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Different
Senses


Prologue

I acknowledged the controller
on my comm, then turned to my partner, Trilok. “Report of an ILT
over by Haeve Street. Sri Gerjan.”

“Again, sarge? That guy needs
to calm down. The kids just like looking at his stuff. I don’t
think he’s even had a theft in over a year.”

“He thinks
banis teenagers hanging around isn’t good for trade. Come on. If
we don’t attend, he’ll keep calling.”

Some days, patrolling the
central shopping district in Hegal, we spent more time moving on
completely harmless youths too many store owners saw as an
‘Indigenous Loitering Threat’ than we did investigating actual
offences. Sri Gerjan could be counted on for a call a week at the
very least, if not one a day. The irony was that he sold
banis-manufactured textiles—but his customers were Kelon, not
unemployed natives. Rich Kelon wives didn’t like having to edge
past sullen Nihani kids to spend their
dolar. And if we, the police sworn to protect and serve the entire
population, didn’t make life as comfortable for rich Kelon wives as
they felt they deserved, rich Kelon husbands tended to be cranky.
That kind of crankiness ended up making my father, the regional
governor, an unhappy man.

I had to admit very little of
my days was spent worrying about my Dad’s feelings but my
superintendent’s disapproval tended to be more immediate and
forceful. So off we went to Haeve Street to shift bored kids over
to some other part of the city where they could indulge their
fantasies of being wealthy and wasteful without pissing off the
worthy Sri Gerjan.

We rode our cykes over, and as
soon the kids saw us, they scattered—all but one. I groaned to
myself. Darpak Charan, the thorn in my flesh. He hated the
police—he hated Kelons, actually—and loved pushing us to arrest him
for mouthing off, knowing that the superintendent at whatever
station he ended up at, would let him go with a warning not to be
such an idiot in future. The kid needed a new hobby.

“Let me handle this, Trilok,” I
said into my helmet communicator.

“Right you are, sarge. I’ll go
in and talk to Sri Gerjan.”

“You do that. See if you can
persuade him to be a little more tolerant.”

We parked the cykes, and I
walked over to Darpak, while Trilok headed into the upmarket
material store owned by Sri Gerjan.

The kid wore no shirt,
but had on an open waistcoat displaying lots of flesh, which tended
to upset the wealthy shoppers, and loose-cuffed pants slung low on
his hips, ditto. The pants and the dyed feathers woven through his
braids were youthful fashion statements rather than indigenous
custom. Kelon teenagers wore them too, much to their parents’
dismay, but what was mere rebellion on a Kelon kid, looked
threatening on a banis
one—at least to the respectable citizens of
Hegal. Darpak wasn’t helping that impression with the fierce face
striping either. I reminded myself that underneath the paint and
the attitude was a seventeen-year-old boy who hadn’t yet got
himself into serious trouble with the law and I wanted to keep it
that way.

“Good morning, Darpak.”

An ugly sneer deformed the
boy’s skinny face. “Sergeant Ythen. Come to tell me I can’t walk
the streets of Hegal because my hair’s the wrong colour?”

“No. How’s things? Any luck
with the job hunting?”

“What business is it of
yours?”

“None at all. Just making
conversation.”

“Disappointed you can’t hassle
my friends again? Does it spoil your day?”

I sighed. “Strangely enough, it
doesn’t. Look, I know you lads are doing nothing illegal, and I
also know it drives the storekeepers insane when you hang around
their stores. They call us and then we have to come down and talk
to you. Wastes everyone’s time.”

He leaned back against
the wall. “I’ve got plenty of time, chuma.”

“But is it the best—?”

Darpak jumped as three loud
bangs came from behind us. People screamed, ran for cover into
shops. I belted towards my cyke, yelling into my communicator.
“Shots fired, vicinity of Haeve Street. Send assistance.”

Trilok came barrelling out of
the shop as I started my cyke. “Control the civilians, constable.
Wait for backup!”

Another shot. I was already
gunning the cyke down Tworqel Street. Over my communicator, I heard
which officers were attending. “Suspects spotted in blue Jekin
hatchdoor auto, identification number Alpha Tango Foxtrot seven
zero four, travelling at speed west on Tworqel Street. I’m in
pursuit on cyke.”

“Observe, but do not engage,
sergeant.”

“Understood. Ythen out.”

Non-engagement might be
difficult—a passenger in the blue vehicle fired again from the rear
window, striking sparks off a metal wall to the left of me. I wore
body armour but there were plenty of places I could be hit that the
armour didn’t cover, and if the rounds were duin-tipped, I might as
well be naked for all the protection I had. I dropped back.
“Suspects shooting at random. Falling back.”

“Understood, sergeant. Two
units heading to your position.”

The auto increased speed, and
the passenger’s arm disappeared back inside. I sped up too,
reporting my position as the vehicle turned towards Pada Bridge.
Suddenly it spun on its front wheels, and headed straight for me on
the wrong side of the road. I swerved hard to avoid it, and the
three autos behind me. Horns and curses sounded. “Suspects headed
towards the city again, driving on wrong side of road. Request
aerial support, Control.”

“On its way, sergeant.”

The auto veered recklessly over
to the other side of the road, and I followed, hoping backup would
hurry up and cut these idiots off before they caused a serious
accident. More shots, and a vehicle on the other side of the road
crashed onto the sidewalk. I called it in, unable to tell if the
driver had been shot or simply distracted.

Again they switched direction,
back to the bridge. Overhead I heard a flyer, and its pilot calling
reports into Control. The perps wouldn’t get away now.

But then the auto made a sharp
right, cutting off a large transport, forcing me to stop until the
transport could back up. When I could finally follow the auto down
the side lane, there was no sign of it.

“Air Tango, can you see the
vehicle?”

“Negative, sergeant. Those are
covered streets. Suggest caution.”

“Thanks, AT.”

I slowed the cyke to a crawl,
turning up the outside mic to listen for the sound of wheels on
tarmac. The street ended a hundred metres ahead, with turns to the
right and left. “Lost sight of vehicle in Hurn Lane,” I reported.
“Air support has no visual. Control, are you monitoring the
approach to Pada Bridge?”

“Yes, sergeant. Hurn Lane has
no exits at your point, other than back down your direction.”

“Understood.”

I rode slowly up the lane, and
stopped. I took off my helmet. All was eerily silent under the
weather protective awnings crossing overhead. Where were all the
people who worked here, the transporters, the delivery
vehicles?

There. Footsteps, running, to
the left, towards the bridge, most likely heading for the
pedestrian crossing over the river. I jammed my helmet back on,
sped up, and at the junction, saw the blue auto to the right,
pulled over at an angle across the road, empty, its passengers
apparently gone. “Vehicle abandoned. Suspects may be headed on foot
towards Pada Bridge.”

I dismounted and drew my
weapon. Behind me sirens approached. Backup was close.

I walked towards the auto, gun
held ready for firing. “Sergeant, have you got visual on the
suspects?”

“Negative, Control. Vehicle is
empty.”

A quiet beep behind me, but I
barely had time to register the sound as a pistol’s sighting
mechanism before a blow to my chest—not a fist but a bullet
striking the body armour—knocked me flying. The breath punched out
of me, I struggled to raise my weapon as a man approached from the
corner of a building. He fired twice more, once into my thigh, the
other at my stomach. The shock left me unable to grip my gun, or
even cry out. My dimming vision caught sight of the assailant
throwing himself into the front seat of the auto, and the driver
rising from his hiding place on the floor. He reversed the vehicle,
missing me by mere centimetres, and accelerated towards the
bridge.

“Officer...down,” I whispered
into my communicator. “Officer...down.”

~~~~~~~~

Apparently I died twice
that day. According to the banis, I should have been
reincarnated well and truly as a result and the Deists would swear
I should be sitting down for chai with the Almighty right now.
Being nothing but a Scientific Rationalist, I wasn’t aware of my
brushes with oblivion or anything else for the next three weeks. My
family told me later it had been one of the worst experiences of
their lives, waiting for me not to die.

For me, one minute I was
bleeding out on a street, the next minute I was waking up in a hard
bed, drugged and hazy, covered in data sensors and hooked up to
oxygen, two drips and a catheter. My first utterance was something
like “uhga,” which Kirin, my lover, interpreted as “I’m alive, and
what the hell happened to me?” Close enough, I supposed.

“Javen, you’re awake! How do
you feel?”

“Uh...st’ange.” My mouth was
dry, and my chest and gut hurt in a vague, distant way.

“I better find a medic. We’ve
been waiting for you to wake up for so long.” He touched my hand,
which made me feel a bit...upset. Why was I upset? He frowned at
me. “Are you all right? Sanity, is something wrong?”

Panic rose tight and fast in my
chest. An alarm off to the left pinged quietly but urgently.
Kirin’s eyes widened. “Javen, what’s happening? Medic! Doctor!”

He lunged at the wall behind me
to hit the call button. Now frightened and bewildered, I made a
weak grab for his shirt, desperate for him not to leave me. “It’s
all right, love, I’m getting help for you. Please don’t die.”

Two women medics rushed in. “He
woke up and now he’s freaking out,” Kirin said. “What’s wrong?”

“Sri Nel, please, wait
outside,” one of the medics said. “It’ll be fine. Please.”

As soon as Kirin left, the
panic subsided. Weird. The other medic checked my eyes, and then
looked at the data on her reader. “How do you feel, Sri Ythen?”

“O...kay. B’er.” I winced at
the pain. I wished I had some water.

“Your throat’s dry, I know. Now
you’re awake we can test your swallowing, and then give you some
liquid. Let’s have you sitting up a little.”

The position was a bit more
comfortable but moving had set off all kinds of aches, large and
small. “Wha’ wrong?”

“You were shot. Do you remember
that?” I nodded. “That was three weeks ago, and you’ve been through
a lot of surgery.” She smiled. “But you’re much better now. The
doctor will be along after we check your ability to drink, and he
can tell you more. For now, you need to take it easy. Shall I send
Sri Nel back in?”

“ ‘S.” Had anyone been in
contact with my brother Yashi, or my parents? Or Trilok? My partner
would have been going insane these last three weeks. I would have
been, if the situations were reversed.

Kirin came in, his face
twisting with worry. My anxiety rose again, but I fought it so not
to upset him. “The medic said you were fine. Sorry to be silly, but
I’ve been....” He swallowed and smiled damply. “It’s been a hard
few weeks. Yashi only left three hours ago. Should I call him?”

“P’ease.”

“Of course. And your parents.
You’re in your father’s own dedicated room. The governor’s one, I
mean. At least you missed all the press excitement. I suppose
that’ll all start up again when they hear you’ve woken up.”

His lips trembled, and a wave
of anxious misery flooded me at the sight. I held out a hand to him
and he gripped it. I tugged weakly, inviting him to kiss me, which
he did but only on the cheek—the nose tube was in the way. “I
thought you would never wake up.”

I squeezed his hand, trying to
smile. “Did.”

“Yes, you did. You’re upset.
I’m upsetting you.”

“No....”

“Yes, I am.” He gently pushed
my hand away. “I should go. People to call, and the medic said
someone would be here any minute to do things to you.”

“Ba’?”

“Of course I’ll come back. But
your family will want to visit. Mustn’t wear you out.”

I wanted him to stay, but he
looked so unhappy and I felt so crappy, maybe he was right to go. I
waved as he left, and calmed down. I hoped this up and down
emotional stuff was just part of being injured, because it wasn’t
like me. I was the stolidly calm twin, Yashi was the bouncy,
sympathetic one. It had always been like that. Me and my brother,
reflections and complements. I suddenly wanted to see my brother
very much. He would be out of his mind with worry.

Finding out I could swallow
safely was a lot more tedious than it sounded, but when the medics
and therapists finished, I was allowed some water to sip with a
promise of fruit juice later. Apparently real food would have to
wait a while. The bullets had done a real number on my insides, now
a mass of grafts and clever stitching, not to mention some nanobots
which would gradually work their way out of me in ways I truly
didn’t want to think about right now.

I only had enough energy for
about ten minutes of gentle activity, so I was worn out after they
let me drink. I woke from the inevitable nap to find my own face
smiling back at me. “Yashi.”

“Hello, Javen.” He leaned in
for a hug. The gesture made me ridiculously happy and relieved.
“You almost look as good as new.”

“Half of me
is new.
Are you all right? Tara, the boys?”

“We’re fine. Well, worried but
fine. Mum and Dad...never seen Dad cry before.”

“He cried? Really?”

“Yeah. You know, manly
gubernatorial tears. Made him look all sensitive for the
press.”

I made a face. “You’re
joking.”

“Yeah.” He laughed and I
grinned. “You look better than I thought you would. Kirin sounded
worried.”

“You know what he’s like. A bit
highly strung. He hasn’t done the sick lover thing before.”

“You’re not sick. You were
shot.”

His suddenly snappish tone made
me straighten a little, irritated. “I know that. Did they catch who
did it?”

“Yes. A couple of punks. They
shot someone they’d set up a drug deal with, apparently. That’s
what you and Trilok heard. They ambushed you and made it over the
bridge. But the police caught up with them in Darliw.”

“Charged them with attempted
murder?”

“No, the police shot them.” I
stared at him, and he stared back, expression hard. “They died in a
shoot out and when you nearly died, I wished I’d killed them
myself.”

“Yashi....”

“I nearly lost you, Javen. We
nearly lost you.” He covered his mouth with the back of his hand,
and tears pricked in my own eyes. “Damn it. This was the biggest
fear I had about you going into the force.”

“I’m okay,” I said, my voice
thick with grief. “I didn’t die.”

“Too bloody close. Too
close.”

I held my arms out and he came
close so I could hug him. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, his pain and my
pain one mass of unhappiness.

He sniffled, and pushed back,
wiping his eyes. “Well, this is great,” he said, grinning bravely.
“Welcoming you back by crying all over you.”

“Better than you crying over my
coffin.”

“Are you trying to cheer me
up?”

“Sort of.”

“You suck at it.”

“Yeah, always have. Mum and Dad
are coming?”

“Maybe later, if you’re up to
it. I’ll call them. Are you okay? I know why I’m upset but why are
you upset?”

“Twin mental bond?”

He made a rude noise. “Javen,
that time I broke my arm in three places as a kid? You never felt a
thing.”

“Feel me get shot?”

“Nope, not a twinge. Mental
bond my arse.”

I shrugged, grinning. “What can
I say? Manly tears affect me that way.”

“Huh. Some big bad tough cop
you are.”

“Are you bringing the twins
next time? I want to see them.”

“Maybe. We tried not to involve
them too much, especially when they weren’t sure...uh....”

“If I would make it?”

“Yeah. Are you up to the boys?
The doctor told us you were pretty much held together with spit and
goodwill.”

My brother the vet tended to
forget human patients understood remarks like that. “Were you
supposed to tell me that? And yes, I can handle the boys. I want to
see them, and Tara.”

Sorrow washed over me, shocking
me with the suddenness of it. Deep, aching misery and grief. I
covered my face, confused and heartbroken. What was I grieving
over?

Yashi squeezed my shoulder.
“Javen? Javen, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I sobbed. “I’m
okay.”

“You sound it. Let me find a
medic.”

He got up and went to the door,
but as soon as he did, the sorrow passed as if it had never been,
leaving only a stuffy nose and a vague tightness in my chest.
“Wait, I’m fine. Yashi?”

He’d stepped out, but I heard
his voice from a little way outside. Damn, if he called a medic
in....

Yashi returned. “Sorry, there
was a man outside crying. I just wanted to see if he was okay.” He
stared at me. “Crying like you were.”

“Coincidence. I’ve been up and
down.” But a cold dread filled me even as I said it. Could I really
have been affected by the emotions of a total stranger I couldn’t
even see?

“That must be it. Look, do you
need anything? The medics said to keep it short and if Mum and Dad
are coming over, I don’t want to wear you out.”

My crying jag had exhausted me.
“I know. Come back tomorrow?”

“For sure. And with the kids.”
He bent and kissed my cheek. “Stay calm, rest.”

“I will.” But the frisson of
fear I felt, scared me. Just whose fear was it?

~~~~~~~~

I told myself my wildly
swinging moods were nothing more than a reaction to my injuries and
the shock of nearly dying. Even when I broke down in tears in front
of my parents because Mum did, Dad muttered something like, “No
need to be ashamed, son,” though he was embarrassed as hell. That
only made it worse.

I mentioned the problem as
casually as I could to the doctors, and a charming lady
psychologist came and sat with me, talking about post traumatic
stress and near death experiences until I felt sane again, and
accepted the prescription for a mild sedative with relief that my
labile emotions were just a side-effect of my injuries. With the
help of drugs and determination, I feigned calm so well that Trilok
and Superintendent Ferir, coming to visit and bringing a video
message from the entire station house as well as a gag gift of a
bottle of virulent orange vitamin syrup, looked a little
stunned.

“Never seen an officer this
cheerful about being shot before, Ythen,” my super said.

“Better than being dead,” I
chirped. Trilok winced. “Docs say it’ll be a few weeks before I’m
ready for active duty, but don’t go giving my job away just yet,
sir.”

“You worry about getting back
on your feet, sergeant, and leave operational matters to me. I’ve
assigned Constable Vimet a temporary partner, of course, but we’re
all looking forward to you coming back to work.”

I gave him the thumbs up. “Good
as new, sir.”

I think I scared him a little.
He told me brief details about the shooters and their deaths, but
wandered off to let me talk to Trilok in private shortly after.

“What the hell are they
giving you?” my partner asked as soon as we were alone. “Double
doses of larin?”

“Nope. Just determined to go
back to my job. No need to be so suspicious, Trilok.”

He frowned. “How did you
know...? Are you sure you’re okay, sarge?”

“Absolutely fine, bar a few
supernumerary holes.” I gave him the thumbs up again, but at his
puzzled look, I hid my hands under the covers. “Don’t go getting
slack because I’m not around.”

“No, I won’t. Anything you
need, sarge?”

We chatted for a couple
of minutes, but he made his excuses after that. I knew I’d made him
uncomfortable. Not as in I read his expression. I
knew it.
Felt it in my head.

My psychologist, Doctor Woy,
was less cheerful when I told her that. “I’d like to run a few
tests, Javen, just to be sure I haven’t missed something. I can
wait until you’re feeling better, if you like.”

Missed
what? “No,
do them as soon as you want. When I’m not being poked, or hauled
around the physio room, I’ve got nothing to do. You’re
worried?”

She straightened up and smiled
at me. An act, and I wished I hadn’t been so sure of that. “Not
really. I’m being ultra cautious. Keep taking those sedatives, and
try not to worry about things. Call me if you want to talk, okay?
I’ll drop around tomorrow and we’ll run through some
questions.”

The moment she left, I
regretted telling her the truth. What if this was something
serious? Real psychological damage, the kind of thing that would
get me marked as unfit for work? Damn it, I’d die if I had to work
as a desk jockey. Seen too many cops go down that route, become
fat, sour and narrow. I’d quit before I let that happen.

Kirin’s visits were a mixture
of pleasure and pain for me. Pleasure because I loved him and
missed him, pain because his anxiety rubbed off on me. When he came
by that evening, that unease reverberated off my own worry, making
me snappish and impatient with my lover in a way I hated, but
couldn’t seem to stop. “Would you like me to leave?” he asked after
I’d barked at him about fidgeting.

“No. Just sit still. I’ve got
enough to think about without worrying about you.”

“I know that, Javen. It’s not a
lot of fun on this side of the bed either.”

“Maybe you should find someone
to fill the gap.”

His eyes widened. “What do you
mean?”

“If it’s so tedious, you
don’t have to play the attentive lover. I’d rather you went off and
had fun if you find it so boring.” He paled. I felt like
shit for being so bloody vile. “Kirin, no. I’m sorry. Ignore me.
I’m...just all fucked up lately.”

He patted my hand. “I know you
are, love. But we’re in this together, remember. No replacing you
with anyone,” he added, wagging his finger and making me smile. “Is
there anything I can do? More books, better music? Anything?”

“Blowjob?”

“Here?”

His scandalised face made me
laugh. “Be something, wouldn’t it? In the governor’s own private
ward?”

“Your mother would never
speak to me again. And
she’d tell my mother.”

“Be worth it just to hear that
conversation.”

“You’re serious.”

“No. To tell the truth, I don’t
think I could get it up anyway. Too many drugs and wires and
things.

“It’s not....”

“Permanent? Don’t think so. I
haven’t actually asked.”

“Sanity, Javen, you have to
find out! A man’s...reactions...are essential.”

“Yeah, but there’s been a bit
more to worry about than morning wood. I’ll find out for you, so
you don’t need to pick up a toyboy for relief purposes.”

Again he wagged his finger.
“You’re spending too much time thinking along those lines. Stop it.
It’s unhealthy.”

“Yes, Mum.”

“Brat.” He stood. “I should go
though. You look tired.” He brushed the hair off my forehead. “Love
you.” He bent and kissed me. “Sleep well.”

“You too. And I’m sorry.”

“You’re a terrible patient. Get
well and it’ll be behind us.”

Oh, I hoped so. I really hoped
so.

~~~~~~~~

“Some questions” took two hours
and left me exhausted and fretful, though nice Doctor Woy took it
as gently as possible, giving me lots of breaks and support.

“That’s the worst of it,” she
said. “I’ll need a brain scan and some blood work done, but I hope
to have some preliminary results by tomorrow and then we can go
from there.”

“What do you think it is?”

I’d come to distrust that
particular smile of hers, the one that said “Let’s not scare anyone
just yet.” I’d used it too many times myself in the field. “I don’t
think it’s helpful to speculate. You’ll just worry yourself and
there’s probably no need. How are you sleeping?”

“Fine,” I lied. “I feel much
better today.”

“Excellent. Then I’m sure these
tests will rule anything major out. Concentrate on your physical
therapy. More than enough there to keep your mind working.”

We were both lying. When
doctors lied, patients had good reason to be scared.

I had the scan and more
blood drawn, but I heard nothing from the psychologist the next day
or the day after that. I guessed if it had been something life
threatening like a tumour, there wouldn’t have been a delay, but
the silence made me edgy and cranky, and poor Kirin took the brunt
of it. At least Yashi was with him the second time and told me to
knock it off, but both of them were more concerned than angry. I
wanted to tell them
to knock it off, but how could they and how
could I?

They were making noises about
leaving when Doctor Woy turned up. “Oh, Javen, you have visitors. I
can come back.”

“It’s okay, doctor. This is my
brother, Yashi, and my partner, Kirin.”

“Oh. Nice to meet you.” She
shook hands with them. “I suppose it’s just as well...you could do
with some support, I think. If you don’t mind them hearing the
results of the tests, I mean.”

Yashi took my hand. “Bad news,
doctor?”

“Um, possibly. Javen?”

“Tell me,” I said. Yashi
squeezed my hand. Kirin moved in closer. “Is it a tumour?”

She was taken aback. “Goodness,
no. You’re not ill at all. Is that what you thought?”

“Yes. But if it’s not
that—”

“No, it’s not. Categorically
not. You two are twins, aren’t you? Identical? Do you have
children, Yashi?”

“Identical twin boys.”

“Ah, then this will affect you
too. Javen, you and Yashi have the gene for empathy. Did you
realise that?”

I frowned. “No. How can we?
We’re both Kelon.” Yashi looked at me in confusion. Kirin squinted
at the doctor. I reached for his hand but he didn’t see.

“I don’t know how specifically.
Obviously I don’t know your family history in every detail, but the
results are unequivocal.”

“You mean we have
banis blood?” But we were Kelon. The whole family were
Kelon.

Yashi grinned uneasily. “You
want to tell Dad or will I?”

Wouldn’t that be fun. “Um, you,
I think, since I’m injured. But, doctor, I’m not empathic. I did
the test when I joined the force.”

“No, you weren’t then. You are
now.”

“What?”

Kirin’s voice echoed mine. “How
can that be?” he asked. “When did it happen?” I didn’t care for the
accusation in his voice that seemed half aimed at me.

“I think it was triggered by
the shooting,” she said. “It’s rare but there are cases on record
of trauma or severe illness activating empathy in Kelon individuals
with the gene.”

“Then untrigger it. They can do
that now, right? Gene therapy or something?”

She shook her head. “No, I’m
sorry. Some things we could reverse, yes. Not this. It
fundamentally changes brain structure and chemistry. Trying to
reverse could leave you severely damaged. You’ll have to accept
that you’re now an empath and will be for the rest of your
life.”

“No, you have to be
wrong! I’m not an empath. I can’t be a cop with empathy.” She
winced—my voice had got a little loud. But damn it, this couldn’t
be right. It couldn’t.

Yashi finally realised what the
real issue was. “Javen,” he murmured.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “The
results are very clear. You are empathic, and very strongly so. And
I, uh, have a statutory duty to tell your employer.”

“No! Run the test again! I
can’t be,” I pleaded. “I’m a cop. Please. Do it again.”

“I would if I thought there was
the least point. You have to accept this. You’re an empath. I’m
sorry.”

I reached for Kirin, but he
backed away. “Kirin?”

“I’m sorry, Javen. I...I
just...there’s something I need to deal with.”

“Kirin!” Yashi shouted after
him.

“I’ll be back. I’m sorry!”

Why was Kirin running away just
when I needed him? Yashi put his hand on my shoulder as I glared at
the doctor. “What have you done to me?” I snapped at her. “You’ve
just destroyed my whole bloody life.”

“No, I didn’t. No one caused
this, Javen, except possibly the men who shot you. The ability was
within you. Both of you, and likely your boys, Yashi. You should
all be tested.”

“No,” I said. “Leave them
alone. Leave me alone.”

She bowed her head. “I’m so
sorry. I’ll come by tomorrow—”

“You’ve done enough, thank
you.” My voice was cold, but my chest tightened with tears I fought
not to shed.

“I’ll come by anyway. Javen,
it’s not the end of the world.”

I stared at Yashi and ignored
her until she went away. Then Yashi hugged me. “She’s right. It’s
not the end of everything.”

“Only my job. My career. What
am I going to do, Yashi?”

“Dunno, brother. But I’ll be
with you while you work it out. Don’t worry about that.”

I buried my face against his
arm. Did I cry because of his sorrow or my own? Did it matter? This
stupid, ridiculous, useless ability was no substitute for the job I
loved. I might as well cry. Wasn’t much else I could do, not
now.







Javen and the Ex

The day broke, pale sun shining
cheerfully through the windows. I looked at it and the invitation
it held to get up and join the bustling masses. “Not today,” I
mumbled, rolled over and tried to get some more sleep.

Three hours later when my
bladder and aching back made it impossible to avoid being awake, I
took a piss, then stumbled into the kitchen. I stopped short and
blinked, gritty-eyed, at seeing my brother Yashi there. It was
nine. The family was normally long gone by the time I woke again
from restless dreams and rose, looking for chai.

“Oh. Is it your late shift
today? I thought that was tomorrow.”

Yashi lifted an eyebrow in
exactly the same way I would. “Same day every week. Losing track of
time, brother?”

I made a face at him and headed
for the cupboard. He continued putting the clean dishes away. “You
could leave all that. I’ll clear it later.”

“It’s okay. Waiting for the
laundry to finish. If you could clear the dryer and fold the
clothes....”

I waved at him to say that’d be
fine. We were still sorting out what chores I should do in exchange
for free lodging. I did a fair bit in addition to babysitting, but
he and Tara already had a scarily efficient routine to manage their
twins, careers, and the household, and Yashi didn’t like to impose.
I’d tried to let him know I’d be only too happy if someone would
ask me to do something useful, but he was an independent sod. Like
me, really.

“You want chai?”

“Sure, why not. I’m ahead of
myself today, and the boss won’t care if I’m late.”

I smiled a little at his joke
as I filled the kettle. Yashi ran his own vet practice. He could do
what he liked.

“Having more for breakfast than
chai, I hope,” he said as he sat down.

“What? Oh, maybe later. Not
hungry right now.”

“Right. My face needs a shave
too.”

“Huh?” He pointed at my
features, identical to his own except for the stubble. “Yeah, I
guess. No one cares any more.”

“I do. Tara does. The kids do.
They want to see you look okay, Javen. You know—back with us.”

My conniving twin had
engineered this, I realised sourly. Should have figured it from his
elevated concern, but there was so much of it around lately, I
habitually ignored it. “You do ‘rock paper scissors’ with Tara to
decide who’d give me the pep talk?”

He rolled his eyes. “Dad called
last night. He really wants you to work with him. It’s not
charity.”

“I know. But I really don’t
want that job. I hate all that political stuff as much as you do.”
I filled the chai pot with boiling water, and set two mugs out. “I
know fuck all about mining leases. I’m a cop.”

“Was a cop.”

“Rub it in, why don’t you?”

I felt his regret at upsetting
me, which only upset me more. “You have to move on, Javen. Yes, it
sucks they kicked you out for something you have no control over,
but you’re only thirty-one. Even if you hadn’t developed empathy,
that shooting could have been enough on its own to make you retire
and you’d have the same problem.”

“But it wasn’t,” I said,
louder and sharper than was polite. “Physically, I’m fine. And if
they’d kept me, empathy would have just made me a
better cop.”

“I know,” he said quietly.
“It’s a dumb law, but lots of people agree with it. Even Dad said
he does.”

“Figures.”

Yashi poured out the chai
and I sat down. “Okay, we’re officially worried. You’re moping,
you’re letting your grooming go, you haven’t spoken to anyone
outside the family since you moved in with us, and that’s
not like you.”

“It is when I have a nasty
break-up with my lying, cheating boyfriend.”

“Kirin never cheated on you,
and you know it.”

“Huh. Let that little arsehole
move in quick enough after I left.”

He held up his hands. “Not
getting in the middle of this. I don’t like what Kirin did, and
I’ve told him. But he’s a friend, and I don’t believe he cheated on
you. What Devi’s role was, I don’t know.”

“I do. Arsehole.”

Yashi sighed. “Well, maybe.
Javen. You need to find something to keep you busy, something that
gives you what being a cop did.”

“You don’t get it. You
don’t do cop work. You are a cop. It defines you. Me.
It’s all I’ve wanted to be since I was ten, same as you wanted to
be a vet. I don’t have
anything else.” I turned the mug around but
didn’t drink from it. “My pension and investments are enough to
live on.”

“Damn it, it’s not about money.
It’s about your self-esteem. You used to care about so much, and
now you care about nothing. Maybe you need to see....”

“A doctor? A mental
health professional? An employment counsellor? Maybe a
banis witchdoctor.”

He moved back as if to get away
from my sarcastic tone. “Someone. Didn’t they offer you help when
you left the force?”

“Sure. But they couldn’t help
me get my job back and that’s the only help I need.” I stood and
picked up my mug. “I’m going back to bed. I’ll sort out the
laundry. Leave me a list if you want anything else. Housework, I
can do.”

He reached out a hand but I
moved away from him. “Javen.”

“Later, Yashi.”

~~~~~~~~

Of course I felt like a shit
later, but Yashi’s kindness was more than I could stand. He hadn’t
told me anything I didn’t already know, and hadn’t beaten myself up
over a hundred times.

To make some kind of amends, I
put away the laundry and scrounged around for other tasks that
might need doing, then made a list of food items they were running
short of, and did a run to the market for those. By now I vaguely
felt like eating, and in the only routine I had these days, I
headed for a small chai house in town that had several attractive
features. It was quiet and private, and the chai and food
acceptable without being so good as to attract non-locals. And most
important of all—it was nowhere near any police station, court, or
justice facility of any kind. This reduced my chance of running
into anyone I knew to as close to zero as I could make it and still
leave the house. Out of residual guilt, I even shaved, though I
honestly wondered who would care or notice. My family would. I
guessed that was enough reason.

I walked because it was
good for my still tender back muscles, and I was out of shape after
so long recovering from the shooting. I definitely didn’t want to
end up a sad, lonely and overweight ex-cop. I tried not to
resent the busy people going about their useful lives, or the
weight of their emotions on my brain. Most of the time it felt a
bit like wearing a too-tight hat, unless I sensed something more
powerful, like extreme anger or hate. Then it was more like having
a pick driven through my right eye. I’d have given a testicle to
get rid of this ‘ability’ and the few banis I passed earned a
scowl for the genetic contamination one of their people had
perpetrated on my family.

That was how my parents
put it anyway. Kelons and banis had intermarried a fair bit
over two centuries of colonisation, but we’d always considered
ourselves pure blood Kelon. Mum had hit the roof when she found her
baby boy was walking proof someone in our past had crossed the
racial divide. Why couldn’t I have inherited red hair from
my banis ancestor, instead of this stupid ‘gift’? Empathy had
wrecked my life.

As usual, thinking about this
stuff put me in a foul mood, and as usual, the owner of the chai
house ignored my temper, and took my order of spiced chai and egg
dosa in silence. She didn’t need to cultivate customers. Her place
was close enough to the business district to attract workers
looking for cheap, decent refreshment, and in the evenings, local
residents came down for inexpensive filling meals. If they didn’t
like her manners, they could go somewhere else that cost more, same
as I could.

I pulled up the media
screen at the table and read the news, trying to avoid the crime
reports, though my eyes kept going to them out of habit. I
recognised names of fellow cops, areas I’d patrolled, regular
problem makers, and crimes I’d worked hard all my career to solve
and prevent. It was picking at the wound and yet I couldn’t stop
myself. Maybe I should
see someone. But I hated talking about any of it
because it made it more real, took me back to that day in the
hospital when the results of the Empathic Sensitivity test had
confirmed my worst fears. Empaths couldn’t be cops. It wasn’t fair
on the poor little criminals that I might have an advantage over
them and know when they were lying their arses off, like justice
was a bloody game
and we all had to start with a level playing
field. I shouldn’t scowl at the banis in the city. I should walk
up to the nearest civil libertarian and kick him in the
nuts.

The waitress brought my chai
and food, and I had my first meal of the day. The dosa weren’t
terrific, but they were edible, and I’d never been fussy about
food. Used to drive Kirin crazy. He’d spend an hour titivating and
spicing and arranging things just so, and put the plate before me
only to have me eat it without comment. Food’s just food, you know?
I was grateful he cooked, sure, but I’d have eaten it without all
the messing around and he knew it. Still, much as my lack of
culinary sensibilities annoyed him, it had taken my empathy to
drive him away. Or have him stolen away.

“Javen?”

I jerked, my old lover’s voice
in my head suddenly coming from outside it. I looked up and saw the
handsome face that haunted my dreams. I stared, paralysed by
unpleasant surprise, then shoved away from the table.

“Nice to see you, Kirin.
Goodness, look at the time. Catch you round.” I grabbed my coat,
and headed to the door, pushing my ex out of my way. The owner
nodded slightly to me as I left but I ignored everything and
everyone in my need to get the fuck away from the man who’d
shredded my heart.

“Javen, wait!”

I walked faster. What in the
name of sainted reason was he doing here? If Yashi sent him, I’d
gut my brother with a rusty knife.

Running steps, and before I
could pick up my pace, Kirin grabbed my arm. “Wait, please! I need
to talk to you.”

I pulled away. “Too fucking
bad.”

“Please. Javen, I need
you.”

I glared at him narrow-eyed,
wishing my empathy worked both ways so he would know just how angry
I was. “Yeah? Bit late for that, friend. Devi’s your helpmate now.
Go ask him.”

“Javen, please. Please listen
to me. Damn it, it’s life or death!”

I made a rude noise. “Bullshit.
Cut the dramatics, Kirin. They never impressed me.”

“I’m serious. I...Javen, you’re
the only person who can help me.”

“Did Yashi send you here?”

“What? Of course not. I can’t
talk to him about this.” He ran his hand through his thick, wavy
hair. He looked good, damn his eyes. At least I’d shaved. “Look,
ten minutes. Twenty maximum. Please.”

“Why? Why should I?”

“Because I’m desperate.”

“Yeah, right. Like I
didn’t know that,” I said, tapping my
forehead. “Another reason. You’re the one who gave me the excuse
not to give a shit, remember?”

He bit his lip while I did my
best to keep a mean expression on my face. Kirin’s puppy eyes were
pretty damn impressive but I wouldn’t soften. He’d blown his
chances with me.

“Javen, I’m staring at
financial ruin. Not just for me, everyone in my lab. Twenty
employees. Help them, if you won’t help me. Please?”

I sighed. “Fifteen minutes
maximum. Back in the chai house, and don’t make a scene because I
like that place and want to go back. For the record, you’re a prick
for coming anywhere near me right now.”

He wrung his hands, and I
wanted to tell him to stop the foppish gesture. But I didn’t. He
wasn’t my business any more. “I know. I didn’t know anyone else to
ask.”

“Always nice to be someone’s
last option.”

He winced, chagrined. Sometimes
he had no idea how he sounded. Better at food than people, was
Kirin.

I led the way back to the
chai house. The owner didn’t even lift an eyebrow at my sudden
reappearance, taking my paycard without the slightest change in her
emotions or expression as I ordered more chai.

I sat back and gave him my
hardest glare. “Okay, talk—fast and calm, and keep the sob stories
for someone who gives a fuck.”

He gulped, out of breath from
being hysterical and walking fast. “Evidence has gone missing at
the lab.”

“Missing as in stolen?” He
nodded. “So call the cops. I’m not on the force, remember?”

“I can’t.” He twisted his hands
like he was trying to wipe something nasty off them. “I’ll lose my
contractor’s license, and the owner of the evidence and the client
will both sue me. The insurance won’t cover it completely, and not
at all if it’s staff theft. They’ll claim I colluded in it.”

I held up my hand. “Back up.
What was stolen, who owns it, and what client? And who took it, do
you have any idea?”

He lowered his voice. “A
pendant belonging to Kajal Gemate, worth over a hundred thousand
dolar. Her husband’s lawyers sent it for DNA analysis as part of
their divorce case.”

I whistled quietly. “Man, you
picked some nice people to piss off. What happened?”

He waited for the chai I’d
ordered to be set in front of us, before continuing. “One of our
technicians logged it out to begin work on it. It was still in the
sealed evidence wallet, on his table, and he left it there—against
all our regulations—while he attended to an urgent call for
assistance from another employee. This was during the lunch break.
When he returned, the wallet and pendant was gone.”

“Sloppy, Kirin. You questioned
people?”

“Yes, and searched the lab
thoroughly. No trace. If we don’t hand the pendant back with our
results within ten days, I’ll have to admit what happened.”

“The chain of custody’s broken
anyway.”

“Yes, but we’re testing for the
presence of Shrimati Gemate’s alleged lover’s DNA. There’s no way
we could have contaminated the item with that. We just need it
back.”

I sipped my chai, pretending to
think, but really taking time to get my feelings under control. I
hadn’t seen Kirin in three months, and would have been glad not to
have seen him for another three years. He really had a fucking
nerve. Though I saw his problem. A lab losing an item that valuable
and in such a high profile divorce suit? The police force would
never use him again, and civilian clients would avoid him too
because the opposition in any court case would have a wonderful
time pointing out their chosen forensic laboratory was so
careless.

“Suspects?”

“You have to understand, I know
all these people very well. They’re friends.”

“And one of them’s a thief. How
many?”

“Five people, not including me,
were in the building. One of them is, um.”

“Um. You mean the little
bitch?”

His face took on a pinched
expression. “Devi, yes.”

“Well then. Look no
further.”

“Javen, that’s unfair.”

“He stole you, he could steal a
pendant. Case closed.”

“He didn’t
steal me.
I...left you.”

“You threw me out and three
weeks later Devi boy was unpacking his underwear in our old home.
Pardon me for not believing a bolt of lightning made you suddenly
appreciate our dear, dear friend after so long.”

“I don’t want to talk about
him. He didn’t do it.”

“Prove it.”

“I know him.”

“Uh huh.” He looked on the
verge of tears. “The others?”

“All technicians. All people I
trust completely. Javen, this has to be handled carefully. Any of
them could cause a scandal.”

“And again it comes back to,
why me? There are at least a dozen private investigators in Hegal.
Go ask one of them.”

“I can’t
trust them.”

“And I can’t
trust you.”

“I’ll pay.”

“I don’t care.”

“Please, Javen? For old times’
sake?”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Oh
man, that was the wrong line to take. No. Piss off. Fifteen minutes
was up three minutes ago.”

He hung his head, and I drank
my chai, trying very hard not to care, or pay attention to the
misery and anxiety rolling off him. This wasn’t anything to do with
me twice over. Kirin wasn’t my lover, and I wasn’t a cop. He had a
hell of a nerve.

But the problem was, I still
felt like a cop in my head, and the more I thought about it, the
more it bugged me. I’d been in Kirin’s lab lots of times, both on
and off duty. It was a pretty slick outfit, lots of impressive
quality control and tracking procedures for evidence and material.
I’d never heard of the chain of custody being broken at his place,
and that was one of the reasons he got so much police work. The
screw up he described didn’t fit at all.

“I still don’t know why me,
Kirin. I’m a civilian. I can’t force anyone to talk to me, or
search anyone without permission. If I had an investigator’s
license, that’d be something, but I don’t.”

He gave me a brief hopeful
smile. “I thought you could use that...thing. To tell if any of
them were lying.”

My vision turned red from
rage. “Do you actually
want me to punch you on the fucking nose?” I
spat. “That thing
made you so afraid of me, disgusted you so much,
you dumped me after three years together. And now you want
to use it? Just go away. You make me sick. I mean it.”

The tears were back. “I’m
sorry. About all of it. I know I was wrong to say what I did...and
to ask you to leave.”

“Bit late now.”

He nodded. “Yes. I fucked it
all up, I know that. And now I’ve fucked this up. You’re right. I’m
sorry to...I’m just sorry.”

I didn’t watch him leave.
I stayed where I was because I wasn’t sure I could walk on legs
that had been cut out from under me. That miserable, selfish
bastard. It wasn’t enough he had to rip my heart into bits, but now
he wanted to make pâté out of it too? I’d always known he was
self-centred but this? This was sociopathic.

I called Yashi at work. “Did
you tell that shithead where to find me?”

“Good afternoon, Javen. Nice of
you to call me. Which shithead are we talking about now?”

“Kirin. He’s just tried to drag
me into a stupid fucking mess of his own making. Someone told him
where to find me.”

“I might have mentioned a while
ago where you liked to eat breakfast, but I had no idea...sorry,
brother.” He sounded sincere. “You all right?”

“No.”

“That stupid bastard. I’d never
send him to you. You didn’t need this. I know what that would do to
you right now.”

“Yeah. Sorry I...never mind.
Um, I did some grocery shopping for you guys, and fixed that
leaking tap. Figured out what was causing it while I cleaned the
bathroom.”

“Thank you. Javen, you don’t
need to be our housekeeper. We love having you.”

“I know. I just want to...be
part of the family. Have a real role. You know, not as a favour,
but because you expect it. You’re entitled to expect it.”

“Oh. Well, okay. I’ll work out
what you can help with, and put you into the routine. The
babysitting’s a big thing for us, though. Hard to find people we
trust, and the kids adore you.”

“I adore them back. Uh...better
let you go.”

“Yeah. You could drop by the
clinic if you like.”

“I might, sure. Later.”

I hung up and stared into
space. Trust.
Such a loaded word, and one Kirin had no right
to use. He’d betrayed me. I’d needed him and he kicked me out. The
first real test we’d faced and he failed it.

Like I’d just failed his test,
though he had no business setting it. “For old times’ sake.” Give
me a break. I didn’t owe him a thing.

But there was something I
could get from this—proof that I was the bigger man. Proof that the
‘freak’, as he’d called me in a frightened rage, could do something
he couldn’t. Proof that he’d traded down when he’d gone for that
little lying weasel, and if Devi was guilty I would
so enjoy
proving that.

I thought about it some
more, then called a number I was slightly surprised to find I
hadn’t deleted. “Kirin? I’ll do it. I’ll come to the lab and
you keep
your mouth shut. Especially to fucking Devi, right?”

“Of course.”

“I mean it. He’s a suspect,
same as the others. If you tell him what’s going down, I’ll
walk.”

“I won’t say anything. Thank
you, Javen. I can never repay you for this.”

“You got that right.”

I hung up. I really,
really hoped Devi was the thief. It would make up for
so much.

~~~~~~~~

Kirin’s lab was in the heart of
the legal district—a place I’d carefully avoided for months. I
tried not to wince as I saw uniformed officers—people I recognised,
though thankfully no one called to me. Man, I’d extract full price
from Kirin’s hide for this.

He met me at the front desk as
he’d done so many times before, but this time, it was as if we were
strangers. The clerk, who knew me well, looked down at his work,
avoiding both of us.

Kirin pointed to the door on
the left. “Um, this way.”

“I know the drill.”

He bit his lip again. He was
going to gnaw it through by the time this was done. “Come to my
office first.”

The route avoided the main
working areas, fortunately. A lot of his employees knew me, so as
soon as I appeared, they’d realise something was up. Like Devi did,
rushing up to Kirin and coming to a comically clumsy stop when he
spotted me.

“Hello, cockface,” I said
pleasantly.

“Javen. Um.” He radiated
guilt and fear, and I smiled to myself. Oh yeah, guilty as fuck. “Kirin, I—”

“Not now, Devi. I’ve got
business to deal with.”

“Sure.” The little turd gave me
another hunted, suspicious look and scurried off.

“I don’t want you to insult him
to his face, or in front of me,” Kirin said a little petulantly,
but he wasn’t as pissed as I’d have been in his shoes.
Interesting.

“Too bloody bad. But now he
knows I’m around, we need to move fast. Come on.”

Behind the closed door of his
office, I told him, “Your boyfriend is good for this. He’s spewing
guilt all over the place.”

“You don’t know it’s over the
pendant. Please, Javen. Set aside your prejudice—”

“Hah.”

He flushed. “This is a
mistake,” he muttered.

“Yeah, it is. But I’m here now.
I need the exact sequence of events and the work records of all the
people who were in the building. Then I want to interview them all
separately. Here, preferably.”

“What about searching the
lab?”

“This happened when? A couple
of days ago? The thief’s had time to clean up and move anything
they want.”

“I sealed the workspace.”

“Fine. But I want to talk to
the people first. Tell me what happened.”

“All right. It was just before
noon. Jishnu Uin removed the evidence wallet from the secure
repository, and put it on his table. Before he could open it, Jyoti
called out for help so he rushed over to deal with the
problem.”

“Who’s Jyoti, and what was the
problem? Was it real?”

“Jyoti Hiranya, one of the
junior techs. She’s new, uh....”

“Since you fucked me over, yes.
And the problem?”

“A centrifuge began to emit
smoke. She shut it down, but it gave her a bit of a fright.”

“And what caused that?”

“Jishnu couldn’t tell. We sent
the machine to be serviced. He spent some time reassuring her and
helping her sort out recovering the tubes and so on. When he
returned to his worktable, the wallet was gone. He looked around
for it, and when he couldn’t find it, called me.”

“Elapsed time since he left his
desk?”

“Uh...at least half an hour.
Obviously he didn’t expect to be gone so long or he’d have locked
the wallet up again.”

“Obviously.”

Kirin glared. “You don’t have
to be so sarcastic.”

“One of your employees is a
thief. They’re lying to you. You sound like a gullible idiot. Don’t
expect me to agree with your assessments. I’m here to deal in
facts.”

“Like my lover being a thief
when you have no evidence.”

“My empathy tells me he’s
feeling extreme guilt. That’s a fact. Now can we move on?”

My suspicions immediately
centred on this Jishnu and the junior tech because an equipment
failure just at that moment was awfully convenient for our thief.
But the table wasn’t isolated and three other staff had access to
it. It might have been opportunistic, though if that were the case,
the thief had to have some way of knowing what was in the wallet,
or have enough time to look it over. “What searches did you do and
did you check everyone as they left the building?”

“At first we thought the thing
had been mislaid, so the staff all joined in to look under tables,
in drawers, checking files opened that morning and so on. It’s
quite a small wallet.”

“So the thief had more than
enough chance to cover their tracks.”

“Um, yes. When we didn’t find
it, I arranged for everyone to be searched on departure. The
wallets are tracked from room to room, but—”

“It’s probably not in the
wallet any more. Is it still showing on the system?”

“No. Uh, the tracking device
can be deactivated by someone who knows what they’re doing.”

“And that would be....”

“Everyone in the building,” he
confirmed miserably. “I trust people, you see.”

“Yeah. You might want to
unlearn that habit, same as I did.”

“Javen—”

I held up my hand. “Save it.
Right. Let’s talk to these people. Jishnu, then Jyoti, then they
need to be.... Damn.”

“What?”

“Your security people. They
were around at the time?”

“Yes.” His expression changed
as he worked it out. “Oh damn.”

“Exactly. Should have called
the police, Kirin.”

“I couldn’t.”

“Then this is what you end up
with. I need the people I talk to, to remain isolated from the
others and each other. Or at least somewhere they can’t compare
notes. Who can you trust completely, and who wasn’t in the building
at the time?”

“Payal. My manager. You
remember her?”

“Sure. Call her in.”

It was always possible that
Payal was working with a confederate, but Kirin’s stupidity had
compromised matters so much, no one was in the clear. None of this
was ideal and only reminded me of my unwanted civilian status. But
Payal, who I liked and trusted and who didn’t give off any
suspicious emotion, understood what we wanted without needing
elaborate explanation. She’d babysit those I interviewed until the
process was done. It was bound to cause comment and resentment, but
I didn’t have a lot of choice here.

Jishnu strode in, and did a
double-take when he saw me. “Javen. I thought...um, nice to see you
again.”

“You too,” I lied. I’d never
cared for him particularly. “Jishnu, Kirin asked me to help him
find this pendant, so I’ll be talking to everyone in the building
at the time. I’m no longer with the police, so you don’t have to
talk to me. But you probably realise how serious this is.” I kept
speaking in a smooth, reassuring voice, but inside, excitement rose
as I sensed the massive anxiety and fear coming off him. He had
something to hide. What?

“Yes, and I don’t mind
talking.” He shifted nervously. “I already told Kirin everything.
We looked everywhere. I mean, I knew I was the obvious
suspect.”

“You believe it’s been
stolen?”

“There’s just no way it could
be an accident.”

“Did you see anyone near your
table? Do you suspect anyone?”

“No. I was totally absorbed in
helping Jyoti. I told you,” he said to Kirin.

“What was wrong with the
equipment, exactly?”

“I don’t know. I smelled the
smoke she saw, but there was nothing obvious. I logged it and
called the maintenance contractor.”

“And that’s it?”

“Well, I unplugged it and
walked it down to Dispatch.”

“Right. Any background in
mechanics, Jishnu?”

The anxiety spiked. “A little.
A couple of units of electronics, very basic, at university. I
found it boring. What’s this to do with the pendant?”

“Nothing. Just curious. Okay,
that’s it for now.”

“Jishnu, could you go to
Payal’s office?” Kirin said. “We’re going to reassess security
measures and she wants to talk to you about it.”

“Sure.” Jishnu shot me a dark
look, and left. His relief just added to my suspicions. He thought
he’d put one over us.

“Well?” Kirin asked.

“He knows something, but it’s
too early to know. Call Jyoti in.”

I sat up in surprise as a
tall, pretty banis
woman wearing a protective white coverall walked
in. I hadn’t realise Kirin employed any indigenous
staff.

“Hello, Jyoti,” he said.
“Please take a seat.”

She gave off a little
fear and anxiety but nothing like Jishnu—more what I’d expect from
someone in a new job facing an unexpected interview with the boss.
Strangely, she made my head tingle a bit. Maybe because she
was banis? I didn’t know.

I gave her my little speech
about helping Kirin and how she didn’t need to talk to me. “I have
nothing to hide, sir. But I didn’t see anything either.”

“Well, tell me what you did
see, and if you noticed anyone walking around while you were
talking to Jishnu. Start with the equipment. What happened?”

“I started the centrifuge and a
few seconds later, smoke came out of the base, near the motor. I
yelped a little, and Sri Uin came over to see what was wrong.”

“He said you called him over,”
Kirin said. I frowned at him for interrupting.

Her anxiety jumped a little.
“Uh, I can’t remember. I might have. I wasn’t really paying
attention to who else was around just then.”

“Go on,” I said. “He came
over....”

“I’d turned the machine off, of
course, and he lifted it up to look. By then the smoke had stopped.
He told me not to worry and that these things happened. He said it
was best to have it looked at and took it away.”

“Okay. So while you were
talking, did you notice anyone walking around the lab area?”

“I definitely saw Sri Terben.
He smiled at me.”

Devi would, the little creep.
“Anyone else?”

“I don’t remember anyone else.
The place was quiet because it was lunchtime.”

“I understand. Did you take
part in the search afterwards?”

“Yes. Everyone did.”

“Right. Jyoti, do you like Sri
Uin?”

Her head came up, and I felt a
flash of her anger. “Yes.”

“Everyone else here?”

“Yes, sir.”

She was lying. “Not many of
your people working in this field.”

“No, sir.”

“Okay. Well, that’s all for
now.”

Her nostrils flared as she left
the room. She was furious with me. Didn’t blame her, really.

Kirin tapped his pen against
his note pad impatiently, a habit that had always irritated me.
“What was all that about, Javen? You don’t mean to imply she took
the pendant out of resentment?”

“I was just curious. Trying to
get a sense of the dynamics. For what it’s worth, I think she’s not
the one.”

“Oh good. She’s a hard worker.
As you said, not many indigenous work in this area so I thought it
was a good thing to encourage it. You know, help raise their
standard of living.”

“I know how saintly you are,
Kirin. Let’s have the shithead next.”

“Javen, please.”

I ignored him, and after a
little bit, he called the weasel in.

Devi slipped into the room,
still radiating guilt. “Sit down,” I snapped, “and tell us where
you put the pendant.”

“Javen!”

“Stay out of it, Kirin. He’s
guilty as hell, and I want to know why.”

Devi sneered. “You’re not a cop
any more, Javen. Kirin, do I have to answer his questions?”

“No, but it would—”

“Then I’m not going to. If
either of you want to talk to me about this again, you can do it
through my lawyer.”

He flounced out, and I turned
to my ex, grinning evilly. “There’s your man.”

“All you proved is that you and
he are no longer friends and that you’re really ungracious
sometimes. Is that it? You’ll just lay it on him?”

“Not yet. But I’m telling you,
he’s hiding something. He was definitely at the scene at the right
time, which is more than we have for the last two on your list. And
you’re walking proof that living together doesn’t mean
commitment.”

He flushed. “You’re
obnoxious.”

“I’m pissed off. All right. If
you insist. Let’s have the other two.”

I’d met both Pritam and Waman
before, which made Pritam’s reaction all the more interesting
because he was even more guilty and anxious than Jishnu. Waman was
calm and took it in his stride, even helpfully suggesting how he
could look guilty if you squinted. I mentally crossed him off the
list, which still left three—Jishnu, Devi and Pritam. Working
together, or three separate reasons to be scared of me?

I kept my assessment to myself
as I dressed in protective overalls and hood since Kirin would
probably tell Devi everything. If he did, he was only screwing
himself, so what did I care?

Kirin led me to the laboratory
proper, explaining as we walked what the security protocols were to
protect the chain of custody. My real interest lay in the wallet’s
tracking tag which had mysteriously switched itself off during the
frantic search after Jishnu raised the alarm. “So how exactly do
you deactivate them?” I asked.

“Strong magnetism, or an
electric charge. It’s a tracking device, not an anti-theft
tool.”

“Might want to rethink
that.”

The work area was open, and
since my interviewees had returned to their desks, what I was doing
was no longer a secret. I asked Kirin to clear everyone away from
Jyoti’s table and everything between there and Jishnu’s
workstation. He and Jyoti watched me from a distance, their mixed
hostility giving me a headache I did my best to ignore. I told
Kirin to stand at Jishnu’s table, while I stood at Jyoti’s. That
gave me a clear line of sight, and a good view of anyone walking
between the two points. Pretty much the entire lab was visible to
anyone paying attention. Jishnu hadn’t mentioned Devi, but Jyoti
had. Significant? I didn’t know.

I wanted to search the work
area around Jishnu’s table. “But we went over the entire thing
three times,” Kirin protested.

I ignored him. He was a
forensic scientist. I was the cop, or had been. Thieves were my
speciality, not his.

No point in checking
fingerprints. Everyone wore protective gloves, and the search would
have compromised every surface. I donned gloves myself and went to
work, while Kirin watched and chewed a hole in his bottom lip.

I found the wallet in under a
minute, stuck to the underside of the bottom drawer in the
workstation. Kirin gaped as I held it up. “How did you...?”

“Perps do this all the time
with stolen goods, contraband, weapons.” I checked the packet. “The
pendant’s gone. Damn, I wish you had image surveillance in this
area.”

“We don’t employ thieves,” he
said, but didn’t even convince himself, let alone me.

I straightened and handed him
the wallet. “You can try to get prints and DNA off it. I doubt
you’ll find anything. Tell me, did you do a search as people left
every day since this went missing, or just the first day?”

“Just the first.”

“Terrific.” So the thief could
leave the wallet hidden until the fuss died down and then sail out
of the building with the damn pendant in their shoe. “I think it’s
long gone. You need to talk to the police and your insurance
company.”

He moaned. “It’ll ruin us.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t do any
more. Okay...give it a day. Won’t make any damn difference. I want
the names and details of the client and the court case, all the
people involved. And I want to talk to Jyoti again, privately.”

“Jyoti?”

One of the technicians
close by heard him and gave Jyoti a suspicious look. Great. “Yeah.
I’m going to leave now. Send me that information, then ask her to
leave in half an hour and to meet me at the chai house you found me
at this morning. Don’t frighten her, and don’t make a fuss.
She’s not a suspect, okay?”

“Yes, I understand.” But he
looked at her speculatively, as did a couple of others when they
saw the direction of his gaze. I could have kicked myself for
sowing seeds of suspicion about an innocent woman in the minds of
her co-workers.

“And keep your mouth shut,
especially to Devi.”

“I don’t think he’s talking to
me right now anyway.”

“I’m heartbroken, truly. I’ll
call you later. Tomorrow, maybe.”

He didn’t want me to go but
there was nothing more I could do there for now and being around
him was acid etching the glass shell of my soul. It gave me no
pleasure to see him flailing so incompetently, though this was new
to him, and honest citizens rarely did well when confronted with
criminality. Seeing Devi’s face only made me want to punch it. I
needed to get out of here.

~~~~~~~~

I waited for an hour in the
chai house, and was on the point of calling Kirin to ask what was
taking so long, when Jyoti walked in. I stood to greet her, but
though she responded politely, her resentment was clear. “Chai?” I
offered.

“No, thank you, sir.”

“Jyoti, I need to apologise. I
didn’t mean to draw attention to you and before I say anything
else, let me make it clear—I know you had nothing to do with the
pendant going missing.”

“Because you are
matos.”

“Huh?”

“Matos. Empathic.” She tapped her
head in case I didn’t get her meaning. “Sri Terben told us.
Uh...when you and Sri Nel—”

“Broke up. Yes. What a
surprise. It’s not like it was our private business or
anything.”

Some small sympathy under the
irritation. “It’s nothing surprising for me. Everyone else was
shocked.”

“Is that why you haven’t told
them you’re empathic too?”

Her head jerked up. “How did
you know?”

“Well, the chances were good
and while I was waiting, I did a little research about this tingle
you give me in my head. Seems that’s something that happens when
empaths are physically close. I won’t tell anyone, I swear.”

She sagged with relief. “Thank
you. It’s difficult, being new and—”

“The only
banis in
the building?”

“Yes. They all think I took
it,” she said, her anger flaring again. “I felt them, so
suspicious. Even just after it happened. And now....”

“I’m sorry. I made it clear to
Sri Nel you’re not one of my suspects and in fact, that’s why I
want to talk to you.”

“Bit late now, isn’t it? Once
you ruin my reputation, you think it will be so easy to mend
it?”

Her brilliant blue eyes
bored into me above the weird high-angled cheekbones of her race.
Her flame-coloured hair framed her features like a headdress,
braided carefully and intertwined with fine purple ribbons. A
beautiful woman, for a banis. “I’ll do what I can. If
Kirin doesn’t support you, I can make his life merry
hell.”

“It’s too late.
The chuma only need an excuse. Sooner or later, I’ll make a mistake,
and they’ll be expecting it. Then I’ll have to leave.”

She stared at me, willing me to
contradict her. Sadly, she was probably right. “But if we find the
thief, and with your help, you’ll be vindicated.”



“A stranger naming one of their
own as a criminal? They’ll hate me more, Sri Ythen.”

“I’ve made a mess of this,
haven’t I?”

“Your people usually do.” She
sighed. “But what is done is done, and the Spirit will give me
strength to endure. So how can we find the thief?”

“I found the wallet in Jishnu’s
desk. Empty. Think back to the search. Not just who was where, who
looked where, but how they felt to you. Did anyone’s emotions
strike you as wrong?”

“It was very hard to separate
them. Ten people all frantic—” She put her finger on her lips as if
something had suddenly come to her.

“Someone wasn’t frantic?”

“Hmmm. Sri Mlano was much more
worried than anyone.”

“Pritam? Why would he care so
much?”

“I don’t know, but he
was desperate. Even more than Sri Nel
at that time, though Sri Nel is more worried now.”

That didn’t fit at all. “And
Sri Uin? How did Jishnu seem?”

“I wasn’t paying that much
attention because I wanted to find the pendant. I knew because it
had gone missing while I was around, people would suspect me. Sri
Mlano stood out though.”

“And Sri Terben?”

“He wasn’t there. He went to
lunch and only returned when we were done. I think he was on his
way out when I saw him.”

“And his reaction to the
news?”

“Uh...annoyed. A little
excited.”

“Like....”

“Like he is when he has gossip
to share,” she said. “Sri Nel would sack me for saying that about
his lover.”

“I won’t repeat it.” I easily
recalled Devi’s eager expression as he shared some private secret
or other. “But not glee? Relief? Anything to indicate he’d pulled
off a successful crime?”

“No. Though I didn’t spend all
that long with him, as I had to speak to Sri Nel about what
happened.”

“Okay, let me be blunt here.
You were lying when you said you liked everyone you worked with.
Who don’t you like?”

She clasped her hands in her
lap. “This isn’t fair, Sri Ythen.”

“Then who would you suspect of
this theft, if you had no evidence at all other than your instincts
and your empathy?”

“That’s even less fair. But we
have mentioned them in this conversation.”

“Devi? You don’t like him, do
you?”

She shook her head. “He’s very
funny and is friendly to everyone, but he can be unkind and...he
makes remarks about my people I don’t care for.”

That was Devi all right.
Once I’d thought him funny too, a spice in my life. When Kirin took
up with him so suspiciously fast, I wondered how I’d been so ready
to excuse the bitchiness which had always had such an undercurrent
of cruelty. Unfortunately, Jyoti’s report made him an unlikely
suspect, even if the little shit was hiding something.

“I don’t blame you for not
liking him. Now, this is more speculative. If you wanted to sneak
something out of the lab, and not take it out in your own hands,
what can you think of as a way to remove it?”

She frowned. “Well, I’d take it
to Dispatch and post it. Some of the staff, uh, send....”

“Private material on the boss’s
bill? Not surprising. Damn. And no one checks the parcels going
out?”

“Not that I know of. Sri Nel
would know.”

“Yes. You’ve been really
helpful, Jyoti. Incredibly so. Do you have to go back to work?”

“Sri Nel told me to fake a
migraine and take the afternoon off. I think Sushri Tarl knows it’s
not the truth.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll
explain to Payal, or Kirin will. Let me order a taxi for you to go
home. This is my phone number,” I said, writing it on my notepad.
“I want you to keep your eyes, ears and empathy open, especially on
those individuals we talked about. And I will make sure Kirin
protects you, okay? He owes me big time for this.”

“Thank you,” she said
unenthusiastically, taking the piece of paper. “There is one thing.
One of the people who uses Dispatch for personal purposes is Sri
Mlano.”

“But there are others.”

“Yes.”

She looked as if she wanted to
say more, and I waited, but nothing came. “I’ll walk you out,” I
said.

I insisted on paying the taxi
driver to take her to her door, since she was only here at my
request. Then I started home, and called my brother as I
walked.

“I was worried about you,”
Yashi said. “Are you on your way over to the clinic?”

“Yes, I guess so.” I checked
the time—almost six. “I’ll bring food.”

“Great, I’m starving.”

Surprisingly, so was I. My
appetite had been lousy since I got out of the hospital, which
drove my dear, sweet sister-in-law crazy. She spent more time
pestering me to eat than she did her twins. Well, tonight, I didn’t
need to be pestered. Maybe cop work—even this pretend kind—was what
my stomach needed to feel perky again.

~~~~~~~~

I didn’t tell Yashi much about
the case, except to say I thought it would be a poke in the eye for
my faithless ex. He only grunted and said it was good to see me
interested in something, whatever the reason. But as we ate and
talked about this and that, my mind turned over the facts I’d
gleaned. By the time he’d finished his meal break, I knew I needed
to go back to the lab. “I might be late home,” I told him.

“Be careful and have fun,” he
said, sounding just like our father. I grinned and told him that,
which made him pull a face.

I called Kirin at home. “I need
to look around while the place is empty. Meet me there.”

“I was just about to eat.”

“Wrap your food in a chapati
and come down. Leave the weasel behind.”

“Javen.”

“You’ve got twenty minutes, and
I’m not joking about the weasel.”

I called a taxi and arrived a
minute before Kirin’s tidy red auto slid into the car park. The
sight gave me a pang—how many times had we sat in that vehicle,
making out at a beauty spot, or at the beach. I grew hard just
looking at the damn thing. I’d thrown Kirin’s gifts back at his
face as I left, but I’d forgotten how much the auto meant to me.
Maybe I should have asked for it as part of my own personal
‘divorce’ settlement.

“Couldn’t this have waited,
Javen?” he said as he walked over. No sign of his supper.

“No. Stop bitching. This is for
your benefit, not mine.”

“Sorry.”

“And stop bloody apologising.
You’re not really sorry.”

His mouth opened to issue
another meaningless apology. I cut him off with a glare.

“What are you looking for?” he
said as he let us into the quiet building.

“Records. Dispatch, clients.
Specifically anyone giving you work in the last two weeks, or that
you sent items to. Not reports—packages.”

He was completely confused and
more than a little irritated. I ignored him and asked him to pull
up the dispatch logs for the times after the incident with the
centrifuge.

“Look.” I pointed at the entry.
“Wala and Faute, lawyers. Package sent the afternoon after the
pendant went missing.”

“So?”

“Kirin, they’re
Kajal Gemate’s lawyers.”

His eyes went huge. “Her
lawyers are behind this?”

“That’s what I think. I want to
know when they sent you the job and if you’ve worked for them
before.”

It was all so obvious, but the
trick was knowing to look for it. Wala and Faute, in the first work
they’d ever offered the lab, had sent an inexpensive bauble for DNA
testing two days after the pendant arrived. It had been signed out
by Jishnu—and returned by him too. “Could he make sure he was the
one to process an item?” I asked.

“Theoretically, no, but he’s
been here so long he does pretty much what he wants because he’s
fast and does a good job. He’s done this out of turn, but it’s not
the first time. But why would her lawyers contact him?”

“I don’t know but I bet there’s
a connection. Maybe they did work for him or a friend. He has to be
the one, Kirin. It’s the only explanation that fits all the
evidence. He was the only one with access to the wallet at the
crucial times, and the one who had the obvious means of dispatching
the pendant without suspicion.”

“The centrifuge?”

“A smoke device on a timer,
then he waited until a new, inexperienced employee was almost alone
in the building with him before setting it off. I’d have to contact
your repairers to be sure but I bet that centrifuge is in perfect
working order.”

Kirin shook his head. “I can’t
believe it. He’s worked here from the beginning. Why would he
betray me like that?”

“You want me to answer
that, lover?”

He flushed. “No. So the others
are clear? Devi and Pritam and Waman?”

“Waman isn’t a suspect.
Pritam...may have other reasons to be guilty. I suggest you do a
bit of digging. Uh...I think he’s doing something dishonest. Small
or big time, I don’t know, but apparently he was frantic to find
the pendant, possibly because he doesn’t want the police poking
around. I don’t have any evidence but my gut says he’s up to
something.”

Kirin nodded unhappily. “And
Dev—”

Before he could finish, the
weasel himself walked in. We blinked at him in surprise. He’d
clearly come down in a hurry, dressed without his usual care and
his artfully cut glossy hair an untidy mess. “Devi, what are you
doing here?” Kirin asked.

He put his hands on his
hips and glared. “That’s what I want to know. What are you doing
here with him?”

“Oh that’s funny. Fucking
hilarious. You’re jealous?” I sneered. “Please. I
wouldn’t take either of you with a kilo of first grade
nixum.”

“That’s why you’ve turned
up here, turning everything upside down and using every opportunity
to denigrate me, is it, Javen? Because you’re so uninterested in
Kirin now?”

I stalked towards him, furious,
and he backed away, really afraid. I outweighed him and overtopped
him by a head. More than that, I knew how to use my body for evil
and he didn’t, and I had real reason to hurt him.

I forced him up against a
wall. “You think by throwing a hissy fit, you can hide what you’ve
been up to, don’t you? You came down here because you’re afraid we
might find out what you’re hiding. What you’ve been so guilty
about. Did you forget why Kirin broke up with me, cockface?
I know what you feel. I know you’re hiding the truth. So
what is it? Where’s the pendant? Why did you steal it?”

“I didn’t! Kirin, I
wouldn’t!”

“Stay the fuck out of
this, Kirin,” I warned without turning around. “If it isn’t the
pendant, what is it? Tell me, you little bastard.” I raised my hand
and he cringed, even though I had no intention of giving him any
excuse to call the police. “You can tell me now or you can tell my
nice former colleagues, none of whom would be particularly thrilled
to have someone like you screw over a fellow officer. I’m the son
of the regional governor, Devi. I can make shit
stick like you would not believe. So talk! What did you
do?”

“Nothing! I didn’t steal the
pendant! I....”

“What? Spit it out or I’ll
smack it out of you.”

Kirin murmured my name but
sensibly didn’t interfere. Maybe he wanted to know the truth
too.

“I didn’t steal. It’s nothing
to do with that. It’s about you and uh, him.”

“Yeah? So what did you do? Let
me guess. You’ve had your eyes on him for a while, right?
Pretending to be my friend, cosying up to Kirin?” He nodded, which
surprised me. I never thought I’d get him to admit it. “What else?
Badmouthing me?”

“No! Of course not.”

“Yes, you did,” Kirin said. I
felt him close behind me. “I remember now. All that talk about
Javen’s empathy.”

“I was just being sympathetic,”
Devi said, but the guilt was back. And fear.

“I bet,” I said. “I bet you
were such a comfort to poor, poor Kirin. I noticed you never came
near me. Afraid I’d find out what you were doing?”

“I wasn’t doing anything.”

“We talked for hours,” Kirin
said, anger rising. “After I heard about Javen’s empathy being
triggered and him having to leave the police force. You were over
at the house all the time. I thought you were trying to help, but
all you talked about was how empaths can know all our secrets and
that’s why the law had been changed. How hard it would be living
with one.”

I slammed the wall next
to Devi’s head, making him jump. “How subtle, cockface. How
charming.”

He pouted, which looked
ridiculous on him and in the situation. “I only told him the truth.
I was right. You can’t be trusted. Look what you’re doing now.”

“Exposing you? First time
since the shooting I’ve been glad I’ve got this power.” I stepped
away in disgust, as he folded his arms and failed to meet our eyes.
“You’re a prick. I never cheated or lied to anyone, empath or not.
But you did.”

“Because I love Kirin! I
appreciate him more than you ever could, you uncouth
cop.”

“Maybe. But he wasn’t yours and
you had no right.”

“He’s not yours any more.
Kirin, tell him.”

“Tell him what? That you played
both of us? Get out of my sight, Devi,” Kirin said, his voice rough
with emotion.

“Kirin, we can talk—”

“No, I don’t think so. Just get
out.”

Devi slid along the wall, and
left the room at a half-run. I turned to face my shame-faced ex.
“You don’t need to say it,” he said. “I was a fool.”

“Yeah. We both were. So I guess
I’m done. You know who the thief is, and we can probably get him to
confess tomorrow.”

“But if the pendant’s gone, I’m
still screwed. I can prosecute Jishnu, but I can’t save our
reputation.”

“I think I know a way to do
that. Let’s talk to Jishnu, and then I’ll let Shrimati Gemate know
that the governor’s son would like to pay her a call.”

His eyes widened. “You’d do
that for me?”

“No. I’ll do it for your
innocent employees who deserve better. I’m still madder than hell
at you.”

“I don’t blame you. I can’t
even blame Devi entirely.”

“Can’t force the willing,
right? You already believed all that crap about empaths, and you
let him persuade you to do what you were half-inclined to do. So
much for loving me.”

“I did. I do,” he whispered. “I
made a terrible mistake. Javen....”

I cut him off with a slicing
motion. “I don’t want to talk about it. Close up, and you can give
me a lift home.”

We rode to Yashi and Tara’s
house in silence, me trying to ignore Kirin’s churning emotions and
the headache they’d given me, and him thinking about who knew what.
I didn’t envy his situation but at least part of it, he’d brought
on his own head. At least he still had his job, his career. His
home. And this auto.

He pulled up outside the house
and cut the engine. “So...see you in the morning?”

“First thing. Pick me up on
your way through, okay?” I put my hand on the door to open it.

“Javen.... We really should
talk. A lot’s happened, and I was so very wrong.”

“It’s too late, Kirin. You
broke it, and it can’t be mended.”

“Can’t it?” He put his hand on
my thigh. “I care about you. I never stopped. I just freaked
out.”

“Yes, I remember. I could
hardly forget.”

“I know you don’t want to hear
it, but I really am sorry. I was wrong in every way and about
everything. I don’t deserve forgiveness, but I hope one day you
will forgive me.”

How long had I hoped for him to
apologise, to admit he was wrong? And yet to hear him say the words
meant nothing now. It was over. I wouldn’t go back, and he wasn’t
asking for me to. Everything was poisoned, dead.

“One day. But not soon. What
will you do about Devi?”

“He’s destroyed my trust in
him. I can’t see how we can go on. I should have listened to
you.”

“Yeah. Not exactly an unbiased
witness though, am I?”

“No. But you spoke the truth.
Javen, can’t you tell how I feel right now?”

He cupped my face and I
let him turn it to him. In the low light, in this auto, so many
memories flooded back, from when we were first in love, randy as
bulls, besotted and amazed at finding each other. Where had that
all gone, that passion? Blasted out of me by a gun and Kirin’s
words. “I know how you
feel. I don’t know how I feel.”

“Don’t you want me a
little?”

A little? If my cock was making
the decisions, I’d have thrown him back and fucked him, family
house or not. I was hard, and yeah, I could give him what he
wanted, what he was so unsubtly hinting about with his hands and
eyes. I leaned closer, wondering if I should let lust carry me
where reason wouldn’t, but as he came closer to meet me, I stopped,
then brushed his hands off me. “I can’t. You destroyed the trust,
Kirin. I’d hate myself, and you, if I ignored that.”

I didn’t need empathy to read
the disappointment and sadness in his expression. “I can’t exactly
blame you. Javen, I owe you a lot and I will do whatever it takes
to be your friend again, even if we can’t be lovers. I’ll be the
man you thought I was. I won’t ever let you down again.”

“Won’t get a chance.” But as he
winced, I added, “To have you as a friend would feel good.
Just...don’t push it.”

“I won’t.” He leaned over and
kissed my cheek. “Good night, and thank you.”

“We’re not done yet, and you
still have to face Devi.”

He grimaced. “Yes. Part of the
penalty for rank idiocy.”

“See you tomorrow. Call as
you’re leaving your place.”

I stepped out of the auto and
he drove off. I didn’t go inside immediately, wanting to appear
calm before I faced the family. Was this the closure I needed, or a
false start? I was still alone, and without a job, and kicking Devi
in the teeth hadn’t felt anything like as good as I thought it
would. I didn’t get off on hurting people and never had. So
rent-a-thug work was out as a career, for a start.

I needed a hug, and there were
twins inside the house who had any amount of them for their broken
down uncle, so I went in search. Sometimes, the only solution was
to wait for things to improve on their own.

~~~~~~~~

Kirin picked me up just before
eight. “I hope you realise this is the earliest I’ve been out of
bed in months,” I grumbled as I climbed into his auto.

His eyes were tired, and his
voice sounded harsh like it did when he hadn’t slept well. “I’m
aware of the sacrifice. Uh...Devi’s gone. He left me a resignation
note, took a few essentials and told me where to send the
rest.”

“Not surprising. You’re not as
crushed as you could be.”

“No. Which says it all,
really.”

“Mmmm.” I didn’t want to talk
about the weasel. “We need to record the interview with Jishnu, so
we’ve got proof if you need to go to the police. He could get nasty
about this, if you sack him.”

“I know. What about Kajal
Gemate?”

“Calling her now.”

Shrimati Gemate’s assistant was
surprised to hear from Governor Ythen’s son, but of course Shrimati
Gemate could find time to see him. Would just before lunch suit? It
certainly would. I closed the call, and found Kirin looking at me
out of the corner of his eye.

“That’s only the second time
since I met you that you’ve used your father’s position for
personal reasons,” he said slowly. “The first time was last night,
with Devi.”

“Well, I don’t usually like to
remind people about it. Besides, I’m a bit of an embarrassment to
dear old Dad. He and Mum pretend they keep us kids out of the
spotlight for our own privacy, but really it’s because they don’t
want to admit too publicly they have a cop in the family. And
certainly not a biracial ex-cop.”

“They ought to be proud of
you.”

“Yeah, you’d think.”
Didn’t want to talk about that either.

The recording equipment,
normally used for training and some promotional purposes, took very
little time to set up and then Kirin called Jishnu into his
office.

This time, Jishnu was more
afraid than guilty when he saw me. He knew the game was up, but he
still tried bluster. “Kirin, do I need to call my lawyer? This is
verging on workplace harassment.”

“Sit down and shut up, Jishnu,”
I snapped. “We know you did it. We found the wallet where you hid
it, and the dispatch record where you sent the pendant back to
Shrimati Gemate’s lawyers, and when I speak to the centrifuge
repairers and confirm there’s nothing at all wrong with that unit,
it’ll be brought back so Kirin can run some tests on it. I’d bet my
investments that he’ll find the residue of smoke-creating
chemicals, and probably even signs where you attached the remote
trigger to the motor. So all I really want to know from you is why?
How much did they pay you?”

His face drained of colour.
“You can’t prove anything!”

“Wrong. We have more than
enough to call the police in, and once they do and once they talk
to Shrimati Gemate and examine your phone logs and your bank
records and do all the things that as a civilian I can’t do right
now, you’ll be prosecuted as a thief. You’ll never work again, not
in this field and likely in no other. So you have a choice. Tell
the truth in full, then resign quietly and leave, or be exposed as
the criminal you are.”

His eyes darted back and forth
between us. Kirin stared back, implacable and angry. From me, the
man would see no pity for I had none. I loathed thieves. “It’s not
an open-ended offer, Jishnu,” I said. “Talk, or Kirin calls the
police.”

His capitulation came quickly
after that. “All right. They didn’t pay me anything. They’re
helping me out with a legal problem.”

“Which is?”

“Um...I’m getting divorced from
my husband. He’s wealthier than me and can afford really good
lawyers.”

“I don’t think Wala and Faute
are exactly what you’d call ‘really good’ anything, except crooks.
So you admit to setting off the smoke device, concealing the
pendant and secreting it from the building in a parcel dispatched
to that firm? Say it, Jishnu.”

“Yes, I admit it,” he said
sulkily. “What more do you want?”

“A signed statement admitting
your guilt, a resignation without notice, and then your departure,”
Kirin said. “No one needs to know about this except us, unless you
cause me any trouble. Don’t expect a reference and if you contact
Wala and Faute about this, I’ll call the police and let them rip
you to shreds.”

Jishnu typed out the two
documents and signed them, with me as a witness. Kirin called his
security guards and had him escorted from the building, his
personal belongings to be sent on later. When Jishnu departed,
Kirin rubbed his forehead. “He’s been with me so long. I’ll have to
speak to the staff about it.”

“Do that, and if Pritam’s
hiding something, which I’m sure he is, that’ll give him a false
sense of security. I’ll contact the repair firm just to confirm
what I suspect and have them send the unit back. Do the chemical
testing, okay? He could still repudiate the statement, and he’s
only the little fish. I want to net Gemate, and the stronger our
proof, the tighter the net.”

“I understand.” He looked so
miserable, I actually felt sorry for him. But I couldn’t make him
feel better. I could only stop him losing his livelihood, or I
hoped so, anyway.

Meeting Kajal Gemate was my
first excuse to get cleaned up properly in months. I pulled out the
outfit I’d last worn to Yashi’s wedding, and a silky scarf Tara had
given me for my birthday years ago. I’d much prefer to be wearing
my police uniform for something like this. I felt naked without it
and my gun. Not that I expected to need a weapon but I missed the
weight of it. I missed a lot of things.

Shrimati Gemate lived on a
frankly disgustingly lavish estate just outside Hegal’s city
limits. From my reading of the divorce case, the actual squabble
was over the pre-marital financial agreement which would allow her
fifty percent of her obscenely wealthy husband’s property and a
hefty lifetime annuity in the event of divorce—except in the case
of her infidelity. And infidelity was what the pendant was alleged
to prove. No wonder she was desperate to stop Kirin testing the
thing.

I’d never met the woman, but
she and her husband were part of the elite crowd my parents moved
in so effortlessly—and which bored me to tears. News media carried
their pictures, reported on their doings, and the Gemate divorce
had been seized on with glee. Even I, who avoided gossipy news
reports, couldn’t help but hear about the case. Kirin had been
incredibly unlucky to be caught up in it.

A tidily uniformed
banis maid
led me into Shrimati Gemate’s sitting room. The lady herself,
splendidly bedecked in shimmering yellow and glittering gems, rose
to greet me. “Sri Ythen. What a pleasure to meet you.”

“Same here, Shrimati
Gemate.”

Close up, she showed the strong
bone structure and good skin she was famous for. The strong natural
UV shield on Uterden was kind to the looks of older people, but not
to their bones unless they took care. She obviously did. If her
dark hair was dyed to hide the grey, she clearly paid more for her
hairdresser than I did because it looked natural to me.

“Do take a seat. Chai, or
something stronger? I have some rather lovely wine that came in on
the latest ship from back home. A truly extraordinary vintage.”

Wine from Kelon? Some people
had more money than brains. “No thanks. Actually, I’m here on some
personal business. Something that might not be suitable for uh....”
I tilted my head towards the maid.

She snapped her fingers at the
woman, who bowed and slipped out silently. “Now we’re quite
private. How can I help you?”

“Well, you can give the pendant
back you abstracted illegally from Kirin Nel’s laboratory, and you
can also file a statement of non-contention in your divorce
case.”

She sat up straight. “And why
would I do that, young man? What are you talking about?”

“The pendant, Shrimati Gemate,
with your lover’s sexual fluids on it. I have a sworn statement
from the employee at Sri Nel’s laboratory your lawyers paid to
steal the pendant. If Sri Nel goes to the police, it’ll get very
ugly.”

She recovered fast from the
shock, I had to give her that much. “You have nothing to tie
anything to me. Get out.”

“Really? You think your lawyers
will take the fall for you? You think no one in the firm will admit
they handed it back to you and that it was your idea in the first
place?”

“I’ll take that chance.”

“As you wish. So Sri Nel will
go to the police, this house will be torn apart looking for the
pendant, which I know you have, and in the meantime, your husband’s
lawyers will go to the judges in the case and inform them of what’s
happened. You’ll lose the case and be prosecuted for contempt,
perjury and probably perversion of justice. You won’t just be
poorer, Shrimati Gemate. You’ll be a criminal, possibly face prison
time, and your reputation will be mud.”

She sniffed. “People like me
don’t go to prison.”

“Yes they do. You won’t be the
first rich bitch I’ve helped put away.” Her mouth narrowed at the
insult. “Stop playing. We hold all the cards, and the best you can
hope for is to come out with some dignity and a reduced settlement,
which is probably more than you deserve.”

She slapped me, hard. I laughed
in her face. “You’ll have to fight harder than that in prison,
lady.” I gripped her skinny wrist as she swung again. “Now watch
the talons. You can slap, but draw blood and you’ll find out how
much self-defence I learned as a cop.”

She shook me off and stood.
“Get out of my house.”

“Not without the pendant. Or
you can call the police and I’ll tell them all I know. An ex-cop,
not to mention the governor’s son, would make a pretty credible
witness, don’t you think?”

Her rage made my head ache like
hell and I could see her mind furiously running through the
alternatives. I’d left her with almost nothing, and no choice that
wouldn’t leave her worse off. “If I give you the pendant, what
guarantee do I have you won’t simply give it back to my husband’s
lawyers?”

“I will. But because you’re
going to end the case, no official confirmation you were sleeping
around on your husband needs to be filed with the court. Sri Gemate
wants to finish this, I’m certain. Make him an offer to settle and
go quietly, and no one has to be troubled any further. You already
have money, Shrimati Gemate. Better what you have than going to
prison and be branded a criminal.”

“You loathsome little man.
I’m so glad I never voted for your father’s party.”

“I’ve never voted for it
either. The pendant?”

I followed her to her enormous
bedroom, and a walk-in dressing room nearly as large as Yashi’s
whole house. I pulled on protective gloves and waited for her to
hand me the jewel—an exquisite piece of inlaid purple Garkon
gemstone, set in red jobold. Easy to see why she treasured it.

“I’m sure it will find its way
back to you,” I said as I slipped it into an evidence bag and
sealed it.

She stamped her foot.
“Now get out and never
return.”

I carefully refrained from
grinning. “My pleasure.”

I didn’t waste any time jumping
in my auto and driving away, half worried the old dear might send
minions after me. Upsetting rich and powerful people wasn’t a
regular pastime of mine and my heart raced until I was well clear
of her estate, and back on the road to Hegal.

I marched into the lab, feeling
triumphant and more cheerful than I had in a long time. I walked
into Kirin’s office, certain he’d be delighted at my success. But
when I laid the pendant on the desk in front of him, he barely
managed a smile and a “thank you”.

I sat down. “What’s wrong?”

“Pritam. Has been stealing for
months and months. Equipment, chemicals, even data. Payal looked
through the books and confronted him. He confessed in full. I’ve
just sacked him.” He looked up at me with tears in his eyes. “I
trusted these people. Nurtured them, trained them. Respected
them.”

“And they kicked you in the
nuts. I’m sorry, Kirin.”

“Like you said, I shouldn’t
complain to you about betrayal.”

“No. But at least you acted out
of real emotion. Fear, anxiety, maybe even grief for what we’d
lost. Pritam and Jishnu did it cold-bloodedly. That’s so much
worse.”

“And Devi. Three employees in
one day. What does it say for me?”

I nudged the pendant towards
him. “It says you’re a nice man with bad luck. Your fault was to
trust too much.”

“And not trust the one person I
could really count on. I am so sorry, Javen.” He began to cry and I
could only hold his hand across the desk and wait until he grew
calmer. Yes, he’d fucked up. But never in my worst rages would I
have wished this on him.

Finally he sniffled, rubbed his
nose and picked up the pendant in its bag. “What do I do now?” he
murmured.

“Run the tests you would have
done, and send the pendant and results back to the client. Kajal
Gemate will settle before they need to use them. No need to tell
them what happened—just report what you find. Even if the DNA
evidence has been compromised, she won’t dare bluff her way out. I
made it clear she better not. It’s over, Kirin. You kept the lab
and most of your people safe. So now you have to go on, for
them.”

“I need to revise procedures.”
He wiped his eyes on his sleeve and looked up at me. “Want a job as
a security adviser?”

“One day, maybe. But not now.
But I can recommend a firm of ex-cops with an excellent reputation.
Be honest with them about what happened.”

He nodded, and blew his nose
properly before sitting up. “You’re really good at this, you know.
Not just finding the truth, but the way you analyse things. This is
what you should do. Security, or private investigation. Something
like that.”

“It’s not the same as being a
cop.”

“It could be better though. I’m
not just saying this, Javen. I know excellence when I see it.”

“Yeah, you do. I’ll think about
it. But now I need to push off.”

“What about your fee?”

I stood. “You’ve paid enough. I
might need a favour or two in the future. I’ll call it in
then.”

“Anytime. Um...?”

I waved and headed to the door.
“See you around, Kirin.”

I wanted to leave before I said
something stupid, that I didn’t mean or would regret later. Neither
of us needed the heartache that would bring.

~~~~~~~~

I walked out of the building
not really sure where to go or how I felt. Yes, I’d won. Done what
I wanted to do, even to the point of proving Devi was a creep. It
just didn’t feel like a win though, and now it was over, I felt
empty again. Like I had since the hospital.

A tingle in my head. I turned
and saw Jyoti watching me, sitting on the edge of a flowerbed,
holding a mug of chai. “Hello.”

“Good afternoon, Sri
Ythen.”

I went over and sat by her.
“Big day at work.”

“An unhappy day. Everyone’s
upset.”

“At you?”

“Not specifically.” She bowed
her head. “Thank you for finding the thief.”

“I did it for everyone. You
guys didn’t deserve to have your names ruined by him. Or by Pritam.
Things should be more pleasant without Devi too.”

“Yes. I’m not the only one who
thinks so.”

“So now you can get on with
your job, and relax. Kirin will need all the good people he can
get.”

“Yes. I intend to work hard. If
I don’t, I know no one will make excuses for me.”

The way they had for Pritam,
she didn’t say but I heard loud and clear anyway. “You were a great
help to me. That tip about Pritam pointed us in the right
direction.”

“I’m glad.” She shifted
uneasily. “If people see me talking to you, they might...make
assumptions.”

“Oh. Yeah. Sorry.” I stood.
“Hang onto my number, Jyoti. I owe you and I repay my debts. You
never know when you might need help.”

“Thank you, but there’s no
debt. May the Spirit guide you to happiness.”

“Ah...thanks.” Overt displays
of religiousness always made me queasy. “Good luck.”

She smiled, but she was
glad to see me go. She was right that people would talk if we were
seen chatting. Banis
women had enough of an undeserved reputation
without me adding to it by being overly familiar. I hoped she’d do
all right in Kirin’s lab. He really did encourage people and I
hoped all this wouldn’t change that. He was a good boss, even if
he’d turned out to be a lousy lover.

No, that was unfair. He’d been
a good lover too, but not up to the unexpected. He’d lived
something of a charmed life, and this was definitely the worst
upset he’d ever experienced. Maybe in a few years, with a few more
knocks, he’d be more resilient. But I would have moved on by then.
I’d already started.

And now I’d have to see where
the path led me.







Javen and the Lost
Girl

“So that’s what an
investigator’s badge looks like,” Yashi said, fingering the etched
metal. “Worth four hundred dolar, do you think?”

“Maybe not, but the license to
carry a weapon and access to official records is.” I took the badge
back and slipped it into the special wallet it came in. “I feel
like a pretend policeman.”

“Different job. Cops protect
and serve, and you’ll....”

“Snoop.”

“Well, yes.” He laughed. “You
look disgusted.”

“I’m not, not really.” I said
with a shrug. “Just not looking forward to finding clients.” I’d
looked at the advertising other investigators used, but the
boastful claims and services listed put me off using them as an
example. “Cops don’t need to go looking for people to help.”

“Maybe you need to work on not
seeing yourself as a cop any more,” my brother said. He picked up
his case. “Anyway, I’m off to work, and we need you back by six for
the kids. That’s still okay, right?”

“Sure. I already put it into my
packed schedule.”

He grinned. “Thanks. See you
later.”

I poured myself more chai and
contemplated my new career with no great enthusiasm. I’d let Kirin
and Yashi bully me into applying for the investigator’s license
because I knew they wanted the best for me and I had no better
ideas for how to spend my post-police life. Now it was a reality, I
wasn’t at all sure this was for me. The work, sure. I could do
that. But being a self-employed operator, hawking myself out....
Kirin had given me some contacts, and Yashi wanted me to exploit
the family connections, an idea I’d rejected immediately. The last
thing I wanted was to involve my parents and their political chums
in my work.

I needed to do more research, I
decided, procrastinating like a champ. So I decided to walk into
town to visit the main library and do some browsing on the subject.
There. That would take up a whole day and I could put off the
problem of clients for that long.

As I walked out into the humid
weather that heralded the wet season to come in a couple of weeks,
my phone went. “Javen Ythen.” I couldn’t make myself add ‘private
investigator’ to the end. Too cheesy.

“Sri Ythen, it’s Jyoti Tejal
Hiranya. Do you remember me?”

“Jyoti...oh yes! Kirin’s lab.
How are you?”

“I’m well, sir. And you?”

“Doing okay. What can I help
you with?”

“Do you recall you, uh, offered
to do me a favour? Did you mean that?”

“Sure. What do you need?”

“It’s a very private matter,
Sri Ythen. Would it be possible to meet to talk about it? Perhaps
this evening?”

“Not tonight. How about
lunch?”

She agreed, and named a
time where she would meet me away from the laboratory. That meant
I’d need my auto, so I walked back to the house to collect it,
wondering what a quiet, respectable banis girl like Jyoti could want
with an ex-cop.

She looked as lovely as I
remembered her, though sadder, with white ribbons instead of purple
woven into her red braids.

“How’s work?” I asked as I
drove to my regular chai house.

“Very good. I recently received
a pay rise. Sri Nel is very happy with me, he says.”

“Excellent. So this isn’t about
work?”

“Not at all, and I don’t want
them to know about it. It concerns my family. A very great
sorrow.”

“I understand. Let’s talk while
we eat.”

Most of the customers in the
chai house at this time of day were there only to collect orders
and lunchboxes left in the morning, so we found a table easily. I
ordered a vegetable dish for both of us, and then asked her to tell
me what was happening, in her own time.

“My aunt and uncle live on the
Demultan Flats. They’re farmers, not wealthy people. Six weeks ago,
their only daughter hanged herself.”

Ouch.
“I’m sorry. That’s why you’re wearing white
ribbons?” White for mourning, same for Nihan and Kelon
alike.

“Yes. Though we believe in
reincarnation, a life cut short in this way is still a great
sorrow. She had lost her first child at birth two months before,
and that’s why she killed herself, we believe.”

“It’s very sad, but I don’t
understand why you need my help.”

She sipped her chai, discomfort
and sadness colouring her actions. “My aunt and uncle refuse to
accept it was suicide because there was no note. The police have
closed the case, there is no evidence of foul play, but yet they
find no peace or acceptance. My parents and I have visited three
times to try to help, but....”

“Sometimes people channel their
anger at the dead person into a supposed attacker, because they
feel that’s more acceptable. What do you want me to do, Jyoti? I’m
not a police officer.”

Her pale cheeks coloured
slightly. “No, but you are Kelon and you know how the police work.
I thought...perhaps you could ask them to re-examine it? Or ask
questions to see if there’s anything in what my aunt and uncle
believe? I want to help them so much. Their pain is so great, and
they are such good people.”

“I can talk to them but I can’t
promise I can help. Sounds more like they need counselling than
anything else.”

“I agree, but if we try this,
then perhaps they won’t be able to deny the truth any longer.”

“You believe your cousin killed
herself?”

She gave me a sad look. “I saw
Sapna two weeks before she died. She was a very unhappy person, and
grieved so much for her dead child. I believe suicide is the most
likely answer.”

“Yeah. So when do you want me
to go see them?”

“When is convenient? Ah, and
you would charge...?”

“Nothing. I told you, I owe
you. And who wants to profit from misery?”

She smiled a little. “This is
how I feel too. Thank you, Sri Ythen. Tomorrow? I’m not working,
and I will need to come with you as they speak little Kelon.”

“I thought all your people
spoke it.”

“We learn it, yes, but
among those who avoid dealing with the chuma, they become rusty.
Where they live, the police are the only ones of your kind they
ever see.”

“So we’re always bad
news. Great. Tomorrow’s fine. Let them know and I’ll pick you up.
But no promises to you or them, okay? They might not like
chuma cops, but no police officer would overlook a murder. If
they say it’s suicide, then they have reason to think
that.”

“I understand.”

“We might have to stay
overnight. It’s a long way to the Flats. Would that be a problem?”
I had no knowledge of that part of the north and no idea what kind
of accommodation was on offer.

“My family will offer you
hospitality, Sri Ythen. I can spare three days, if you can.”

“I hope it won’t take that
long, and please—call me Javen.”

“Very well, Javen.”

We ate our meal in silence, and
I drove her back to work. Not the kind of case I would have chosen
for my first, but I’d told Jyoti she could ask me to help her out,
and I always kept my word.

~~~~~~~~

I barely had a chance to
speak to Yashi and Tara before they went out for their anniversary
meal, but felt reluctant to tell them what I’d been asked to do.
The ill-feeling between various parts of my family and me over my
empathy and what that meant for various assumptions regarding our
ancestry, still rumbled on eight months after my shooting. While
Yashi and Tara had wisely kept out of the arguments, bringing up
the banis might cause tensions in the house I’d rather avoid.
Besides, it was, as Jyoti said, a very private matter, and in the
nature of an act of charity rather than any
investigation.

So when I left the next morning
with an overnight pack, I only said I had arranged to visit a
friend of a friend with a view to possible employment. Yashi, busy
with the kids, wished me good luck and Tara told me to drive
carefully.

Jyoti had asked me to meet her
at the downtown bus depot—I got the impression she didn’t want me
to come to her home—and when I arrived, she was waiting with
another, older woman. “Javen, this is my mother, Tejal Priti Sunil.
She will come with us to assist with my aunt and uncle.”

And act as chaperone, I had no
doubt. “Good morning, Shrimati Sunil.”

She bowed her head. “Good
morning, Sri Ythen. Thank you for agreeing to help my brother and
his wife. It has been such a sad time.”

“No problem. Okay, everyone hop
in.”

The trip to the Demultan Flats
would take five hours by road, but we could save an hour and a half
by switching onto maglev transport for part of the way. My urban
auto wasn’t all that suitable for rural roads and I hoped to make
the journey without major damage to the vehicle.

I’d never been in close
proximity to banis
women on my own before and the first hour of the
trip felt strained, conversations dying almost as soon as they
started. The fact I’d been a cop didn’t help, since the Nihan
regarded Kelon police with suspicion and Kelon cops didn’t deal
with the indigenous population any more than they had to. That my
passengers were intensely religious, and my people atheist by
political and personal inclination, didn’t do a lot to make things
easier either. Two of us being empaths and knowing exactly how wary
the other was, only made it more painful.

But Shrimati Sunil
finally asked me about my family, and I said I lived with my twin
brother and his wife who was a teacher. That gave us an opening,
because banis
twins were rare and of great fascination.
Shrimati Sunil had been a primary school teacher for a number of
years, though she had retired through ill health a while ago. She
and Jyoti quizzed me enthusiastically about being an identical
twin, and how my brother and Tara managed raising twins themselves.
I heard a surprising amount about the different attitudes to child
rearing among the banis. Only of theoretical
interest to me, sure, but it helped the time pass.

While we talked, I learned a
little more about the suicide. Sapna’s husband was Kelon, something
I gathered had caused a stir at the time, and the family had never
accepted him. Sapna had been married for two years, and had been
looking forward to her first child, her parents’ first grandchild,
but she’d gone into labour prematurely while out on a farm
visit.

“She was all alone, and the
baby arrived too fast,” Shrimati Sunil said. “The cord was wrapped
around its neck, and the child choked.”

I winced at the image.

“Very bad luck, that was all,
but she blamed herself. Why, I’m not sure, but grieving people
sometimes aren’t rational. She hanged herself at the place where
she gave birth, and where her baby died.”

Sainted
reason. “Which tends to support the idea
that she committed suicide, don’t you think?” I said.

“To my mind, yes. My brother
won’t accept it. If only the girl had left them a note. She must
have been too distressed to think of it.”

In my experience, a
suicide without a note was rare, but so far as I could tell, this
was the only remotely suspicious aspect of the case. The note could
have been mislaid or simply blown away if she killed herself
outdoors. The local cops would have looked. I would have
looked.

When we drove off the maglev,
the difference from urban Hegal and its wealth was immediately
obvious in the poor condition of the roads, the rundown signs, the
lack of lighting, and the lousy signal on my phone.

“It’s something our people have
complained of many times,” Jyoti told me. “But upgrading the signal
is apparently too costly for such a sparse population. Many farmers
rely on radio communication instead.”

“Radio? That’s primitive.”

“Yes, but at least we can keep
in touch. Everyone carries phones but half the time, we can’t use
them.”

City folk lived on their phones
and comms and datalinks. How did anyone do business out here? I
wouldn’t be surprised to find they still used tangible money
too.

The lousy roads weren’t the
only striking difference from the city. As I saw my first dwellings
raised high on stilts and connected by walkways, I gaped in
amazement, and Jyoti laughed at me. “It’s called the Flats because
the river floods every wet season. The water passes under the
houses, and then people move around by boat. There’s raised storage
for autos and farm equipment dotted between every few farms.”

“What a way to live.”

“Your people acquired the best
land,” Shrimati Sunil said, with only the barest emphasis on
‘acquired’. “But they didn’t want flood plains. The land is very
fertile but those who farm must put up with three months of
inconvenience.”

I’d better hurry up with my
investigation, I thought, or all the evidence would be underwater
in a month.

The ugly brown houses looked
liked ungainly water birds, picking their way through the flat
landscape. But the land’s fertility could be seen everywhere I
looked, with lush vegetation along every fence, and the fields
themselves head high with crops, being harvested by hand and
elderly-looking mechanical machinery in the field. Don’t ask me
what they were growing. Plants are plants. I know people, not green
things.

I’d never been to this part of
the country before. I never left Hegal except to visit my
grandfather up in the Tudon Hills, but why would anyone who didn’t
live in these Flats, want to visit? There was nothing here but
farms. The mines were west of us, while my ancestors had ‘acquired’
the pretty land to the south of Hegal and other prime property
elsewhere in the region and to a lesser extent, right across
Medele. Our people tended to spend their leisure time where they
could enjoy nice scenery without being troubled by red-haired
locals.

Jyoti’s family lived in a
commune of ten or so houses on stilts—more a village than a farm.
We pulled up under one of the houses and then climbed the tall
narrow steps up to the walkway. “How do people manage who aren’t
mobile?” I muttered, half to myself.

“There is a mechanical elevator
at each end of the settlement,” Jyoti said. “We look after
everyone, not just the fit.”

I smiled and accepted the
rebuke, but I still couldn’t imagine living like this, halfway
between land and sky on rickety poles. “What about the farms with
animals?”

“Those are built on
embankments. They’re the oldest structures in the region, the work
of many people, over generations. There. You can see one.” She
pointed to what I’d first thought was a small natural hill in the
distance. “My cousin owns that farm. In the wet season, he gathers
the herds into the barn and pens. He has to feed them from his
stores, of course, until the water goes away. We all hope for a
short wet season.”

She was right about these
people being poor. Though everything was clean and carefully
mended, nothing that was new. The people who stood in doorways to
watch the stranger’s arrival wore worn, patched lungis, shirts and
shawls. Impeccably laundered and pressed clothes though. Strolling
into the settlement in my tailored Kelon kurta pajama and with my
family’s money behind me, I wondered if Jyoti found my sense of
guilt ironic. Even the poorest relative I could claim lived in
better housing than this.

Jyoti’s aunt and uncle, both
dressed in pure white, bowed as we approached their home. I
imitated them, and Jyoti did the introductions. “Javen, my aunt,
Aditi Varija Kartik, and my uncle Janak Priti Sunil. Aunt, uncle,
this is Javen Ythen.”

“Welcome to our home,” Sri
Sunil said, through Jyoti’s translation. “Please come in.”

The house was small, and the
living area cramped enough with the five of us. There were two
other people, young, solemn-faced men, standing against the wall,
watching and not speaking. “My sons, Sri Ythen,” Sri Sunil said.
“They have come to listen to what you can do for us.”

“Let me bring you some chai,”
his wife said, while we sat. I was directed to what looked like the
best chair. A pretty young woman’s portrait, draped in white with
flowers in a vase before it, held pride of place on a table at the
side. Sapna, I guessed. Her brothers stood like an honour guard on
either side of the picture.

The atmosphere in this room was
no less strained than that on the journey, the family’s grief
overlain with suspicion of me and anxiety about what I could or
would do. I welcomed Jyoti’s calmness among the dark emotions, but
she had to be suffering same as me from the press of them on her
mind.

We waited for the chai to be
served, and then I asked Sri Sunil, Jyoti translating, why he
thought his daughter hadn’t killed herself. He covered his face,
unable to speak, my question triggering waves of crippling grief in
parents and sons.

No one spoke while I
surreptitiously rubbed the pain between my eyebrows, the spot that
sorrow always hit. His wife finally answered for him. “Our daughter
would not have done this without saying goodbye. No matter how much
pain she was in. She would have left a message. She loved us....”
Her trembling voice broke, and Jyoti’s mother took her hand.

“I’m sure she did, Shrimati
Kartik. Sometimes notes go missing.”

“We searched everywhere,” one
of her brothers said, startling me. “Her room, around where...where
she did it. Nothing.”

“Okay. Let’s leave that aside
for now. Who would have a motive for killing her?”

A spike of raw hate and anger
from the uncle, who glared at me. “That worthless piece of offal
she married, that’s who.” Jyoti’s tone was calm as she conveyed his
words, but I could almost translate without her, such was the force
of his emotions.

“And why would your son-in-law
kill his wife?”

“For money,” he spat.
“Insurance, taken out the month before she died.”

“Ah. The police...?”

“Did nothing. They said there
was no evidence of foul play. But that man was in debt and killed
my child for profit!”

Both aunt and uncle collapsed
into tears again. I let Jyoti and her mother comfort them, while
Sapna’s brothers watched me with dark suspicion. Insurance was a
powerful motive, no doubt about it. But motive didn’t make murder.
I needed to see the forensic report on the body, but if there had
been defensive wounds or bruises, surely the local police would
have investigated.

When things were a little
calmer, I asked the mother, “Tell me about the baby. What
happened?”

She wiped her eyes. “Sapna
worked at Ranjit’s Equipment and Seeds. She was due to finish
within the week, since she was but a month from giving birth. She
was to come and stay with us until then....” She said something to
Jyoti and bowed her head.

“My aunt asked me to
explain,” Jyoti said. “Sapna was making a routine call on a
customer, delivering drenches for the man’s kolija herds. She
stopped her vehicle when she felt contractions, thinking to walk
them off. But it was labour starting. Her water broke and the baby
came too fast. Another farmer who was walking on the road found the
two of them and took her to the doctor but nothing could be
done.”

“Did she call for help?”

“No phone signal.”

“Kina
devale,” I said to the aunt.
I’m so sorry. I knew very few phrases of Nihani but that one, all Medele
cops learned. I turned back to Jyoti. “So nothing could have saved
the child?”

“Not out there. Even if the
phone had worked, the chances of the doctor getting there in time
to save the child were small. So he told us, anyway.”

“And she killed herself at the
same spot?”

“Yes. A rope over a tree
branch. She was not found until the evening, when her husband went
looking.”

Forcing someone to hang herself
would be bloody difficult, and leaving no trace, impossible, unless
the killer forced the victim by threatening someone they loved. It
was possible, but not very probable. I kept my thoughts to myself.
“I’ll need to investigate for myself. Speak to the police, look at
medical reports. Some of the questions will be quite personal. Do
you permit this?”

Jyoti asked the aunt and uncle,
and they nodded. “We want justice for our child,” the aunt
said.

I’d brought a printed
authorisation pro
forma, which I asked them to sign. I
couldn’t force anyone to answer my questions but the police would
have to give me what they had, thanks to my shiny new
investigator’s license.

“Okay. So I’ll ask around, see
what I can find out, and return for supper. Jyoti, will I need you
to speak to Sapna’s employer and friends?”

“No, they speak Kelon
well.”

Good, because I didn’t think
she’d really like to hear what I might have to ask. I sure wasn’t
going to tell the girl’s parents either.

~~~~~~~~

The local police station had
been built on one of the few areas of naturally raised land in the
area, augmented by earthworks to raise it even higher. I couldn’t
imagine what policing was like during the wet season. Criminals
might stay indoors but rural police had so many other duties.

A middle-aged police officer
greeted me politely and with some surprise as I walked into the
little foyer. “Good morning, constable. I’m Javen Ythen, formerly
Sergeant Ythen of the Hegal force. Medically retired.”

He shook my hand. “Nice to meet
you, sergeant. Constable Girilal. Can’t imagine what brings you out
to the Flats. We don’t get many visitors.”

“No, I bet. I’m doing a favour
for a friend of mine, cousin of Sapna Sunil.”

“You mean Sapna Aditi Janak?
The poor girl who hanged herself?”

“Yes, that’s her. Her parents
are still pretty upset. Convinced themselves it wasn’t actually a
suicide.”

He shook his head. “I know. I
went over it and over it with them, and we searched high and low
for a note, but the doctor who did the autopsy was certain as he
could be it was suicide. I didn’t know what to do for them. It’s
the first suicide we’ve had in the area since I took up this
position twenty years ago, and we’ve never had a murder in that
time either. What do you think you can do for them?”

“Only double check that
everything’s been done that should be—which I know it has,” I added
quickly because I didn’t want to insult this man. “It might not do
any good but at least they’ll know I tried. Can I look at the
reports? I’m a licensed investigator and they’re my clients,
officially.”

He checked my ID and
authorisation because he might be rural but he wasn’t sloppy, then
pulled out the file. “Just to warn you, the images are
upsetting.”

“I’ve seen hangings before,
unfortunately.”

“Well I hadn’t, and I hope
never to again. The poor husband, seeing her like that. A terrible
thing.”

He readily gave me copies of
the reports, including from the surprisingly thorough autopsy, and
when I asked about Sapna’s baby, he produced that file just as
happily. “I felt bad for that family. They’re honest people. Known
them all my life.”

“You grew up here? But you’re
Kelon.”

“Half,” he said with a grin.
“No pure bloods here. Mother is Nihan, my father’s three-quarter
Kelon. There’s been a biracial community here for about a hundred
years. Every so often someone marries in from Jirnin Rocks or
thereabouts. Most of the indigenous you see are mixed too.”

There wasn’t anything in his
features to indicate mixed heritage—his hair, eyes and skin brown
like mine—but then there often wasn’t. “The family said her husband
was Kelon.”

“Nope, he’s like me.
Can’t tell by looking but he’s mixed, grew up here too. But he uses
a Kelon-style name and went to mechanic school in Usartel, so a few
folks think of him as more Kelon than Nihan. His family were
Reformed Deists, so the indigenous udawatha don’t like to claim him.
It’s a bit complicated,” he added, scratching his jaw.

“Sounds it. So you investigated
the deaths of mother and child, and nothing raised your
suspicions?”

“Not a thing. I’m very sorry
for the family, but I couldn’t see it as anything but bad
luck.”

“No. Do you think this
Doctor....” I squinted to read the complicated signature.
“...Nihar, would speak to me about this?”

Girilal chuckled. “Sure he
will. Doc Nihar can talk under water. Once you get him going, you
won’t stop him. Just leave yourself plenty of time. He loves
company.”

I grinned. I knew the type.
“Sure. Thanks for the help, Constable. If I want to find Ranjit’s
Equipment and Seeds, and the husband’s business?”

“Both down that road back
towards Hegal. The seed store is on the left fork on the Usartel
road, and Sri Kamlesh’s place is before you get to that junction,
on the right. You’ll see them a way off. They’re on raised land,
like this. The doctor’s clinic and house is behind the
station.”

“Amazing community you have
here, Constable.”

“Thank you, sir. We do our
best.”

Since I was there, I figured I
may as well see if the doctor had time to talk to me. I could spare
an hour or so, if he did.

Standing outside the station, I
appreciated how massive a project it would have been to build such
an extensive raised area with proper drainage, and strong enough to
withstand yearly flooding. The height gave me a view down to the
river, brown and sluggish. I imagined the land below the hill
covered with muddy water, and the foetid odour of damp and weed
that even now, hung faintly in the air. Not my idea of a place to
live.

Like my grandfather, a family
doctor, had done while he was still working, Doctor Nihar had his
clinic attached to his house. An elderly auto sat in the garage, so
I hoped that meant the owner was home.

He was, just saying goodbye to
a mother and toddler as I walked in. All three gave me wide-eyed
looks of surprise. They really didn’t see many strangers around
here. “Good morning, sir. Are you Doctor Nihar?”

He looked to be my granddad’s
age, short and spry, green eyes and high cheek bones a sign of his
mixed race, and with a cheerful smile that invited trust even as he
radiated a little suspicion of the stranger turning up so suddenly.
A good doctor face. “I am, and who might be asking?”

The mother and her son left
hastily. I waited until the door closed before answering. “Javen
Ythen, from Hegal. Do you have a minute or five, doctor?”

He looked around the empty room
and grinned. “Oh, I think I can. Take a seat. Don’t have a
receptionist today, but I expect it’ll be quiet now. All the rush
is in the morning. What can I do for you?”

“I’ve been hired by the family
of Sapna Janak to enquire into her death. They’re not satisfied it
was suicide.”

“Well, now that’s going to take
some time to talk over. Come over to the desk so I can spread the
notes out for you.”

If I’d thought I’d be able to
talk about Sapna’s death right away, I was wrong. Before he’d
discuss that, Doctor Nihar wanted to know what my job was, and how
I’d left the force, winkling the fact of my empathy out of me,
along with my family background and the fact Granddad was a doctor
and my twin a vet. I had to explain in detail how I’d met Jyoti and
the case at Kirin’s lab too. Only when he knew everything about me
excluding my preference for topping and bottoming during sex, could
I drag the conversation back to why I’d come. “Sapna? You did the
autopsy?”

“I did, and before you give me
any nonsense about me just being an ignorant country doctor, my
qualifications are just as good as any of those fancy pants in
Hegal or Kardil or even back on Kelon. That girl killed herself,
I’d stake my savings on it. Unless someone talked her into it by
threatening someone close to her, she put the rope around her neck
voluntarily. There were no drugs in her system, not a bruise on
her, not a scrape or cut. No one knocked her out or held her down.
You can check all my records and images, Sri Ythen. I sent them to
a colleague at the University in Hegal and he agreed with me
completely. I didn’t want to make a mistake with this.”

His green eyes blazed with
determination, and I doubted him not at all. “But you’d given some
thought to the idea of murder?”

“Well, sure I did. The poor
lady had recently lost her baby, and postnatal depression is no
joke, but suicide’s very rare out here.”

“It’s higher than average
among the banis
in Hegal.”

He made a sour face at me.
“Because they live among you fellows, no offence. Being a minority,
always being reminded of their place, puts a stress on people.
Here, we’re the majority.”

“You see yourself as
Nihani?”

“I’m udawatha, that’s the
important thing. The Spirit doesn’t care what colour my skin is.
Nihan and Kelon all come from Niken originally. Genetically,
there’s barely a speck of difference between you and
me.”

“I never really looked into it.
I know we all came from Niken but that’s a long, long time
ago.”

“Over a thousand years for my
people here on Uterden.”

“But the paranormal
ability....”

“Ah.” He leaned in
confidentially. “Fascinating history there. Goes back to before our
people colonised this planet.”

“Ah.” I started to wonder how
quickly I could make a graceful exit.

“I’ll send you some information
on it with the files, if you like.”

I smiled politely and humoured
him. “Sure, that’d be interesting. Uh, but I need to visit Sapna’s
husband before nightfall, so can I just ask about her child...the
death was definitely an accident?”

His erratic mind came back to
the subject in hand. “Oh, now that’s a terrible thing. If she’d
gone into labour with her mother there, or me, or anyone with any
basic midwifery skills, the baby might have survived, but then
again, it might not have. The fellow who found the two of them
tried to resuscitate the baby, and of course I did, but the little
one wouldn’t start breathing.”

“How does that happen, exactly?
I know exactly nothing about birth.”

“The umbilical cord sometimes
wraps around the baby’s neck while it’s still in the womb. When the
baby comes out and needs to breathe, it can strangle unless someone
can manage to loosen it or cut it, and even then the baby can die.
Deaths from intrapartum asphyxiation are pretty rare these days,
but they do happen, particularly when the woman gives birth
unattended.”

“How come she couldn’t loosen
the cord?”

“No way she could do it while
she was pushing the baby out, and the young fellow who found her
was too late to save it. I had to sedate the poor girl, she was so
distraught. I did what I could to help her through her grief and I
know her family supported her, but.... No, there was no murder in
either case, Sri Ythen. Doesn’t make it any less of a tragedy. I
hope you can convince the family to let it go. I don’t want to see
any more people die, and when there’s a suicide in a family, the
risk’s increased eightfold that someone else in the family will do
the same.”

I didn’t know that. “Are you
helping the husband?”

He blew out his cheeks as he
shook his head. “Spoken to him a couple of times, and I’d be happy
to talk to him as often as he wants, but I don’t think he’ll ask.
He’s an angry, grieving man, and Sapna’s family aren’t helping.
They blame the poor fellow without the slightest reason. I hope you
can help him too. You might do more good than I ever can.”

“Do my best. Thanks for talking
to me, doctor.”

“Stop by again. I always like
to talk to smart city folks. Makes me sharpen up.”

I grinned and waved
goodbye. The community were lucky to have him, even with his
tendency to wander like a drunk all over a topic. What would happen
when he retired or died, though? Doctors—even banis doctors—weren’t
exactly queuing up to work in the boonies.

Could I really stop someone in
Sapna’s family killing themselves if I could prove she’d been
murdered? Or if she hadn’t? Seemed to me the grief would be just as
hard to bear even if they had someone to blame. My job was to find
the truth. I’d have to leave it to people like Doc Nihar to deal
with the psychological fall out.

I’d missed lunch and it was now
mid-afternoon. I hadn’t seen anywhere to buy food or even a cup of
chai, but I didn’t feel I could just turn up at Jyoti’s family’s
house and ask to be fed before I went out again. I’d just have to
wait for supper. I had Sapna’s husband to visit.

The raised area on which Nikhil
Kamlesh’s house and business stood wasn’t as elaborate as that of
the police station, but it was just as high. I figured a mechanic’s
workshop would take a lot more moving than a household of people.
No autos or tractors waiting outside, but I heard the sounds of
metal upon metal from inside the shabby, darkened building. I
walked over to the door and called. Eventually the hammering
stopped and I yelled again.

A man in dirty coveralls
carrying a long metal tool came out of the gloom. “Yeah?”

“Nikhil Kamlesh?”

“Yeah. Who are you?”

“Sir, I’m a friend of Sapna’s
cousin, Jyoti. I’m helping her family—”

“Get off my land. I ain’t
talking to you or anything to do with them.”

“I understand you’re
angry—”

“I said ‘get out’!” He raised
the tool. “Don’t make me use this.”

I pulled out my gun, and
pointed it. “Don’t make me use this. Put it down, Sri Kamlesh. I
just want to talk.”

He blinked in shock a few
times, but then did as I said. “Who the hell are you?”

“A private investigator and a
former police officer.”

“They tell you I killed my
wife?”

“Yes. Did you?”

His face contorted. “Go ahead
and shoot me. Go on.”

“Now why would I do that, Sri
Kamlesh?”

“Because it’d feel better than
living without my Sapna. Why did she do it? Why did she leave
me?”

He covered his face with one
grimy hand. I lowered my gun, but kept it at my side. “Can we
talk?” I said quietly. “I’m not here to accuse anyone. I spoke to
Doctor Nihar. He knows she wasn’t murdered.”

“I didn’t kill anyone! I’d kill
myself before I laid a hand on her.”

I put the gun’s safety catch on
and pocketed it, then took him by the arm and led him over to a
rusty metal seat near the workshop. He sobbed uncontrollably, and
though I’d seen murderers put on a pretty good act before, he
wasn’t acting. My empathy couldn’t be fooled. He hadn’t killed his
wife.

“Sorry,” he said, smearing his
face with snot and tears as he used his sleeve to wipe it. “I try
to keep it all bottled up but....”

“Been tough, I bet, not having
her people’s support. What about your family?”

“Only me left. Dad died six
months ago of a heart attack. Mum died when I was ten. I’m the only
kid. Now Sapna is gone too.”

“I’m very sorry.”

“I tried, you know? I did what
I could because I knew she wasn’t dealing with the baby dying, but
everything I said made it worse.”

“It’s very difficult dealing
with someone that sick, Nikhil. Even people who are trained find it
hard.”

He nodded as if he understood,
but he didn’t believe me. Not in his heart. “Funny thing is, a few
days before she died, she seemed a bit better. A bit more peaceful.
She even hugged me that morning before she went to work, told me
she loved me and that she’d do better in future. I told her she
didn’t need to do better. I loved her anyway. But she meant....” He
stared off towards the river as tears dripped down his face.

“Sometimes the decision to kill
themselves makes people feel calmer,” I said. “Heard things like
this a lot from families, friends. You couldn’t know.”

“Found her. I was the one, I
mean. She looked...it wasn’t my girl. Don’t want to remember her
like that.”

“Don’t. Remember her the way
she was before. What she looked like after, wasn’t her. She’d gone
by then.”

“You a believer, Sri
Ythen?”

“No. Are you?”

“Not really. Was raised in one
religion and married into another. I don’t figure any god worth the
name would kill a baby and its mother for no reason. But I keep
thinking, will she come back? Maybe I might meet her again. I’m
only twenty-four. I could maybe see her and I’d know her....”

I put my hand on his shoulder,
my head aching like a bitch from his emotions, wishing I could
somehow draw them out of him a little. But it was strictly one way,
this talent, and about as useless as a paper chai pot right
now.

“Doc Nihar would be happy to
talk to you, you know. He lost his wife a few years ago. Not the
same, but...you need someone to help you.”

He sneered. “I need to
get out of this shit pile and go where no one spits ‘Kelon bastard’
and ‘Guko’ at me, or thinks I killed my wife because I don’t believe
in the Spirit or the teachings of their self-satisfied bastard
Seeker.”

“You’re thinking of selling up?
The family said something about insurance.”

“You mean the insurance that
doesn’t pay in the event of suicide? Sure. I killed Sapna for money
I didn’t want at that price and wouldn’t get anyway. Her father’s
an idiot.”

“But you’re in some financial
difficulties.”

“Everyone here about is in
‘financial difficulty’. We ain’t exactly rich folks, any of us. But
I didn’t kill my wife!”

“Settle down. Nikhil, I’m an
empath.” He jerked in surprise. “I know you’re not faking this. I
can tell her family you didn’t do it.”

“Fat lot of good that’ll
do.”

“Maybe. But that’s three people
who know for sure you didn’t—Constable Girilal at the station, Doc
Nihar, and me. The doc did say that he couldn’t tell if someone had
talked her into it though—you know, by threatening someone she
cared about. Is there anyone you can think of who would want to
hurt her? Or hurt you?”

His eyes went wide with
disbelief. “Enough to kill her? You’re kidding. Not unless you
count her parents, but they’d just run me over, not hurt her.
Everyone loved Sapna. She was sweet, and so gentle. Nobody killed
her. I wish they had. Then I could hate them instead of.... Is it
wrong I hate her for doing that?”

He sounded so lost. “Don’t see
how you couldn’t. But you love her too.”

“Sometimes I just want to wake
up dead. A lot of the time I feel that way.”

I squeezed his shoulder. “Do me
a favour, and go see Doc Nihar. Talk to him. Tell him about feeling
that way. Don’t end up like her, thinking there’s only one
solution. Even if you’re planning to move, talk to him.”

“Why do you care what I do?” he
mumbled.

“I used to be a cop. I don’t
want to see this tragedy become a worse one. Will you talk to
him?”

“Might. Will you really tell
them I didn’t kill her?”

“Of course I will. Thing is,
they’re not really in their right minds just now. They want someone
to hate too. They don’t want to hate her any more than you do.
You’re the best target they have.”

“If she’d just left a
note....”

“She might have. I’ll be
looking for it. But she said goodbye to you, just...you didn’t
realise. Don’t hate her for that.”

There was nothing more I could
do for him. If Sapna’s family hadn’t got this idea into their
heads, they could have been support for him and he for them. What a
damn bloody mess.

~~~~~~~~

Before I returned to Jyoti’s
family, there was one more thing I wanted to do. Using Constable
Girilal’s meticulous map, I drove to the place where Sapna and her
baby had both lost their lives. I didn’t expect to find anything
there, not now. But I wanted to have a sense of her, of what it had
been like for her. Probably a bad idea—I already felt too
emotionally involved in this—but I felt I had to. For the girl
herself, and for her family. Nothing I could report to them would
be good news. She would still be dead, and somehow they had to
accept that.

She’d chosen a pretty place to
die. Sturdy trees—the kind that could resist yearly
inundations—stood amidst lush grass and lanky plants with empty
seed heads. Six weeks ago, they’d probably have been flowering.
This would have been an oasis of beauty among the dull fields and
stolid farms. One of the trees had fallen in the past, and while
the branches were probably taken away for use on the farms, part of
the trunk remained, forming a convenient seat. The ground near it
was trampled, the grass shorter than elsewhere, as if others had
thought the same. I sat and wondered if Sapna came here often.
Maybe to be alone, to think? Just because she loved her husband and
her family, didn’t mean she was happy, even before the baby
died.

I looked up. Bedraggled ribbons
adorning the branches of a nearby tree, and tied around its girth.
White ribbons, for mourning. This was where she’d hanged
herself.

I didn’t believe someone had
murdered this girl. Killing someone by forcing them to kill
themselves was a crime so rare it bordered on the mythical, and why
would a murderer choose a place with so much special meaning for
the victim? Sure, I could be wrong. Maybe a psychopath lived with
these people, and in a few months, another woman would die, but I
doubted it. Not in a community where everyone knew everyone else,
and a stranger caused every head to turn. Nikhil Kamlesh hadn’t
done it, and he was the only likely suspect.

I stood and dusted my hands.
The sun was low in the sky, and I was hungry. Time to tell Sapna’s
parents there was no conspiracy, no crime. Just the sad loss of two
young lives. An ordinary tragedy they’d have to deal with,
somehow.

The two sons had gone who knew
where, but otherwise the little sitting room was just as crowded
and sombre as when I’d left it. Shrimati Kartik offered me chai,
but unfortunately, no food. My stomach rumbled and I hoped supper
wouldn’t be long in coming.

Jyoti sat near me, apparently
calm, but inwardly anxious. “What did you learn, Javen?”

“Have you explained to
your aunt and uncle that I’m matos?”

She nodded. “Yes. To them, this
is a good thing.”

“Right. Well, I spoke to the
constable and the doctor who did the autopsy, and I also spoke to
Sapna’s husband. I went over everything carefully, and I talked to
him for some time. He didn’t kill your cousin. He is grieving and
angry, not guilty. He’s hiding nothing. Tell them that.”

She did so, and provoked an
angry reaction from the aunt, and growled words from the father.
“They say you’re mistaken. Or that someone else killed her.”

“No, I’m not mistaken, not
about him. And no one else killed her. Doctor Nihar showed me his
reports, and I looked at the autopsy images. There’s not a shred of
evidence she was killed by anything but her own hand.”

“Could someone have forced her
to kill herself?”

“In theory, yes. But they could
have forced her to write a note too, which would have left no
doubt. I don’t believe she was forced to kill herself. I’m sorry
this isn’t what they want to hear, but I can’t lie to them.”

She gave me a wry look,
and passed on what I’d said. The parents stood and shouted at me,
and the father lifted a fist. No need for translation as to
what that meant. The man was stooped and frail and no threat to
anyone but himself, but I still beat a retreat, Jyoti behind me,
still talking to her angry relatives as I fled down the
stairs.

I waited for her at the auto.
“Guess they don’t want me on the case any more.”

“No, nor to stay with them. I’m
truly sorry, Javen. I believe you’ve been thorough. Except you said
you would speak to her co-workers?”

“Yeah, I would have done,
tomorrow. The note’s still a puzzler, but it won’t change the
facts. It’s too late to drive back to Hegal now. Any hotels around
the place?”

“Back on the main road. We
passed it, remember? About an hour from here.”

“Fine. I’ll stay there tonight,
come by and pick you and your mother up tomorrow.”

“But...you haven’t completed
your investigations.”

“They fired me.”

“But you work for me,” she said
with a frown.

“Well, technically, but you’re
not paying me, are you?”

She drew herself up to her full
height, bringing her eye to eye with me. “Are your ethics so
determined by money? You offered me a favour, Javen. You haven’t
completed it.”

I threw my hands in the air.
“To what point? Your cousin killed herself. I’m sorry but that just
makes her one of hundreds of people who do that every year in
Medele. You know why too. It’s no mystery. All your family are
doing are torturing themselves and, by the way, really hurting her
damn husband. You should be helping each other, not accusing him of
murder. The poor bastard’s half out of his mind with sorrow.”

She bowed her head. “I’ve
always felt they were unfair to him. Javen, if you could solve the
mystery of the note...if they had that much. One more day, is it so
much to ask?”

I blew out my cheeks in
frustration. “Okay. One more day. One. But there’s no damn note.
Maybe she was just too upset to write it, or got confused and
thought she had. Maybe she mailed it to her parents and it got
lost. I don’t know. But nearly two months on? No way is it going to
turn up now.”

“You’re probably right. But one
day? And we’ll return the day after? It will give my mother and me
the chance to talk to them, perhaps persuade them you are
correct.”

I sighed, bowing to the
inevitable. “If you insist. Damn it, I’m starving. Don’t suppose
there was a restaurant near that hotel?”

“I didn’t notice. You could ask
when you get there.”

Clearly no use hoping
for her sympathy. I grudgingly said good night and headed off down
crappy roads back the way I’d come. If I’d been a nastier person,
I’d have kept on driving, but my word was my word. The coming day
would be a complete waste of time and energy but cursed
irrationality, I wasn’t doing anything else right now.

It took a few minutes for
anyone to answer my pressing the reception bell, and the woman who
shuffled over to let me in looked barely awake, even though it
wasn’t that
late in the evening. She had a room free, but
when I asked about somewhere to eat, she said everything would be
closed by now. “But I could fix you up something, if you like. Got
food in the freezer. Won’t take me long to heat it up.”

I’d probably end up with food
poisoning, but I was so hungry I didn’t care. “That’d be great,
thanks.”

“I’ll bring it over to your
room, sir, with some chai.”

I was the only guest, or at
least the only one with an auto. I wondered who stayed here
normally, and why the owners had chosen such an unlikely place for
their business. I was beginning to regret rashly promising to pay
my debt to Jyoti. There would be no happy resolution on this case,
no matter what I did.

The room was sparsely
furnished, but clean and neat. The bed was hard, but bearable, and
the network access free. I also had a good phone signal, so I
called Yashi and told I wouldn’t be back for another two days.
“Everything okay, Javen?”

“Yeah. My first case, if you
can believe it. Not a paying customer though.”

“Oh. Well, see it as practice.
Where are you?”

I told him and a little about
the case, without giving specifics or names. “What do you
think?”

“I think you were right but
they’ll never accept it. That poor guy.”

“The husband? He’s a wreck.
Probably never get over it, not completely.”

“No. Remind me to hug you when
you get home, brother. And I think I might go and hug my family
too.”

“Give them extra ones from me.
Love you all.”

I closed the call, thinking I
could be so much worse off than I was. Nikhil Kamlesh needed help
he would never get in that close, close-minded community.

With no other way to pass the
time, I opened up the files Doc Nihar had sent me. I was deep into
the history of the original colonisation of Uterden when a knock at
the door announced my supper. The woman had made quite an effort
for the small amount I’d paid for the meal, setting it out
carefully on a pretty painted tray, on what were probably her good
dishes. I regretted all the unkind thoughts I’d had about how lousy
it was likely to be. I thanked her profusely and made her blush.
Wasn’t likely she got many compliments on her cooking or anything
else, I thought. She told me to leave the tray outside and left me
to it.

The food was delicious
and satisfying, though I was so hungry I’d have eaten just about
anything. With my stomach filled, my mood lifted, and I relaxed
over the strange story of how a pacifist and philosopher, a man
called Manendra from Niken had deliberately crafted a race and a
culture to colonise Uterden, hoping to create a rural paradise,
devoid of religious and racial wars. He gave his
udawathei,
as he called them, red hair, green or blue eyes and a distinctive
facial bone structure to show they were chosen for this purpose, to
build his brave new world, and he seeded the genes of his new
people with the empathy he possessed, because he thought that would
lead to greater communal harmony. A group of one thousand modified
humans settled on Garle, a large fertile continent on their new
planet, and began to build their paradise.

But despite his care
his udawathei
still split into sects, arguing about the
meanings of texts and where their ‘Seeker of the Spirit’ had or
hadn’t reincarnated, and eventually breakaway groups went
exploring, looking for virgin territory to re-establish the perfect
communities they still believed were possible. Seven hundred years
ago, one such group had settled this land of Medele, a continent to
the south of Garle, and spread along its east coast, farming and
setting up communities, living according to their interpretation of
Manendra the Seeker’s ideals. Then three hundred years later the
Kelons arrived, and everything changed for the udawathei on
Medele.

As colonisation stories
went, it was one of the more unusual and less violent, and
explained a few things I’d never really understood about the
banis around Hegal, like the fact they hung onto their old town
there despite their dislike for Kelons because they believed the
Seeker had lived and died there in one of his incarnations. I
wasn’t one for history, but the text wasn’t hard to read, and
didn’t get too bogged down in the religious side of it all, which
bored me to tears.

Thinking about religion,
though, sent my thoughts off on the case again, and a marriage
between two young people, where one was apparently devout, the
other not. Could have caused tensions, I thought. Strains between
them, like the way I found it hard to talk to Jyoti and her mother.
Maybe Sapna had felt there were things she couldn’t talk to Nikhil
about.

I looked at the paper copies
Constable Girilal had given me, and the records Doctor Nihar had
sent to my account. Sapna’s phone logs were among them. On the day
she’d died she’d made some calls. Girilal hadn’t seen any
significance in them, but I wondered why. Had he talked to the
people she called? She already knew she would kill herself. If she
spoke to anyone, surely they were people of significance to her.
One of the very last calls was to a Lakshya Daya Yuyutsu’s account.
Now where had I seen that name before?

Yeah, there it was. He was the
farmer who’d found Sapna after she’d given birth—the one who’d
taken her and her dead child to Doc Nihar’s clinic in Sapna’s
vehicle. A customer of Sapna’s employer, Girilal had noted next to
his name. A friend, or at least an acquaintance, for sure. Everyone
knew everyone else here. So why had she called him? Was Lakshya the
last connection with her dead baby? What had they talked about?

But I checked the time again,
and realised the connection had been too short for a conversation.
She’d left a message for him, content unnoted in the files, and
then she’d gone off, slung a rope over a branch, and ended her
life. I needed to talk to this Lakshya Yuyutsu.

I showered in the communal
bathroom, and settled down for an early night. I fell asleep
quickly, worn out by a long day’s driving, my dreams filled with a
disjointed narrative of a weeping woman begging me to save her
child, and a wise, kind man offering to help by taking her away to
safety in a gleaming, fantastical spaceship.

~~~~~~~~

I didn’t have to trouble my
hostess for my breakfast, because a small diner catering to passing
traffic was already open when I left the hotel not long after dawn.
I dawdled over idlis and chai, the object of not entirely friendly
curiosity from the diner staff and the customers, before driving
back to the Flats to begin a pointless second day of
investigations.

First stop was Sapna’s place of
work, the farm store. It was in a small group of businesses up on a
mounded site, and trade was brisk—at least, by the standards of the
Flats. But just as everywhere else I’d been, I was picked out
immediately as a stranger, and viewed warily, though the women
behind the counter smiled politely enough. “Can we help you,
sir?”

“My name’s Javen Ythen. I’m an
investigator from Hegal, working for Sapna Janak’s parents.”

One of the women stood up and
came over. “I’m Varuni. Sapna was my best friend. What are you
trying to find out?”

“You know her parents still
have suspicions about her death?”

The other woman frowned. “You
better take this outside, Varuni. I’ll let the boss know.”

“Is this inconvenient?”

“No, but it’s not appropriate
for here,” Varuni said. “Come out back with me.”

On the edge of the mound,
someone had built a little wooden bench, more out of hope than the
reality of a scenic view, though the river in the distance wasn’t
my idea of a pretty vista. But it gave us some privacy. Varuni
sighed as she sat. “Six weeks, and I still expect her to walk in
some mornings. Miss her so much.”

“No one suspected she was
suicidal?”

“She never mentioned it to me.
I knew she was depressed. Who wouldn’t be? She cried on my shoulder
a few times, but I thought she was getting over it, as much as
anyone can, I mean.”

“Sushri Varuni, this is a
difficult thing to ask...but did Sapna have marital problems?”

“Not that I know of. Sometimes
she’d complain about Nikhil doing this or that, but in the way you
do when you live with someone. Not the way you do when you want to
leave them.”

“Right. And she wasn’t...seeing
someone?”

“An affair? Sapna? Never. I’d
know,” she said firmly.

“I have to ask. Sorry to upset
you.”

“It’s okay. I wish I could help
her parents accept what happened.”

“So do I. If I could find the
suicide note...you don’t have any idea about that?”

She shook her head. “No, but it
wasn’t like her. The only thing I could think of was that she wrote
it and it blew away, or maybe a bird pecked it off. She would have
left a note.”

That was the impression I’d
got. Didn’t help find the answer. “The last person she called was
the man who found her with the baby—Lakshya Yuyutsu. Do you know
him?”

“Of course. He’s one of our
customers. A friend too, and to most folks around here. Nice man.
One of the people Sapna did special deliveries to.”

“More than usual?”

“No. He raises
tus. He’s
the only farmer in the area who does, so we don’t keep a lot of the
supplies he uses. It’s easier for us to order drugs and feed in as
he needs it, and since Sapna had a regular delivery run, she’d drop
them off. There are a few customers like that.”

“Right. Do you know why she’d
call him before she killed herself?”

The bluntness upset her and she
stood to get away from me. “I’m sorry,” I said.

“No, it’s fine. I just hate
thinking about...what she did. Why didn’t she tell me? Talk to me?
We’d have helped her. Everyone would. We tried.”

“I know. It’s not your fault.
People who kill themselves aren’t in their right mind.”

“But she was at work with
us and we didn’t know...we should have known.” She turned and wiped
her eyes. “I don’t know why she called Lakshya. You should ask him.
I don’t think I can help you with anything else. I don’t
know anything else.”

“Thank you for your time
anyway. If it helps, I don’t think anyone could have stopped what
happened. Unless she’d been in hospital and receiving medical
treatment, you wouldn’t have known. She didn’t want you to
know.”

She gave me a sad smile.
“Thanks. Maybe one day I’ll believe you.”

~~~~~~~~

Had Sapna known how much pain
she’d cause by killing herself? Maybe she’d guessed but couldn’t
see past her own to understand the devastation her action would
bring. I didn’t exactly enjoy the idea of speaking to another one
of her friends, feeling their grief. I had a thumping headache
already, and it wasn’t even nine.

I smelled the
tus before
I saw the huge birds in a pen, milling around as a
banis man
threw feed out of a bucket at them. The smell was worse than a
two-week-old dead body, and the noise of their weird calls like a
fire in a bullet factory. I eyed the huge yellow crests and the
savage teeth and decided I was really glad to be on the other side
of a heavy wooden fence.

The farmer didn’t notice me
until he finished feeding the animals and came to the pen gate.
“Oh, hello. Didn’t see you waiting for me. What can I do for you,
sir?”

He had the classic
Nihani features except for his brown
eyes. A handsome man, in a rustic kind of way. “Javen Ythen. I’m
working for Sapna Janak’s parents. Asking a few questions about her
death.” I had to shout over the rattle of the birds.

His guilt and grief hit me like
a club to the head. “I don’t want to talk about it.” He unlocked
the gate and strode quickly to the barn.

I gave chase. “Sri Yuyutsu, why
did Sapna call you before she killed herself? What was your
relationship with her? Were you having an affair?”

No answer. I kept shouting my
questions until he emerged out of the barn carrying a pitchfork.
“Get off my land. I said I don’t want to talk about it.”

I surreptitiously put my hand
on my gun under my coat. “Why? Got something to hide? Like the fact
you murdered her?”

Roaring with anger, he
charged, but I was ready for him, dodging him easily and sending
him flying with a carefully placed foot. Then I sat on him and
waited for the stream of insults and yelling and sobs to stop,
while I rubbed my temples and wished the people in this community
weren’t so bloody loud
about their feelings.

He stopped struggling after a
little bit.

“You going to behave
now, beto?”

“Get off me.”

“Not until you tell me if
you’re going to behave and answer my questions.”

“I don’t have to talk to
you.”

“True. But if you don’t talk to
me, then I’m going to get in my auto and drive over to that nice
Constable Girilal and tell him he should come chat to you about a
few things. And by the time he’s done, the entire community will
know something’s up, and since they know why I’ve been asking
questions.... I bet these small places gossip, Lakshya. I bet it’s
really uncomfortable when rumours get started. True or not.”

“I didn’t kill her!”

“Then tell me why you’re so
upset. Even her husband didn’t carry on like this.”

“Let me up.”

“Will you behave?”

A pause. “Yes.”

“You’d better, because I’ve got
a gun in my pocket and a stinking headache. I just want to know the
truth about Sapna’s death. If you didn’t kill her, then you don’t
need to be afraid of me.”

He didn’t move. He was still
angry, but not enraged. I figured I could risk it, but I kept my
gun handy anyway.

I stepped away and waited for
him to get up, then I motioned him back inside the barn away from
his damn noisy birds. He obeyed, expression sullen, but the fight
had gone out of him. He didn’t strike me as the kind of man who
could force a woman to kill herself. Maybe he could strangle
someone in a fit of passion, but not commit cold, deliberate
murder.

I sat on a straw bale. “Okay.
Talk. What was your relationship with Sapna?”

He plopped down on a storage
box a little way from me. “We were just friends.”
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