need you here now,” a deep raspy voice answered.

I opened up my eyes just enough to read the clock sitting beside my bed.  The clock flashed brightly only a few feet from my face reading six thirty in the morning.  I growled into the phone a little more before I said anything else.

“Isn’t there anyone else you can call?” I grumbled.

“Not on this one.”

I sighed in irritation at the voice on the other end.  

“Fine. Send me the address.  I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

He hung up without saying another word.  I lay in my bed for another minute, cursing whoever had committed a murder last night.  I then began to curse the police department for calling me.  My phone chimed, indicating I had a text message.  That was my cue to crawl out of bed and get ready for the day.  My body ached for sleep as I sat up, willing myself to move.  I was a hunter for the fine city of Sweetclover.  I worked with the police, keeping hellborns from breaking the law.  As a hellborn myself, I was seen as a traitor by many in my community.  Humans just saw me as a witch, or at least many of them did.

I spent the last three nights chasing an earth witch I had been hired to arrest for the police.  The witch had scammed some unsuspecting humans out of money.  She had set up a vendor table in the middle of The Gallery selling charms for a variety of ailments and desires. There were charms to help with seasonal allergies, overeating, and other common ailments humans wanted easy fixes for.  She also had charms for luck, getting rich, and love.  None of the charms actually worked.  Unfortunately for the humans, they were left with rashes, sneezing, and in one case, unstoppable hiccups.  No serious harm done.  They were all given a cleansing bath over a two hour period returning them to their former selves.  The witch scammed over a hundred humans when the police were finally notified.  Two officers had made an attempt to arrest her and ended up getting hit with one of her sleep charms.  She had packaged the sleep charms into little balls that resembled very small water balloons.  The officers each took two to the face, where they collapsed in the middle of the street.

The officers were carted off to the hospital for a cleansing bath.  It took another hour for the officers to wake up.  The charms had long lasting affects over the following two days.  The department felt a hellborn would be more equipped to handle the witch.

I spent two days tracking her every move.  From my stake out position she appeared to be no taller than four foot eight, making me taller than someone else for once.  I stood at a whopping five foot four inches.  I was used to being the smallest person in the room.  Dealing with this witch put me in a position I was not accustomed to.  With her small stature, she could disappear into the crowd with ease.  She was smaller than me, making it difficult to track her while remaining invisible myself without losing her.  I spent those two days finding out everything I could about her.  By the third day, I knew every move she made and every hellborn that would assist with her getaway.  I confronted her a block away from where the police found her selling her bogus charms.  To say she didn’t come easy would be an understatement.  As soon as she laid eyes on me she went for her sleep charms.  I was prepared for the move.  The spells missed me but hit a wolf who was sitting having coffee with two of his pack mates.  Of course, that infuriated the two friends who proceeded to partially shift and go after her.  By the time everything was over two shops were in ruins, the owners of said shops were screaming, I had a serious cut down on my left arm from the claws of one of the wolves, and I was trapped in a protective shield with my detainee.  On the bright side, she was knocked out while I dealt with the wolves.  I spent an hour in that shield before the wolves were pulled from the scene.  I knew their pack leader well and a call for assistance was the easiest part of my night.  I reached his second in command, who brought two additional pack members for backup, dragging the angry wolves away.  Unfortunately, Tess, the pack’s second in command, brought with her the wolf who has been trying to get in my bed for as long as I had known him.  He saw his actions as heroic and something I should be rewarding him for.  I was happy to see the wolves head back to their land.  By the time I turned the witch in and completed the paperwork it was three in the morning and my bed was calling for me.

I had less than three hours of sleep and a murder scene to attend to and all I wanted was my bed.  Instead, I dragged myself to the shower for a quick rinse off before heading to the crime scene.  I pulled my aching body from the shower, knowing that if I did not get to the scene soon my phone would be ringing off the hook again.  

I threw on a clean pair of jeans, a wine color v-neck shirt, and my black boots.  I left my long red hair down, giving it time to dry a little before I pulled it into a ponytail.  I added my drop point knife and its holster to my left leg to complete my outfit before walking out the door.  As a hellborn, most think I am crazy for carrying human-made weapons.  The earth is made up of millions of lines that carry energy.  I happen to be a ley line witch.  As a ley line witch, I feel their presence like a second skin.  I can pull on ley lines, using their energy as a weapon.  It is as if I have a metaphysical third hand that rests in my gut.  When I need it, I reach that hand out and grab hold of the line, pulling the energy into me.  With it I can create energy balls, a shield, or I can create fire with a touch of my hand.  My magic is my weapon.  Carrying human made weapons serves two purposes.  The first is throwing an energy ball through a busy street is a dangerous thing.  The ball could hit an innocent human, causing serious wounds or even killing someone.  A knife is a close contact weapon.  There’s less chance of an innocent bystander getting hurt.  The second reason is, as much as I would love to believe my magical ability is unstoppable, it's not.  There are substances and ways to block my magic.  Not many individuals have the knowledge, but that does not mean they could not learn it.  Call me paranoid, but I like being prepared.  Being prepared for the worst case scenario has always been a lifesaver for me.  Apart from the knife, I carry on occasion a Springfield Subcompact XD40 9mm and other weapons.  All of the guns are equipped with silver tipped bullets.

****
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IT WAS SEVEN THIRTY by the time I arrived at the crime scene.  The sky was clear of any clouds, allowing for the warm sun to bear down on us, already filling the day with an Indian summer heat.  The morning breeze had a coolness, giving a hint of the oncoming fall.  It was Mother Nature’s way of reminding us to enjoy the warmth of the sun.  Soon fall would be here with its cooler days, followed closely by winter and the snow that came with it. 

I pulled as close to the yellow police tape as possible.  The neighborhood was a typical suburban neighborhood, with cookie cutter homes and perfectly manicured front lawns.  People from the neighborhood had already begun to cluster outside the yellow tape, wanting to see what was happening in their quiet neighborhood.  Some dressed for the day, wearing suits and others wore robes over their pajamas.  The excitement of having part of their neighborhood taped off was more than many could handle.  This neighborhood was not just crowded with onlookers but also with police cars.  The one thing you could always guarantee with a death scene was always too many cops roaming the scene.  I could see the medical examiner’s van was already there along with the CSU techs.  That told me they were ready to move the body and the only hold up was me.

As I exited my car, I pulled my hair back into a tight ponytail.  It was still wet but leaving it down was not an option either.  Leaving it down could mean my hair falling into the crime scene contaminating evidence.  It would open questions about not only my abilities but my trustworthiness as well.  I worked with the Hellborn Crime Unit. I worked long and hard to gain their trust but that didn’t mean there weren’t individuals outside the unit that trusted me.  Their hatred in most cases was not said in whispered voices but tended to be loud and in my face.  Contaminating a scene would fuel their lies about me. 

I hung my plastic identification card around my neck.  It may not have been a badge like the detectives wore, but it was as close as I ever was going to get.  

I pulled my black crime scene bag from the trunk and threw the long strap over my shoulder.  As I moved towards the yellow tape I began to pull out the gloves and booties I would need before entering the scene.  The uniform officer in charge was one of the humans who hated me and the job I did.  I plastered my best fake smile on my face and moved towards the yellow police tape.  

“Houston, how’s it going?”

“What can I do for you?” he sneered at me.

Richard Houston had been on the force for over twenty years and was still a uniform cop.  He would always be until the day they forced him to retire.  He still patrolled the streets day in and day out, or supposedly he did.  If he had to chase a suspect, I could not imagine him having a chance at actually catching the suspect.  Houston was five eight if he was lucky, with a beer belly that made it impossible to see his belt buckle.  His face was as round as the rest of him, making his beady little hazel eyes look even deeper set than they really were.  At some point his nose had been broken, and badly.  A large bump protruded at the center of the bridge.  His white blond hair made a small ring around his large head. 

“I was called to the scene by Lieutenant Ryan.”


He looked down at his clipboard for a brief second.

“I see nothin’ in my paperwork,” he replied back with his own fake smile.  

“Just sign me in.”

“Sorry, I can’t help you, witch,” he said, spitting the last word like venom.  


I took a deep breath to try to keep control of my anger.  In over seventy years of liberation there were still humans that considered us less than themselves.  Hellborns were hunted for sport prior to 1945.  Humans felt we were the invaders and needed to be destroyed.  Presidents and other world leaders gave speech after speech about our evil ways.  When World War II broke out, things changed.  Hitler’s regime began to hunt us as he had hunted the Jews.  We had better defenses against his troops but still he killed over a hundred thousand of us.  His desire to take over the world was enough to bring hellborns and humans together.  The enemy of my enemy is my friend and all that jazz.  Joining forces was what turned the tables in the war.  Hellborns were smart, before they joined the fight they demanded we all be granted citizenship in the United States.  Hitler was killed by two vampires while trying to flee Germany.  One for him and one for Eva Braun.  

Houston was just one of many who hated us.  Time would never change certain people and their thoughts.  Not all humans hated us, which made it easier to ignore the ignorance of those who did.  For Tubby the cop, he got under my skin worse than most did on a good day.  Today was not a good day.  Lack of sleep and murder generally put me in a bad mood.  Standing at the tape arguing with a bigot made me want to set him on fire.  I didn’t think that would win over the cops that hated me.  

“See this,” I said, waving my identification in his face.  “This allows me to walk onto this crime scene.

“No.”

“Hey Twinkie Boy, get out of my way and let me do my job.”

“Houston, let her cross the tape,” Ryan yelled from 50 feet behind him.  

Houston turned to see Lieutenant Ryan’s  tall figure watching him.  Lieutenant Jameson Ryan was the head of the HCU.  He had the job no one wanted, working crimes that involved hellborns.  The gossip within the police department was Ryan had gotten screwed with the assignment.  No one knew exactly what had caused him to land the gig, but it did not really matter.  Jameson Ryan carried himself with pride and it showed in the work he did.  He always showed up to a crime scene in his suit and tie and his graying hair combed, slicked back from his face.  I was always impressed that it never mattered what time he was called; he was the poster boy for professionalism.  Ryan had been a cop for seventeen years.  He had worked hard to climb through the ranks smoothly until his current assignment.  Unfortunately, his climb would end at Lieutenant.  I had been working with Ryan for the last nine years.  Not once did he ever make me question if I should trust him.  He was one of the few cops that trusted me and the work I did. 

I signed the clipboard, shoving it back at Houston as I ducked under the tape.  

“I can’t wait for the day you burn,” Houston sneered as I began to walk away.  

“That’s hilarious. I was thinking the same thing about you,” I smiled.

I slid on my gloves as I walked over to meet Ryan.  He began to walk in the direction of the actual crime scene.  I took a moment to throw the paper booties over my boots before I jogged to catch up. 

“Can you give me a moment?”

“We’ve been waiting for you for an hour,” Ryan said.  

“Sorry I had only three hours of sleep.  By the way, I caught your witch, she’s in lock up.”

“I heard, good job.  Now can we get moving?  The M.E. is getting antsy,” Ryan replied.

“Well then, let’s stop bickering like school girls and lead the way.”

Ryan led me through a wooden gate that stood between two properties.  I quickened my step in order to keep pace with Ryan.  He was almost a foot taller than me so to every one of his steps I had to take three.  His trim figure moved with ease down a narrow dirt path that led to pavement surrounded by tall yellow grass.

“The body is about a hundred yards from this access gate.  The path is largely used by the neighborhood as a running path,” Ryan informed me.  

I looked around at the surrounding area.  The path was located close to the top of a hillside, following the curve of the hill.  The hay colored grass that surrounded the path on both sides was tall enough to hit me mid thigh.  During spring and early summer the hillside would be covered in bright purple and yellow flowers.  People on the path could see down to the street below that flowed with the curve of the hill.  From the street, the pathway was obstructed by the tall grass.  I had taken the drive down the winding road on a nice summer day myself and the only way anyone would know there was a path is if they could see people walking.  The road below was not well lit, only a few streetlights that were set to shine onto the road for drivers.  The path would be shadowed in darkness once the sun set. No one on the road would be able to see movement late at night.  As we moved, I could see forensic techs combing through the grass, heads down looking for evidence.  They were performing a grid search across the hillside.  That aroused my curiosity because most murders did not call for a grid search.  

“Is there another access gate?” I asked.

“Yeah. It's set on the next block over.  

“Who found the body?”

“A couple going for their morning jog,” Ryan answered.

We found four detectives blocking our way to the body.  

“Hello boys, do you mind stepping back from the victim,” I said, startling a few of them.

“Look who decided to finally show up,” the only redhead of the group replied as he turned to face me.

“I’m sorry Cain.  Did I hold up your busy schedule?”

“Actually you did,” he replied.

Detective Marcus Cain had been with the HCU for three years.  It was easy to see why he had been placed with the unit.  His jokes for some were seen as unprofessional, for the rest of us it was the way just he blew off steam.  Aside from the jokes Cain and I traded, he was in many ways very different from his Lieutenant.  Cain was not nearly as lean or as tall as his Lieutenant.  His head was level with Ryan’s shoulders, placing him just under six feet tall.  Where Ryan was built like a runner with a long thin frame, Cain was built like a football player.  His auburn hair was a shade or so darker than my own, cut close to the scalp making it look more red than it really was.  He had a five o’clock shadow across his chin telling me he had not shaved in a couple of days. In many ways, Cain had a more laid back approach to life.  He was a good cop and despite the appearance and the attitude, he took his job seriously.  In all honesty, that was probably what saved him on most days.  He was also one of the few who did not care that I was a hellborn.

“I wouldn’t want you to miss out on all those donuts,” I smiled.

The detectives blocking my path laughed at Cain’s expense until they saw their Lieutenant’s face.

“Are two done?” Ryan interrupted the laughter.

The detectives moved to the other side of the body, allowing me to see the victim.  The victim, or what was left of the victim, was an African American female in her early twenties.  She had light skin that appeared closer to a gray blue color, due to blood loss and death.  Her straight black hair was shoulder length and matted with blood, splayed out around her.  Her dark glossy eyes were wide open, staring out vacantly.  Her black mascara had run in black streaks down the corner of her eyes.  Red lipstick was smeared around her lips.  I moved her head, finding that the neck was already stiff with rigor.  I leaned over the body to see a large section of skin missing from her neck.  I pulled out a yellow evidence marker from my bag and measured the wound.  The wound measured four by three inches.  It seemed like an odd wound.  I palpated the wound, feeling the muscle and tissue.  At first I found nothing special as my fingers moved, until I felt two holes at the base of her neck.  The edges of the wound were jagged as if her skin was ripped or bitten away from her body.  I could only surmise that the skin had been removed in order to hide the puncture wounds.  

I began to examine the rest of the body, or what was left of it.  The left arm had been removed.  Her shoulder had a deep cut above the ripped muscles.  The muscles looked like they had been put through a meat grinder, stringy and torn to pieces.  I could see white bone sticking out.  The right arm was still attached. Deep claw marks raked down the posterior side of the arm. Her manicured nails were now broken jaggadly.  She had fought hard with her attacker, taking flesh with her in death.  Her torso was bare.  I lifted the body to find what remained of her clothes.  She had worn a vibrant purple dress.  The killer had ripped her clothes from her body in order to expose the flesh and meat under the dress. Even with the chill in the air some of mother nature’s scavengers had moved in to take their pound of flesh.  Blow flies had found the body first, followed not far behind by crows.  Her chest was intact, not a mark to be found on her perfect skin.  A large hole was torn a few inches from her sternum down to her pelvis.  The wound had jagged edges, tissue and muscle hanging into the body cavity.  Her intestines were pooled next to her body.  I looked inside the body and slid my hand inside.  The muscles were becoming stiff making it difficult to tell which organs remained intact.  Her kidneys were gone along with her liver.  I could feel the spleen and what was left of the torn lungs.  Both legs were still attached.  I examined the legs, finding no bite marks to match the one on her neck.  They left her legs splayed out leaving her private parts exposed for the world to see.  The right foot still had a black three inch pump on, the other missing.  I noticed her toes were painted the same color as her nails, fire engine red.

I turned from the body to look at the surrounding area.  The porous concrete had absorbed the rust colored blood over the last few hours.  Some blood splatter had also hit the tall grass.  My guess, it came from her arm as it was torn from her body.  It would create an arterial spray explaining the blood in the grass.  

“Did you find the arm?” I asked.

“It was found a few feet down the hill,” Ryan replied pointing to the left of the body.

“I need to see it.”

“Cain, go get the arm for her.”

Cain stepped around the body and headed towards the access gate.  

“What do you think?” Ryan asked as I stepped away from the body.

“I will tell you as soon as I see the arm.”

A few minutes passed before Cain came back with an arm in a bag.  The bag was clear, but it was already taped shut with evidence tape.  I examined the arm, finding a lighter circle along the skin of the wrist. On the anterior side of the wrist, there were two puncture holes that were similar to the ones on her neck.  The rest of the shoulder to the bicep looked like the other half.  Claw marks were visible from the base of the torn muscle and tissue to the elbow.  

“Did you find her watch or purse?” I asked.

“We found some of her clothing but no watch or purse yet.  Maybe she didn’t bring it with her,” Ryan said.

"Women do not generally go anywhere without their purse.  I can see a tan line here which tells me she usually wears a watch.”

“Maybe she didn’t wear one last night.”

“How about her other shoe?” I asked.

“Yeah about ten feet that way,” he replied, pointing a thumb over his shoulder.

“Anyone hear anything last night?” 

“We have uniforms canvassing the neighborhood now.  So far, no one heard anything,” Ryan added.

“Any shoe or paw prints?”

“Some shoe prints, but they stop about halfway to the gate,” Cain replied.

I stepped to the other side of the body and moved in the opposite direction.  Leading away from the body were seven shoe prints, but no paw prints.  I moved to the edge of the walkway, looking for crushed or bent grass.  There was a trail of crushed grass leading down the hill at an angle to the street.  

“What do you think, Woods?” Ryan asked.  

“Do we know anything about the victim?” I asked, ignoring his question.

“Nothing yet.  Now, are you going to tell me what we have?” Ryan impatience in his voice.

“From what I can see, it is one of two things.  One, there is one killer, probably a wolf making this look like more than it is. Or Two, there are two killers,  a wolf and a vampire.”

“Which do you think?”

“I would say it's two killers.”

“Wolves and vamps hate each other, isn't that what you have said?” Cain chimed in.

“They are both dominant creatures so generally they don’t get along but the way the victim looks, I would say these two have found a way to work together.”

“Why do you say it’s a wolf and a vampire?” Ryan asked.

He wanted me to prove my theory.  I knew Ryan trusted my knowledge and what I was saying, but there were others listening.  He also knew I would be questioned about this later in open court.  This was Ryan’s way of proving I knew my stuff and I could be trusted.

“The first bite on the left wrist was a neat and clean bite.  She probably agreed to it.  From the clothes and the makeup, I would say she was probably on a date, maybe with the vampire. I don’t think he came across this girl walking down the path late at night.  The euphoric feeling, from what I heard, can be amazing on its own, add sex in the mix it becomes mind numbing.  He moves to her neck.  From the angle of the bite I would say he is behind her at that point.  She was probably feeling nothing but pleasure.  The bite mark on her neck was mostly neat but there is a bit of a tear on one of the holes.  There is also some blood coming from that hole.  Chances are he took a large amount from her neck.  Between the blood loss and the euphoria she didn’t know the wolf had even showed up.  That would be when things turned ugly.  The vampire watched as she was torn apart by the wolf. 

“Why did he go for her gut?” Cain asked.

“Because he wanted her organs.  The liver and kidneys are gone, the spleen and lungs are in pieces.”

“Why did they rip her arm off?” Ryan asked.

“For fun, or maybe to give you something else to look at.  I don’t know why they took her arm.  Maybe the wolf got carried away.”

“Where’s the prints from the wolf?”

“He could have cleaned himself before he moved on or shifted.  As soon as her blood hit the concrete it was absorbed quickly.”

“Maybe the vampire wasn’t working with the wolf?” Cain offered.

“Then you would see either pieces of a wolf or pieces of a vampire here.  No vampire would just allow a wolf to take his prey and walk away.  This was planned out.”

“Shit,” Ryan said softly.

“You can say that again,” I replied.

“Why would a wolf and a vampire team up?”

“I don’t know.  But I would make sure your examiner does a rape kit just in case.”

“I want a meeting with both the Falls pack leader and the Vampire Clan leader,” Ryan ordered.

“Good luck with that.”

“I’m serious, Woods.”

“You may be serious but they will not meet with you.  They will meet with me.”

Damian Vanguard was the Falls Pack Alpha.  He controlled any wolf who lived in Sweetclover.  He was one of the more progressive alphas the pack had seen in years.  He had made many changes in the way the pack ran their businesses and their interactions with humans.  With that said, he would not talk to the police on this matter.  In the past, the police had been less willing to work with the pack.  It had led to wolves being arrested wrongfully and a lot of bad press from both sides.  If Ryan showed up demanding answers it would lead him to nothing more than the door.  The wolves would call their lawyers and it would become a legal mess for everyone involved.  I knew Damian personally.  He would talk to me because of our relationship. 

The vampire clan was the same.  Hugo, who controlled most of the vampires here, did not answer to human police willingly.  Hugo believed that the human police were beneath him so he would just refuse to see them and have them removed from his property.  Hugo did not necessarily feel I was his equal, but if I flirted with him and made everything about him, it made him more willing to talk to me.  
Taking Ryan with me to see either of the leaders would be a disaster and I was not willing to ruin the relationships I had built with either of them for Ryan or his desire to be the one to talk to them.
“Look, I know what you want to ask both of them but if you want help from either of them, then I will go and ask, not you,” I reasoned.

“You should have one of us with you.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re cops...”

I stopped him right there.

“You may be the cops but they do not answer to you nor will they.  You want information? Do you want their help? Then I’m your guy.”

“Fine. But you call me as soon as you leave.”

“Fine.  If you are done with me, I would like to go home and sleep,” I said irritably.  

“You go visit the wolf and vamps first,” Ryan demanded.

“I will call them and schedule a meeting. It’s the best way to handle this.”

“You call me as soon as you talk to them.  I also want your report by the end of today.”

“Fine.  I need you to send me the crime scene photos and the information when we get an I.D. on her.”

“I’ll send it to you as soon as I have it,” Ryan replied.

With that, Ryan walked away from me and the body on the ground.  I stared at Cain for a moment, wondering why Ryan seemed so irritable this morning.  He shrugged his shoulders at me.  We had been down this road with the vampires and the wolves.  He knew how it worked.  Today, that way seemed to bother him. 

I walked back to my car, discarding my gloves and booties in the crime scene waste bag.  I was more exhausted than I had been when I arrived.  All I wanted was my bed and the sleep that came with it.  Instead, I was on my way home to make some calls, write up a report, and hopefully my reward for my hard work would be sleep.
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Chapter Two
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I arrived home thirty minutes later, trying to find a way around my responsibilities awaiting me when I walked in the door.  All I wanted was a few hours of sleep. Unfortunately for me, my tasks had to be dealt with immediately.  

I pulled into my garage, closing the door behind me.  I lived in a two-story townhouse in a part of town that was predominantly human.  I bought this place two years ago out of necessity to have more of a permanent place to not only live but also to work.  Also, Meri, my best friend insisted I needed to have more room than my studio apartment had provided.  The rent was cheap, and it ensured I could be alone as long as I wanted.  Meri had been right when she convinced me to buy this place, even if it did take her three months.  There was also the little issue of my landlord refusing to renew my lease.  Call it a hunch, I was pretty sure Meri played a role in his decision.  

The first floor of my home consisted of the living room, kitchen, and a small bedroom.  The small bedroom was perfect for my office, in which I was in desperate need of.  The office had enough space for a desk, two chairs and a filing cabinet which stood in the corner of the room.  The filing cabinet held all my current cases and closed cases for the current year.  The rest of my files were locked away in the garage in cabinets I had installed.  The space I would have used for holiday decorations were instead filled with files.  I kept my files for a few reasons.  The first reason is I used them as a reference point if any cases arose that were similar in nature.  The big cases like murder or rape were less common in how they were committed.  The actual reason or act were different in each case.  Every once in a while you had a serious crime that mirrored a previous case.  Many were petty crimes that required jail time.  If I had a re-offender breaking the law to make a fast buck, I could always look up their previous arrest. The last reason was for legal purposes.  There’s always a chance of being sued even years after a case closes.  I wanted to ensure I protected myself from any civil actions that could be taken against me.

The top floor of my home was the master bedroom and a large bathroom that came equipped with his and her sinks and a tub that had the perfect knee boob ratio.  With most tubs, either your boobs were covered or your knees were.  This tub covered both.  For me, the tub tipped the scales on whether to buy the place or not.  The master bedroom was a large loft that held my king size bed, a walk-in closet, a dresser, and my favorite overstuffed dark gray chair, with plenty of room to spare.  Meri had tried to force me into buying more furniture for this room.  Unfortunately for her, I do not intimidate easily nor do guilt trips or any cuteness she thinks she has affected me.  I am not a clothes horse, but the closet is large enough to hold my clothes, winter jackets, and my gun safe.  Aside from the tub, the other selling point was the distance between this place and Meri’s.  In bad traffic, fifteen minutes and in no traffic, seven minutes. 

I walked in, throwing my keys onto the wooden table sitting by the door and headed for the kitchen for some caffeine.  Caffeine today was going to become my best friend.  It would be what kept me going until I could get some real sleep.  Five minutes later I had a large mug of hot coffee with honey in my hand and headed to my office.  I turned on my computer, giving it a few minutes to start up while I made my calls.  The first call was to Hugo.  Hugo owned a few nightclubs and bars down in The Gallery. All of them were designed around humans and hellborns having a good time together.  Unlike some businesses that catered only to hellborns, Hugo ensured that his businesses were safe for humans with no illegal acts occurring in his establishments.  He knew how to make money while winning over humans and hellborns alike.  His charisma and intelligence drew hellborns and humans equally to him.  The downside to Hugo was his ego. He had lived as a vampire for the last three hundred years.  In three hundred years, he had discovered he could love no one as much as he loved himself.  The clubs helped fuel his love for himself because he had the adoration and envy of his patrons and his vampires.  This meant half of my time with him would be spent flirting and talking about him. The other half would be me begging for his assistance.  

The other thing about Hugo was he liked to keep up appearances.  He liked giving the humans what they expected of a vampire.  He lived under his favorite club he owned called Obsidian.  At some point in the last seventy years, you would have thought humans would have learned about us.  Many still believed vampires were forced to sleep in coffins and live in dark places.  Hugo liked their naïve thinking, so he gave them what they wanted. He would make appearances during the night, giving the people what they craved and then slink back downstairs.  

I called the club and was not shocked when the call went to voicemail.  I left a message giving as little detail as I could, requesting a meeting.

My next call would be more enjoyable and in some ways so would the meeting. It would be the highlight of my day.  I called Damian on his cell. He answered after the first ring.

“Savannah,” came his deep voice.  

“Hi Damian.  How are you doing?”

“Better now.  It’s been a few months since we last talked.  What’s going on?”

Damian Vanguard and I had known each other for over ten years.  We met in the fall of our senior year of college in a science class.  Damian was working on a business degree, and I was working on a criminal justice degree. We were two hellborns who had very little in common in terms of life paths and experience.  He had grown up surrounded by his pack and his loving parents, being groomed most of his life for his role as king.  I came from a family of criminals and in truth never truly wanted by either parent.  My father, an earth witch, left shortly after I was born and started a new family.  He had taken only a few glances at me and realized I would never be the child he wanted.  He found a new wife and had, from what I have been told, four kids.  My mother was a petty criminal who was known as a spirit talker.  She could see and communicate with the dead.  The problem is she used her magic to steal from humans who just wanted comfort.  I was never anything more than a disappointment to her.  I left home at seventeen and never looked back.  

The moment Damian and I met had been one of those twists of fate moments when we sat down at the same table, forcing us to become lab partners.  I had been on my own most of my life.  Making friends was not something I did often.  Damian, on the other hand, is a charmer.  He was the one who spoke first, causing me to take notice of him.  I would like to say the first thing I noticed was his smile or something romantic but I would be lying if I said that.  The first thing I noticed was how muscular his tan arms were.  Then I noticed the soft warm eyes.  We became fast friends who on an occasion flirted with one another.  Eventually that flirtation turned into something more for a short moment in time.  Our love affair lasted long enough for the two of us to fall in love and ended when I realized that we could never stay together.  Damian was heading toward the Alpha position of the Falls Pack, which meant when he mated it was for life and the rules of the pack demanded that the leader was only to mate with another wolf.  I knew the rules and made the hardest decision I had ever made in my life.  We were together for almost two years when I ended it.  

It broke me to hurt him but I knew he had a big future that could not include me.  We were still friends.  The unfortunate part was that the feelings never went away, which made life hard for both of us.  I had not spoken to Damian in months because it was easier to pretend he did not exist. When I had an encounter like I did the night before, I called Tess, his second in command, in order to keep some distance.  

“Yeah, I know work on my end is busy.  I’ve hardly had any time for Meri,” I lied.

“I’m glad your business is doing well.”

“Thanks.  Um... Listen, I need to see you.”

“Is this business or personal,” he asked.

“Business, actually.”

“I won’t pretend I’m not a little disappointed,” he said.

I could hear the smile in his voice as we talked.  It gave me butterflies picturing him sitting there as his smile lit up his golden brown eyes.  I took a deep breath pushing away the image.

“Are you free today?” I asked, pulling the conversation back on track.

“I have some free time this afternoon.”

“I can do that. What time and where works for you? I can come to you.”

“Can you come by the cafe?  I am stuck here today. About three o’clock?” he asked.  

“Yeah, not a problem.  See you at three then.”

“Great.”

I took that as a goodbye and hung up.  I won’t lie, I had enjoyed hearing his voice, and seeing him would give me joy as well.  It also filled me with dread because it meant dealing with emotions and I hated dealing with those.  I turned towards the computer and decided the report could wait until after my meeting. Sleep was winning the battle at this point.  I left the rest of my coffee and headed for the stairs. It took only minutes for sleep to claim me and when it did, I dreamt of Damian.  

****
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FOR A SECOND TIME THAT day, I woke to a ringing phone which led to more cursing to whoever was calling me.  I answered without even opening my eyes.

“What,” I growled.

“Ms. Woods,” said a silky voice.

It took a moment to register who owned the voice that even over the phone felt like satin brushing across my skin.  The sensation was enough to make me sit up in bed.

“Hello Santiago,” I said.

Santiago was the vampire who handled most of the everyday business dealings for Hugo.  He was Hugo's closest advisor.  I was fairly confident he was the other reason Hugo‘s businesses did so well financially.  He handled all of the day to day tasks along with the money management and employees.  Without Santiago, I am not sure what Hugo would do.  Santiago was one of the few vampires who seemed to care more for others than he did for himself, making him one of the few vampires I actually liked and trusted.

“Hugo received your message and would like to invite you to Obsidian tomorrow evening at eleven?” He informed me softly.

His voice once more caressed my skin causing me to shiver.  

“Is there any way we could meet tonight?” I asked.

“It is tomorrow or nothing at all.”

Damn vampires.  It was always on their time table and never on anyone else’s.  

“Fine, I will be there with bells on,” I conceded.

“I will add your name to the list at the door.  We look forward to seeing you tomorrow, Ms. Woods.”

The call ended, and I lay in bed fearing what my clock said.  A quick glance told me I only slept for three hours. My alarm was set to go off an hour from now and I weighed my options.  I could try to go back to sleep for the hour or just get up. Sleep was tempting, but would the hour be enough to satisfy me?  Instead I chose option B, which came with a steady supply of coffee with honey.  

My coffee maker was still on from earlier.  This meant two things: the coffee would be hot and ready to devour and slightly burnt.  With all the discoveries around the world, no one had yet developed a coffee maker that would not burn your coffee while it kept warm.  If I ever got rich, I would proudly spend the money on that research and development.

I added a large amount of honey to my cup.  The honey would add a sweetness to my coffee that I enjoyed, more than I probably should.  It also helped hide some of the burnt taste. I retreated to my office once more to begin piecing together what happened to our victim.  I still had my report to write for Ryan.  He would be on me like flies on shit if I fell behind. The reports seemed like a waste of time to most people but they had value because they were used as evidence.  Reports were what helped us ensure we got the necessary warrants that were required by law.  Before I wrote the report, I wanted to have the crime scene photos to look at. In my opinion, it was important to get a second look at a scene, particularly when the crime is as brutal as our scene had been.  Sometimes the eyes and brain get distracted by the gore and miss the smaller details.  Unlike what cop shows depict, most of the time you do not get to go back to the crime scene.  Within a day or two the scene is released back to either family or whoever owns it.  Crime scene video and photos are the way we view the crime scene as many times as we need to.

I checked my email, finding a message from the Lieutenant waiting for me. The email contained not just the photos from the scene but a reminder he was waiting for my report.  

I downloaded the pictures and hit print.  I would need the photos for my meetings with Damian and Hugo.  I wanted them to see what I was dealing with.  Transparency or the appearance of transparency is the key to having a successful relationship with both the vampires and the wolves.  As they printed, I searched each one of the photos for any new piece of insight I could find.  I scanned the photos one at a time, zooming in on small details of trash, cloth, and other small pieces of evidence collected on the hill.  The only new piece of information I gathered from the images was the small pieces of her vibrant purple dress that had been found across the hillside.  I was not sure why they had done it. Was it to distract us? Was it like a kid with a handful of confetti, throwing it up out of enjoyment?  I had been working on the idea that some of the dress had been eaten when the wolf tore into her abdomen. Now I was not so sure that had been the case.  This just added to my list of questions.

After thirty minutes of examining every picture, I began my report for Ryan.  The report in many ways was the exact same information I shared with Ryan at the scene.  The only difference in the written report and my verbal report on the scene was the report had more professional terminology.  It took forty-five minutes for me to complete.  The photos, along with a copy of my report, went into a file that would go with me.  I was confident that Damian would want proof of my findings.  What better way than a folder full of crime scene photos along with my report.  I sent a quick email back to Ryan with my report.  I had slept in my clothes from the crime scene.  A quick glance in the mirror told me they were fine and that no one would be able to tell I had slept in them.  I added my knife once more and ran a quick brush through my hair and over my teeth. I was meeting with a wolf. Their sense of smell is about ten times that of the average human’s.  He would be able to smell my morning breath from across the room and I wanted to avoid that as much as possible. With my file tucked under my arm, I headed for the door. 
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Chapter Three
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The Gallery is located in the downtown area of town.  It was the part of town that most hellborns lived and worked.  The Gallery is made up of multiple blocks.  At the heart of it were businesses such as shops, restaurants, and bars.  It was one of the larger business areas run by hellborns in the region. At any time, day or night, The Gallery was bursting at the seams with humans and hellborns alike.  The business section was made up of three blocks.  Two blocks were businesses that served all species. These were the businesses that welcomed all.  It was one of the safest areas of the city.  No human wanted to tangle with a hellborn.  Those that did learned quickly and often too late.  Hellborns robbed other hellborns, but they learned quickly that business owners down here tended to stick together.  They would be banned from The Gallery except perhaps the last block.  The last block served more to hellborns than to humans. Mind you, that did not mean businesses on that block did not serve humans.  Those businesses dealt in questionable practices.  The farther you went into The Gallery, the less it became safe.  I tried to avoid the last block, but work forced me down there.  One club down in the area allowed vampires to feed, which was fine if you had consent.  The problem Bloody Nights had was consent.  There had been complaints for years from humans who alleged they had been taken advantage of.  The city wanted the club gone but had found no legal way of closing it down.  Interestingly enough, the last street of The Gallery led into the unsavory part of town where drugs, prostitution, and other crimes were a common occurrence.  

Store fronts were decorated with bright colors and unique designs.  Restaurants offered specials to mixed race couples or enticing humans to dine with hellborns.  Other places displayed art from local hellborns and there were even a couple galleries which sold art pieces. The difference in each shop gave The Gallery almost an artsy feel to it. The bars were not as colorful in design but added their own unique experience for humans, the experience of partying with us.  As if we partied any differently than humans.  The only difference was some hellborns fed on blood or raw meat.  For the humans who accepted us, The Gallery was the perfect place for them to come and mingle. 

The Gallery also served tourists and humans looking for a thrill.  Those were the ones that most business owners enjoyed taking money from because they were harmless and naive.  The thrill seekers were usually the humans who got themselves into trouble.  

The surrounding area of the The Gallery were homes for most of the hellborn community.  The homes looked like any other part of town you drove through.  Some homes were beautifully maintained, with lush lawns and gardens.  They had expanded homes, making them large and expensive looking where others looked like they could have a starring role in a horror movie.  Hellborns and humans lived very similar lives.  The only hellborn you did not see living among other hellborns were the wolves. They stayed within their forest boundaries as a pack. They had their own city within their forest with their own set of laws.  

Few of us were comfortable living close to humans.  For me, it was a safety issue.  I had more enemies than friends within the hellborn community.  I knew living around other hellborns was a disaster waiting to happen.  There were several hellborns I had arrested over the years that were not my number one fans.  Then there were others who felt by working with humans I was betraying all hellborns.  The fact was we needed law and order.  Without it, the city would fall into chaos.  We needed to live peacefully with humans.  The laws that protected humans also protected us from them.  Not all humans liked me, but they were less of a threat than the hellborns were. 

My home was close enough to The Gallery where I could, in good traffic, get there in fifteen minutes.  Traffic depended on the day and time around here.  The drive today was good.  It was the middle of the week and people were still at work.  The stress would come when I arrived.  The Gallery was built years ago, when there were fewer humans and hellborns within the city.  Parking spaces were limited, making any visit a challenge
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