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      Chrissy knew she shouldn't go jogging late at night.

      She knew she shouldn't take a short cut through Tompkins Square Park. That was how you got raped, especially when you were new from flyover country and hadn't developed your big city senses yet.

      The fact that she did it anyway said something about her sense of self preservation. She circled around the Hare Krishna tree, her heart pounding and her limbs starting to burn.

      A moment later, her screams echoed through the trees. Nobody came rushing to her aid immediately, which says more about big cities than human nature.

      She finally stopped, and looked down once more at the thing which had made her scream. Bile rose to her throat.

      She was looking at a body. There was no question as to the deceased nature of said body. It was that of a woman, a young one. Blood had already started to congeal around the form, blood that came from multiple stab wounds. Chrissy could not tell whether she had fought back or not.

      She could only tell that she had been quite brutally and methodically killed.

      Chrissy had been an avid reader of mystery novels. She would never pick one up again.

      Finally somebody came running, a young black man wearing a red hoodie, the hood down over his shoulders, his chest emblazoned with the logo of a comic book character.

      He hesitated. Looked at her. "Could you call the cops?"

      Given his skin color, it was unsurprising that he would hesitate about calling them himself.

      She swallowed, the vile taste of almost-but-not-quite vomit circling through her mouth. Then she pulled out her cell phone. "Police. Tompkins Park. There's...there's..."

      "What is there?"

      "I..."

      "What is there?"

      The repeated words finally got through to her. "A body. Please."

      "Are they dead?"

      "Yes. They're...all..."

      "I'm sending police and an ambulance. I need you to...is anyone else there?"

      "There..." She glanced around, but the black man had left. "Not right now."

      "Where exactly in the park are you?"

      "Right under the Hare Krishna tree." The dispatcher was so calm. There was a dead body at her feet and she wanted to scream again, to cry, to throw up. To know who she was. To find who killed her and give them the same treatment. To run and hide.

      "Okay. Stay put."

      She stayed put. She stayed put until they showed up. She let them take her statement.

      She let them walk her home.

      She never went jogging at night again.
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      Detective Judy Eidelman let the uniforms take care of the near hysterical witness.

      The poor woman had clearly never run into anything like that before. From her Dakotas accent, she wasn't even used to being in the City, let alone encountering the worst men could do to each other.

      She was pretty sure this was the worst. The victim had been young and pretty. Forensics would determine whether she had been raped before being killed, but Judy already knew where to place her bets.

      Young, pretty, and white. This one was going to make headlines, there was going to be a tremendous amount of pressure on them to solve it. Cynically, she thought of the number of times it happened to a black or indigenous girl, and the pressure was to forget about it, to put it in a drawer. That pressure got to her sometimes. It wasn't right, but she couldn't fix it if she...

      She glanced at her new partner. Darrell's dark face showed his tension. He'd seen a dead body before, but this was a bad one.

      He had to learn. She steeled herself and looked at the body again. Multiple stab wounds to the torso. The medical examiner would have a lot to say, but Judy knelt and looked at the hands.

      Yes, there was debris under the fingernails. She'd fought back. It hadn't been enough, but she'd fought back.

      She stepped back, letting them take the body. Forensics would match the DNA, would get her identified.

      "Psycho bastard," Darrell said, finally.

      "I honestly hope not." If it was an actual psycho there would be more. More likely the murderer had known the victim. They almost always did.

      But this was a perfect setup for the New York Panic. A young, pretty jogger murdered in a park. Admittedly, it wasn't Central Park this time.

      It was going to bring up all those old stories. "But it does look like a walking urban legend, doesn't it?" Darrell shook his head.

      She took a deep breath. "Can you go with the body? Lean on the medical examiner until we get results."

      "What are you going to do?"

      "I'm going to see if nobody saw nothing," she quipped, eyeing the bank of walk ups on one side of the park. It wasn't that late; some people would have been awake. The trees might have kept them legitimately oblivious, though.

      Darrell laughed weakly. "It's New York."

      She saluted him. "You're learning." A uniform fell in next to her as she walked towards the apartments.

      For once, she did not argue with the extra protection.
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      The building was a classic New York tenement with the fire escapes on the front. And no, nobody saw nothing. Knocking on a few relevant doors gave her precisely that. People were absent, asleep, or had been disturbed only by a scream that had occurred right before the dispatcher was called, and distinctly after her guess at time of death.

      That scream had been the poor innocent who found the body, not the victim. So, the victim had fought back, but done so relatively quietly.

      You were supposed to scream. Why hadn't she? Screaming was part of self defense, it drew attention.

      It led back to the obvious conclusion. She had known her killer. Leaving forensics to search the scene, she walked back over to the tree. Leaned against it.

      She wished she could ask the tree; it had, no doubt, witnessed the murder but, being a tree, had little to say on the matter. She'd had a college roommate who believed in such things. Animism.

      Judy's personal jury was out, but it didn't matter whether the tree saw anything. The tree could not talk.

      The uniforms were canvasing the area, but nobody saw nothing. Nobody ever did, not even when the victim was young, pretty, and white.

      Blonde even.

      Judy tugged at her own dark and vaguely curly locks and shook her head.

      "Okay, here's one thing we do have. Somebody saw a young black man leave the area right after whoever screamed stopped screaming."

      "I'm pretty sure that was that poor jogger. And I'm not going to be too suspicious of a young black man who leaves an area that's about to be crawling with cops. Identify him anyway."

      He was probably just a witness, but if he'd stuck around, things would have gone bad. He would have been far too convenient. She was not going to let "convenient" win. "We can track him down and get a statement, but my guess is the body had already been there some fifteen minutes."

      "You'd think it wouldn't have stayed there that long without being found."

      "Late on a Thursday night. If it was Friday I'd agree with you." Thursday was a dead night for night life.

      "I think I've done everything I can here," she added. "We have an ID on the jogger?"

      "Chrissy Voltaire, born in freaking North Dakota, moved here to find work. I'm pretty sure she's just an unfortunate bystander." Clark was a senior uniform. She listened to his words.

      She nodded. "So, until we get the body identified. I don't think this is a mad rapist. More likely her boyfriend."

      Clark nodded himself. "More likely. You go do what you need to do. I'll handle things here."

      She finally left. To get some rest and deal with the nightmares that so often stalked her.

      They didn't get as many murders a year as people thought.

      It only took one.
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      "Dani Martin," Darrell pronounced. "Freshman at New York University, born in Philadelphia. Only child."

      Judy winced for the parents. "Has somebody contacted the parents yet?"

      "Yes. They've been notified and are thinking about anything she might have said."

      She was still working on the boyfriend hypothesis. It seemed the most likely. Boyfriend or somebody she'd rejected.

      "Interesting thing. She wasn't raped."

      Judy raised an eyebrow. "She wasn't."

      "No." A pause. "I have the medical examiner's full report. She wasn't raped, she definitely fought back, and she probably fought back well. Black belt in Tae Kwon Do."

      That might explain the lack of screaming. She probably thought she could win. "What dan, or don't we know yet?"

      "I don't know that much." He almost looked sheepish.

      So, the woman had been in the park, had been jumped, had fought back, and the guy had killed her instead of raping her.

      Plausible scenario. But she was still hung up on this being somebody the young woman...seventeen...had known.

      At her age, she could have been second or even third dan, depending on when she had started. Or not. Judy didn't know a lot about martial arts, but she knew there were minimums. And she knew who she could find out more from.

      "Okay, I want to talk to her roommate, her...I forget the term in Tae Kwon Do." Her instructor. It might be part of the picture. "And any romantic partners, current or recent."

      He nodded.

      "Forget her professors, she was a freshman, none of them would have known her. But find out if she had an advisor or a counselor." She smiled at Darrell. "Thank you."

      The question was, of course, who to talk to first. Common wisdom said the roommate. Her gut, which seldom let her down, said the instructor.

      She needed to build up a picture of who Dani Martin had been if she was going to work out who killed her.

      "But before that, I'm getting myself a bagel." She'd pulled an all nighter. "Coming?" she asked of her partner.

      He nodded. "Noah's?"

      "Where else?"

      He grinned. "Hey, I trust your judgment on bagels and lox."

      "Stereotypes," she mock grumbled.

      "This one's true," he pointed out.

      He was right. She really was a better judge of good lox than he was. She was also right about it being a stereotype. It didn't matter.

      They stepped out into New York's late summer dawn. For a moment, she could forget she had a case.

      But no, she would not forget Dani Martin's accusing face.
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      In a dreary rental space in East New York, a somewhat overweight man with wispy blonde hair was fiddling with something on a work bench.

      A slender, dark haired man entered the space unannounced. "Not about to blow anything up, are you, Richard?"

      "Only you if you keep walking in on me like that!"

      The man laughed a dry, empty laugh. "You know you wouldn't do that." He walked over to the bench. "Ah, not a bomb. What little treasure are you working on?"

      "Spider tracer," the man quipped.

      This elicited another dry laugh. "Looks a bit big to put on a person. Vehicle use, then?"

      "So, what have you been up to?" Richard asked, rather than answering the question.

      "Narrowly avoiding being framed for murder," the black-haired man said. "Might not be off the hook yet."

      "Crap." Richard stopped working, turned his chair. "Victor, what happened?"

      "I tracked down the young Guardian who recently showed up in south Manhattan. Just in time for somebody to take her down."

      This time Richard's swear word was stronger. "Look, some of us do have to worry about Guardians killing us. Minor inconvenience right..." He glared at the man.

      "Oh, I planned on convincing her to let us stay below her radar. But..."

      "But of course everyone's going to think you did it."

      "Relax. It's true nobody saw the actual culprit, but I doubt they looked like me in any more than circumstantial way. If they'd had a glamor up, Martin would have sensed it and known to be on her guard. I suspect she was killed by a mundane."

      Richard nodded slowly. "But if you're wrong...I can't alibi you, well..."

      "We could be in bed together," Victor quipped. It was both a suggestion for a lie and an obvious if casual invitation.

      "After I finish this," Richard promised. "You worry about getting that cleared up."

      Victor nodded slowly. For once he wasn't sure how. But fardle it, if he was going to get arrested and sent down, it should at least be for something he actually did.

      Which left him with only one option.

      He had to find the murderer himself. With proof the police would believe.

      "I hate cops," he added, perhaps inexplicably, and stepped back out of the space. 'Flexspace' they called it, cheap for small scale storage or manufacturing.

      Not in prime territory by the docks. But in a nothing industrial park between a wheelchair repair company and what he suspected was a grow op, where nobody would look for them. Or where everybody would, but not until it was too late, until they were done with why they were here and moving on again.

      This time they might have to move on from New York, and Victor felt a pang of grief. He was from here, from here and not at the same time, but the memories of this life were clearer than all save...

      He walked past the high school, carefully keeping to the opposite side of the road. He thought best while moving. The air was clear, the sun fading but bright, offering not that much heat but plenty of psychological warmth.

      She'd fought back in near silence, but she hadn't been able to defeat her foe.

      With that powerful a cloaking field this was no mortal witch. Only four possibilities remained: Demon, fairy, rogue Guardian, or a highly skilled mundane.

      Victor's fear was that it was the first. That would put him against something dangerously close to his own kind.

      If it wasn't his own kind.

      His reassurances to Richard aside, he knew this was going to end with somebody in Hell.

      He knew it was likely to be him.
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      It wasn't direct or easy to get to Manhattan or, to be more precise, to New York University. He had to take a bus, then the subway. This was not the best part of Brooklyn. But his route took him that way nonetheless, from dreary streets to, well.

      More dreary streets. New York was his home and heart, but he had to admit that the city, the sprawling great metropolis was womb and lover and trap for him, as for so many of her children. Some people never sought to leave New York.

      Some people simply couldn't.

      He might be forced to. Or worse. He did not want to think of the reaming out that would come if he took on a ranking demon and lost. He was only lilin, once mere mortal and the lowest of the minions of Hell.

      Yet the easiest to send out into the world. He had found Richard, and would never regret that. Richard did not need any help from him to wickedness, he had already found his own way into the shadows. All Victor had to do there was make sure he never escaped.

      Other challenges were greater. He emerged into the light from 8 Street Station. Into the mess of buildings and people that was Manhattan, although at least not Midtown.

      No sane New Yorker went anywhere near Times Square. That was left for the tourists.  Southern Manhattan was better.

      There had been no question as to why a Guardian had suddenly arrived in south Manhattan. You always looked at the universities first.

      Richard was right; one should stay out of the way of Guardians. Richard, though, was barely more than a mundane. Aware, yes, powerful, no. Victor kept him around for his skills...in both technical matters and bed...not for any supernatural talent.

      The sky was clouding up, threatening rain. Victor scowled at it and kept walking. He was alert to trouble, but any outward observer would have seen complete relaxation. He turned down a side street, past student housing and up against the edge of campus in the form of a large red library that towered over him with the promise of learning but also of tomes so boring that even a good student might fall into a doze. A couple of students walked past. One of them eyed him.

      He smiled at the young woman, a predatory and inviting smile. He shouldn't, given he was more-or-less exclusive with Richard, but it was hard to resist. It might affect her equilibrium. She blushed and looked away.

      He could never forget what he was.
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      Victor could not use magic to find his target; he had never been good at the fine control needed for scrying. The power tended to rush out of him, destructive and exhilarating. It felt good.

      It killed.

      Which left him his mundane skills, the training he had given himself. He would find them, but he had to do it the slow way, the patient way.

      No matter how much he wanted to start taking this place apart, it would not serve him well to do so. It would attract all kinds of attention.

      On top of whatever had already been attracted by the premature death of a Guardian. At least her new incarnation would have to grow to something close to adulthood before they became something he had to worry about.

      Except that was a bad thing. If she was here she could tell people he didn't do it.

      Nobody would believe a lilin who said he hadn't committed a murder. They would, in any case, be looking for any and every excuse to send him back to Hell. Amongst those who didn't know the truth, he had a record and a reputation. He was known to be a professional, and the cops would put him high on the list.

      There was, for him, no guarantee of another escape. A shudder went through him. But he deserved no escape, not after what he did.

      And each step he took sealed his fate further. Agreeing, not fighting. Being what he was was, in and of itself, a sign that Hell trusted him. Which was a sign that he was willing to stay damned.

      Even to damn others, although in truth lilin were instruments of destruction not temptation.

      He stopped and looked upwards, fighting against the distraction circling in his mind. Then he looked around, blinking.

      One thing he could see were the faint flickering auras of souls. Sometimes they had their own disguises; more than once he'd been fooled by an expert shield or even by the deep repression of something a person had once been.

      But around here? Young people, innocents for the most part. Uninvolved in the ancient battles of Hell and Heaven and Faerie. Some of them had faith, glowing a little. A couple already had deep taint; or perhaps taint from a previous life they were being given a chance to get rid of. One or two had definitely dabbled in witchcraft.

      If there were any experts here they were well shielded or even cloaked. But what he was looking for was...not, this time, the vulnerable.

      Not those with faith, as there was no guarantee they would not subconsciously sense what he was, react to it.

      There.

      That one had the kind of cynical shell already built that he was looking for. He quirked his lips into something between a smile and a smirk and crossed the street towards the young man, hands in his pockets.

      Yes, this one would do well enough.
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      The barest hint of fall was in the air as Judy and Darrell got out of the car. Driving in Manhattan was a game of Russian roulette, but there were certain things you didn't do.

      Like take the subway when you had people to question. It was rare for the system to have problems, but every time Judy had tried that... She shook her head. New York University's campus was their first destination.

      She was still trying to locate the martial arts instructor. The roommate had proved easier.

      Jill felt an odd prick on the back of her neck, something vaguely familiar. She glanced around and saw him. Dark hair, just enough facial hair to highlight his angular chin, relatively slender build.

      A man she'd seen once before, and never been able to pin to anything. There had been a murder that time too.

      He might have done it.

      He might have done this one.

      He might be a ringer for the man she remembered, but there was something, an odd tingling fog in her brain. He was talking to a young student.

      "Judy?" Darrell asked.

      She shook her head. "See the dark-haired guy over there. I'm pretty sure he's not on the side of the angels. But he's probably nothing to do with the case."

      Darrell nodded, turning to look at the man for a moment. "Hot, though."

      "Ahem," Judy said.

      "Well, he is." Darrell sounded a little bit defensive.

      "I wouldn't."

      All of her instincts told her getting involved with that guy would be a bad idea. Hot, but a bad idea. Shaking her head, still trying to place him, she headed towards the dorm office. Hopefully they'd gotten Lacy, the roommate, to stick around.

      Hopefully she wasn't terrified of cops. Judy knew many people had reason. She tried to be one of the good ones, but she knew her fair share of cops who were more interested in arresting people than solving crimes, who were racist or sexist or anti-semitic or anti-something or who were just plain incompetent.

      She knew what happened to good cops who pushed too hard against it. She couldn't help anyone if she got fired or worse.

      She reached the office, putting the dark-haired man out of her mind. The door opened on a slightly fusty smell and a receptionist who was clearly a second- or third-year student paying off some of her tuition. She had her ears not just pierced, but elongated. "Can I help you?"

      Judy tugged out her badge. "We're here to talk to Lacy Wilcox. We called ahead."

      The receptionist shuddered. "I heard what happened to Dani."

      Judy nodded a little bit, putting on a sympathetic face. This person might not have known Dani well, but they had definitely known her.

      "I mean, she...okay, she was a little bit reckless, but nobody deserves that."

      She made a mental note of that too. Reckless could have been what put her there to be a victim, but you didn't blame them. You didn't ever blame them.

      No.

      You did.

      You just didn't do it where the public could hear you. You saved those whisperings for the back of the canteen.

      Sometimes they really did have it coming.

      Dani Martin had, worst case, messed up.
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      Lacy was a slender young woman dressed in full loligoth fashion except for the pale skin, which she did not come with naturally. She pushed back her locs as she regarded Judy.

      Judy could see that she was pale under her significant melanin. And suspected the dressing up was a defense mechanism against her grief, against the cops, against the risk of being somehow blamed for this.

      They were roommates. That did not mean they were friends. They could be enemies. Judy watched every minute reaction and motion. "Darrell, please stay," she said quietly.

      Lacy relaxed a little bit. She likely saw the African-American cop as at least...at least a bit less likely to judge her.

      "Relax. You're not a suspect."

      Lacy's second defense mechanism was snark, "What, because I'd have killed her here? I'd never have got the blood out the carpet."

      Judy managed not to laugh. "It's hard to clean up." Sadly, she knew from occasional experience. "Truth is, you had opportunities to kill her in a much less messy way."

      "I could have poisoned her," Lacy mused. "Look..."

      "Be honest. You didn't choose to be her roommate. I hated mine," Judy confided. "She liked to play cards until 3am. On weeknights."

      Lacy laughed. "Oh man, that's worse. I didn't hate Dani. We just had absolutely nothing in common and I didn't like her much. I was considering putting in for a change. I'd like to share space with somebody I actually get along with." She closed her eyes. "But I didn't want that to happen."

      "Why didn't you like her?" It was a possible clue.

      "Oh, well. She was odd." Lacy glanced down at herself. "The wrong kind of odd," she amended.

      Judy could see where her eyeliner had been damaged by tears. "A different kind of odd from you."

      "Right. I'm into depressing music and World of Darkness role playing games. She was into meditation and crystals and New Age stuff. And martial arts." Lacy closed her eyes. "She thought she could win the fight, didn't she."

      Judy didn't answer that almost-a-question. "So, she was into New Age stuff?"

      "Well, she was into occultism. She claimed she wasn't a fluffy bunny, whatever that means, but she did wear crystals."

      Judy nodded. "I know the type."

      She even thought she might have heard the phrase fluffy bunny, but she wasn't sure what it meant.

      "I need to ask you...I do need to ask you where you were when she was killed." A pause. "And if you knew anyone who hated her enough to kill her."

      Lacy shook her head. "I was in the library studying. Just check with the librarian. As for the other? No. Nobody hated Dani."

      Sadly, they often said that even when it was true. Or even believed it. No help here, then.

      Unless the New Age thing was a clue. "Can you tell me where she went to study Tae Kwon Do?"

      Lacy told her.
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      "No real luck?" Darrell asked as they left...armed with the name of Dani's sodam and dojang.

      "We have a place to go next."

      He nodded. "Where?"

      "Her Tae Kwon Do studio.Maybe her instructor knew something, or one of the other students."

      Maybe.

      She was starting to think this wasn't going to be one of those simple "the boyfriend did it" cases. She wished it was, but...

      Into the occult. "Also, she was apparently into New Age and occult stuff. Probably not connected, but..."

      Judy felt the hair on the back of her neck prick up.

      Darrell frowned. "Are we sure it's not?"

      Judy pursed her lips. "I don't think so."

      He shrugged. "Some of those wiccan types can get into some quite nasty fights, although they don't generally resort to violence."

      Maybe one of them did came a small voice in her head. She silenced it. She would follow the lead if it showed up, but it wasn't a priority.

      They walked back to the car. "Next step the martial arts studio." What were they called in Tae Kwon Do? Dojo was Japanese.

      She couldn't remember.

      There was a skinny black guy watching the car. She didn't know him, but her hairs pricked up again. He was watching the car intently, hands in his pockets, leaning against a wall opposite. Slightly too old to be a traditional student. Late twenties, maybe thirty. A bit of nervousness in his motion.

      She glanced at Darrell. At the car. It wasn't marked as a police car, but some people were experts at spotting unmarked cars.

      And some people didn't trust cops. With a very good reason, especially given the amount of melanin he had. Darrell's skin color would not help him feel any better. She quietly checked under the car before she got in, just in case. Likely all he'd done was watch.

      But there was something about him. She'd remember his face.

      Even if she wasn't entirely sure why.
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      Victor wasn't as worried about the two obvious cops who came out of one of the dorms as he was about the guy watching the cop car.

      Oh, that one. That one was a real danger to him. Which was kind of a shame because he was also seriously hot. On the thin side, but enough to make Victor want to lick his lips a little.

      No.

      That was a fire that would burn him, would burn both of them. He changed direction to go an entire block off to avoid the man. At the same time he knew he wouldn't have seen the last of him.

      He saw the man's head lift as he turned away. Saw him sniff the air.

      Not a werewolf; they were extinct and this guy almost certainly lacked the specific qualifications needed to shift. But there were some spirit workers who could do more or less what they had done.

      It could have been worse. The guy could have had a rider, and then Victor would have been really screwed. The loa and orisha did not care for things like him.

      Deep breath.

      He'd been made, of that he was sure. Which meant he was probably going to have to deal with the guy by some means, whether by corrupting him, killing him, or convincing him Victor wasn't worth his time and effort.

      He generally preferred the last. Although he'd enjoy the process of corruption with that one.

      Stop it, he told himself. You have a boyfriend.

      Of course, he didn't anticipate spending the next fifty years with Richard. But he wasn't ready to cut him loose just yet.

      And not just because he was useful.

      So. The cops had gone into that particular dorm, which told him that was her dorm. If he could find out who the cops were going to see...

      He wished for a moment he had a fae or faeblood's knack for glamor. He didn't. So he would just have to brazen it out. He walked around the block.

      Curse it, the guy was still there.

      Brazen it out. Victor firmly ignored him as he walked into the dorm. There was a common area in the lobby. A receptionist of sorts, clearly a student making her rent. He moved to look at some of the posters instead, trying to look casual. He appeared too old to be a student, but he could probably pass as somebody's older boyfriend.

      His break came a few minutes later. "So, I saw the cops." The girl leaned over the desk, her pink braids dangling.

      "There was a murder," the receptionist said. "A girl in this building. Don't go jogging late at night."

      "I never do," said pink hair.

      "You're smart. Unlike the girl who got killed."

      She hadn't been jogging late at night, Victor reckoned. She'd been hunting and the prey had turned on her.

      Or he was right and a mundane had killed her. But he still suspected she had been hunting.

      He wished he thought it was just that she had been taken out by some unseelie fae, some minor creature.

      He didn't think so.

      But he wished so.
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      Listening for a few more minutes got him a name. Dani.

      Her name of the time was Dani. Not her true name, of course, Guardians kept them as close as did demons and, for that matter, lilin.

      But the name her parents had given her, thinking her nothing more than their child.

      Dani.

      Part of him wanted to know everything about her, wanted to feel her life. He wished this had been a hunting accident. There were even a few vampires left in New York. The modern world was not kind to beings which messed up cameras by their very nature. The MO, however, did not match a vampire.

      It matched somebody who knew that the best way to take out a Guardian was not with magic.

      It was pretty close to what he might have tried, although he was sure he would have lost. She would have felt him coming, would have known what he was. Would have acted in self defense.

      Likely froze him.

      But the police did not know that and sniffing around was dangerous. Still, a hunting accident.

      Or.

      Or she really had been killed by a mundane. She would not have sensed one, would not have known she was going to be attacked until she was. Guardians sometimes had training in mundane combat.

      She had not. She had been studying to fill the gap and it had not worked. He almost felt sad for a moment.

      Even though he would have probably ended up either killing her or being killed by her. But all part of the cycle.

      For those who remembered, it was exactly that. A cycle of life and lives, and enemies always came back to haunt you.

      For those who did not? They saw only the edges.

      Guardians. Lilin. Some of the more powerful witches and spirit workers. And occasionally somebody almost mundane would suddenly remember.

      That could also be what happened.

      But he had investigated all he was willing to for now.

      When he came out, the spirit worker was still there. He brazened it out, heading straight for the nearest subway station, or as straight as streets and crowds allowed him.

      The man did not follow.

      He regretted that.
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      "Could have been a hunting accident," Victor said brightly as he entered the workshop. "You done with the tracker."

      "If so, what was she hunting?"

      "Not vampire." Victor took a deep breath. "Not the right MO. And I'm still a little concerned. If she was taken out it was by somebody who knew that mundanes are the best weapons against Guardians." Or it had been just... "Or she ran into another of my kind. Which would not be fun."

      Lilin did not work together well. They weren't supposed to intentionally kill each other, but there were ways to deal with a rival that weren't killing.

      Like, say, framing for murder. Not that killing each other didn't happen. A fight between lilin often ended up with serious damage.

      But nobody seemed to be setting out to frame Victor. "Point is, nobody's trying to frame me and I think we can relax. Well, except for one thing." Unless, of course, somebody saw this as an opportunity. Bridge, cross, come to.

      "What?"

      "Skinny black guy, smells of wet dog. He shows up, I'd just go out the back door and pretend there was nobody here."

      "Werewolf?"

      "I've already told you, there are no more werewolves. Spirit worker of some kind. He made me outside the university and I don't think he's on our side." He didn't mention to Richard the other reason they guy couldn't be a werewolf. It didn't matter, not since they had been hunted to extinction.

      Richard sighed. "Let's finish this job and blow this joint."

      "I couldn't agree more. But you done?"

      Richard set down his tools. "I am now." He melted out of the chair and into Victor's arms, their lips touching, mouths open.

      He wasn't the most attractive lover Victor had ever had.

      He made up for it in other ways. Like the kissing. Richard was a very good kisser. He smelled of male musk and, faintly, welding torch.

      He slipped an arm around his lover's waist and started to guide him towards the cot they had upstairs. It would do for now. He couldn't wait any longer. He could feel a bulge that indicated Richard probably couldn't either.

      They went upstairs, leaving a trail of discarded clothing behind them, excitement growing before Richard, for once the more dominant one, pulled Victor down onto the cot.

      He allowed it, reaching for the lube on the table next to it.

      But his thoughts weren't entirely on the lover he had. They were in part on might-have-beens.

      And when his climax came it was tinged with more fear than he had thought he was feeling.
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      "Neighborhood watch," Darrell quipped, indicating the thin guy as they left him behind.

      "I'm not going to shoot any black guys, but they don't know that." Judy's lips hit a thin line. She'd always tried to be a good cop, but had she stood aside too much for the sake of her own precious career?

      Was she a good cop?

      But that didn't explain why the hairs on the back of her neck, which had finally returned to normal, had pricked when she saw him.

      She was oddly more worried about the white guy.

      "I hope he was that," she adds. "Not somebody connected to the case. Last thing I want is to find out this was some kind of conspiracy."

      Dani's dojang was tucked down a side street, a surprisingly narrow store front in one of those buildings that went further back than it looked.

      The door was open. Classes were in progress, despite it being the middle of the day. A class anyway, which seemed to be mostly middle-aged women.

      Must be the housewife class, she thought wryly. Women coming in to learn self defense while the kids were in school and the husband at work. Privileged women by virtue of that fact. Probably paid for this place.

      She waited, watching. They didn't seem to be very good, any of them. The teacher was directing two of them in a spar.

      One of them didn't want to hit the other. The instructor was encouraging them gently. He seemed to be of mixed Korean and European origin, his hair a lighter brown than she had expected.

      Maybe this was a very novice class. She didn't know enough about Tae Kwon Do to judge.

      Finally, he stepped back. "Five-minute break." Then his eyes swept towards her. Intent.

      She felt a hint of the same prickling. "What do you need?"

      "I'm afraid we need to talk to you about one of your students."

      He nodded. "Is this urgent or can it wait fifteen minutes?"

      Until class was over. She glanced at Darrell. "It can wait."

      "Why don't you take a seat in the lounge, then. I'll finish up with this group and then we can talk at leisure."

      He seemed unruffled. Or perhaps he was not showing his ruffles in front of the class. Judy headed into the indicated lounge. There was mismatched furniture inside, and she flopped onto an armchair. Darrell stayed standing, looking at the various certificates and trophies in the room. Was that.. "Oh, wow, I've never seen one of those in the flesh before."

      She looked up and blinked. "Neither have I." She couldn't resist standing up to look.

      In a securely locked case with several other trophies was an Olympic medal. Gold.
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      "She was one of my students." The instructor came in while Darrell was still admiring the award. "As a child. She let me put it on display here to motivate the students."

      "Tells everyone you're a good instructor, too." Judy had sat back down.

      "So, which of my students is this about?"

      "Dani Martin."

      His eyes clouded over. "She didn't show up for class..." He looked between the two of them. Sat down, heavily. "Is she..."

      "I'm afraid she's dead. She was murdered two nights ago in Tompkins Square Park." Judy didn't want to go into the details, but did add. "She tried to fight."

      "She would." He closed his eyes for a moment. "But we all come up against a superior opponent at some point. Or one who is armed when we aren't."

      Judy nodded. "We don't think it was random, although it could have been."

      "What time did it happen?"

      "Sometime between 6pm and 9pm last night."

      "I was teaching that entire time, just to get it out of the way. Stopped for dinner at 7pm, ate with a couple of my students. Dani was supposed to be here for morning class."

      Judy wondered when this guy slept. Probably in the afternoons. "So you do class..."

      "Early morning and late night, plus the late morning class a couple of days a week. All day Saturday and Sunday when there aren't tournaments."

      "So, what kind of student was Dani?"

      "Driven," he said. "She felt unsafe, I think. And apparently she was right. Her old instructor said the same thing about her. She wasn't the best student I had, but she was one of the most dedicated. I...called her when she didn't show up. I suppose her phone's in evidence."

      "It is. Did any of the other students...did she have any nasty rivalries?"

      "Dani? Nah. She didn't exactly have friends either."

      "Dating anyone?"

      "Oh..." He shook his head. "Probably. At least one, anyway."

      That was also a clue. Some people would have a low opinion of somebody who had more than one partner at the same time, if that were true. She made a mental note of it. "Her roommate told me she always wore a crystal necklace."

      "Quartz crystal on a thong, nothing special. She thought it was lucky or something."

      "So, nothing of value."

      "Only to her." He frowned a bit, looking like he was about to say something else. Studying her with an odd intensity to his gaze. Finally, "Detective, be careful."

      "You think..."

      "I think that anyone who would kill somebody like Dani might not stop at cop killing." He shook his head. "Of course, if it was random that's another matter."

      Robbery for the necklace no longer seemed to be a good motivation.

      Then he raised his head. "Detectives.  Leave the building now. Through the back. Trust me."

      She looked at Darrell. "You go. I need to see what's going on."

      "No," he said. "You don't."
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      "Everyone out the back."

      Judy glanced at Darrell. "Get them all clear."

      She had no idea what was going on. She didn't want to know what was going on.

      "Go," he insisted, turning dark eyes towards her.

      "No." She took a deep breath. "This may be connected to my case. And I'm not afraid of..."

      "You don't even know what to be afraid of." His eyes bored into her as the students who had been practicing vanished through the back door into some alleyway or other.

      The knock on the front door came a moment later. Without waiting for an answer four men came into the room.

      She made sure her badge was tucked away out of sight. Protection racket was her guess, but how had he known they were there?

      "I assume you aren't changing your mind."

      "You killed Dani," he accused, very quietly. "You killed one of my students."

      "That wasn't us. My word on it."

      Judy slipped back towards a corner. She didn't look like a student, wasn't dressed as one. Likely wasn't fit enough to be one, not with all the time she spent behind a desk.

      Maybe she should fix that.

      "Prove it."

      "We can tell you who did it. But you won't like it."

      "Who?" He looked from man to man. "No. You'll lie."

      "You can judge that for yourself. Or have the cop do it."

      "I know if you tell me the truth it's the prelude to killing me." His lips quirked. He seemed oddly unafraid.

      "It's the prelude to killing her." One of the men strode towards Judy.

      "Oh, I really wouldn't," he said.

      "She's a mundane."

      He just smiled. He didn't say anything.

      One of the men grabbed her, pushed her up against the wall. She drove her knee instinctively into his
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