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PART 5
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The mid-afternoon foot traffic was picking up out the storefront window when the woman walked through the door. Normally, Kharma would be leaving to eat her lunch at Serena’s diner, but her stomach wasn’t at the point of rumbling hunger yet. The woman appeared to be in her late sixties. She wore jeans and a black blouse under her open wool coat. Her hair curled tight over her neck and ears and her skin was unusually pale as if she spent a lot of time inside. Right away Kharma noticed the cane she used to steady her walk.

“Are you open?” the woman asked.

Kharma motioned to the empty seat on the other side of her scarred desk. “Sure. Come on in.”

The woman smiled and made her way across the waiting. She sat down, exhaled, and leaned her cane against Kharma’s desk. “My name is Isabella Santos.” She held her hand out for Kharma to shake. “Are you the same Kharma that is on the sign outside?”

“Yes. Kelly Kharma.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“Same here.” After shaking her hand, she leaned forward and laced her fingers on top of the desk. “What can I do for you, Ms. Santos?”

The older woman smiled. “So strange seeing a female private investigator. Are there many of you? In the Districts?”

“A few. I hear there’re more in the Northern Districts. Is that going to be a problem for you?”

“No. I appreciate it. Let’s just say I have a distrust of the male gender.”

“That should be an interesting story,” Kharma said.

“It is. But I have a more pressing story to tell first.”

Kharma leaned back and placed her hands on the armrest.  

Ms. Santos took a breath. 

“I would like to hire you to find my son. His name is Nicholas. I have three sons. One lives on Earth and the other on Ceres. Nicholas is my youngest. He was just fifteen when I moved out here with him. I worked for Trans Planetary as a receptionist. Are you familiar with them?”

“Yes. One of the top manufacturers for planetary travel.”

“Good. Nicholas is thirty-four now and we take care of each other. It’s not as strange as it seems.”

“Excuse me?”

“A boy his age still living with his mother, I mean. We have a brownstone and separate lives. He was married and has a child. My grandson lives across the city from us but I still get to see him when he visits his father. My point is that Nicholas is not one of those sons that never left home for his own life. He still helps take care of me. Although I own the brownstone we live in, he pays me rent which takes care of my taxes.

“Anyway. Nicholas also worked for Trans Planetary. He started on the runway and worked his way up to management. But ever since that nasty episode with the Martian terrorists a few years back, planetary travel has suffered. Bad business decisions were made, finances were cut, and jobs were lost. Including Nicholas’s.

“He’s worked off and on. Mostly temp work with Resources Unlimited, but has never had an assignment more than a few months. He’s always felt guilty about not being able to pay me rent. Of course I never gave him a hard time. He needs to pay his child support first. Also, I’m never in need of money. Back in my day I made some investments in droganism production. This was before they were considered to have souls and the industry fell on shaky ground. 

“I’m sorry if I’m going on and on with this story.”

“It’s okay,” Kharma said. “I have a feeling you’re about to hit the point.”

“I am. Nicholas responded for an ad on the Internet for a job. An office position for a company called Clear H2O. Although they have an office here in the city, they do most of their operations in the South District.”

“They drill for water?”

“Correct. And bottle it,” Ms. Santos said. “From what he found out, they supply water to this planet and others.”

“Never heard of them, but okay.”

“Neither had Nicholas or I. The job stated that they needed office administrators at their mining facility. Since it’s so far away the employee would have to live there for two months at a time and return home for one month. The pay was more than what Nicholas ever made in the past and he wanted to save up for my grandson’s education.

“Nicholas got the job. He was so happy at the prospect of making a lot of money not for himself, but for his son and me. Of course I humored him about making money for me. Like I said, I didn’t need it. Anything he would have given I would have put in savings for my grandson.

“So two months had passed. During those two months I received a few correspondences from Nicholas’s work email saying how hard he was working and that he couldn’t wait to come home and visit us. I expected him a month ago on November 31st. He never showed up.

“I checked with all the transportation companies and porters and they have no record of Nicholas buying a ticket back to the city. I called the number he gave me for Clear H2O. The line is disconnected.

“By now I’m going out of my mind. My grandson is asking about his father. They had plans and his birthday was a few weeks ago.” She paused for a moment to swallow a few times. Her eye swelled up but nothing came out. “My poor grandson didn’t get to see his father on his own birthday. It nearly killed my heart seeing the look on his face.”

“Did you call the FOP?”

“After the first week he was supposed to return. They looked into it and what do you think they found out?”

“I think, two things. One: nothing. Two: Clear H2O are also clients of the FOP and it would be a conflict of interest for them to investigate,” Kharma said.

“I wish it was scenario number two. At least I would know they’re a real company and I could get some answers down the line,” Ms. Santos said.

Kharma leaned forward and slid a box of tissues over to the older woman. She pulled one out and dried the tears building up under her wrinkled eyes.

“Can you help me find my Nicholas, Ms. Kharma?” she asked.

**
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When Ms. Santos left the office, Kharma remained at her desk. She opened up the Internet window on the desktop and logged into the databases her investigator license afforded her. She entered Nicholas Santos’s social security and credit number into utilities and residential search windows. If he moved anywhere in the three districts and established a new residence, then his name should pop up. And it did. But only the address of the brownstone he shared with his mother. No other listing followed it.

She then went into her My-Mail account and opened one of her nondescript email addresses. For work she often used these emails to hide her identity. She typed in the Clear H2O address Nicholas used in the emails to his mother and entered this message:

Nicholas,

I’m sorry that you don’t recognize this email. I set it up in hopes that, if you are in trouble, you will contact me. Please. I’m scared. Your son is scared. Tell me if you are in trouble.

Love, 

Mama.

After hitting send, she ran a search on Clear H2O. Various other companies with the words Clear and H2O came up, but not the water company. Even if Clear H2O were a subsidiary company it would still come up on the search.

She picked up the ad Nicholas printed out when he first found the job on PlanetaryJobs.com that Ms. Santos gave her. It appeared to be professional in the wording. No phone number was listed, but there was an email.

Kharma went to Planetary Jobs site and logged in. Her old information still worked from when she used it herself between the time she left the FOP and started her own business. She ran a search on Clear H2O and found nothing. She tried non-district jobs. A few hits came up but they were all for government positions. Eighty percent of the planet was still left unexplored or unused and the government was hiring explorers, mapmakers, and excavators.

If Clear H2O was a legitimate business, then Planetary Jobs should have current contact information on them.

On Planetary Jobs, she clicked on their contact page to the site administrator and sent them an email stating whom she was and that she was working on a missing persons case. She requested the current contact information for Clear H2O and closed off the email with her license and contact number.

Back in her personal email, she opened up another bogus address and sent a request for more information to the address on the Clear H20 ad. 

Dear Sir or Madam:

I apologize for writing so late about the job you are looking to fill. A sickness in the family has pulled me away from my job search. I am writing in hopes that the position is still open.

Please advise.

Kharma hit send, leaned back in her chair, and stretched her arms and legs. She noticed the dim sunlight out her storefront window and mumbled a curse. Her stomach rumbled, voicing how it hasn’t eaten all day.

“Okay, okay, you,” she said as she closed down her computer. 

She locked up the office, hopped into her hovercar, and flew off to fill her raging stomach.

**
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Serena stood behind the register of the Mexican Diner. The line of five customers waiting to pay their bills didn’t intimidate her. This was normal for the evening. Most of the booths and tables were filled and the waitresses she and her brother hired moved swiftly and efficiently to serve the hungry faces. The kitchen ran just as perfect. Carlo, her brother, prepared the food with the help of his two assistants and managed the busboys and dishwasher. For the sake of business, she faked smiles for the customers since lunch. Kharma was supposed to stop by to eat then. Well, she never promised she would drop by. She often did when she wasn’t working on a case or when she could break away from it. Most likely that was the reason why she didn’t show up: she was working. But even that fact worried her. Sometimes Kharma’s job was dangerous. Yes, Kharma was careful and armed, but...that image of Kharma hurt or dying still teased the back of her brain and stirred up her ulcer.

The front doorbell dinged, like it did all day, and Serena glanced up to see who entered. And like the many times before, she hoped it was Kharma. This time it was. The tall black woman with long braids and blotches of missing pigment on her face smiled at Serena from across the diner. The blond with a scar running down the side of her face smiled back.

“Boy, you’re in a good mood,” a man said as he handed Serena his credit card. “Business must be good.”

Serena ignored the man and deducted the bill from his account. She still had three more customers on line to work off. 

Kharma sat at the counter and grabbed a menu from the holder next to the ketchup and mustard bottles. A waitress covering the counter took Kharma’s order and left her to drink her iced water with lemon.

Serena found the line stubborn, but it eventually died when Kharma finished her dinner. She rushed over to the other side of the counter and leaned in to kiss her lips. As usual a few eyes peeked and smiled at the two women sharing the lightest of kisses, but she didn’t care. 

“I was worried about you.” Serena planted her elbows on the counter and kept her head close enough to Kharma’s so she can catch her scent.

“You always worry about me.” Kharma took Serena’s soft hands.

“Working hard?”

“I was, yes. Got a missing person today.”

“Another kid?”

“No. Adult.”

Serena noticed the line forming at the register again. 

“Money calls.”

“Mind if I hang out when a booth opens up?” Kharma asked.

Serena arched a brow. 

“Want to see me tonight?”

“Want to see you every night.”

“We can arrange that.”

Serena walked off and smiled at Kharma’s confused expression.

**
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As soon as a booth opened, Kharma rushed to it. She sat with her back to the wall and her front to the door. An old FOP habit. When one of the waitresses brought her coffee, Kharma slipped her tablet out from her jacket and turned it on. She logged into her fake accounts to check on the emails she sent to Clear H2O and Nicholas Santos. Both came back daemon mailer; they never reached their destination. The accounts were closed. Kharma wasn’t surprised.

She opened her regular business email and found a message from Planetary Jobs. An employee named Anton Beckett wrote to her that he would be glad to help and that she should stop by his office at her convenience. He included his uptown address. Kharma through it was unusual that he would want to meet her, but if Beckett were a security freak, then he would be more comfortable giving information in person than in an email or a phone call.

Nonetheless, it was the only lead she had right now, but not her only option. 

The rest of the night, while waiting for Serena’s shift to end, she created a fake identity and signed up for all the job search sites she could find, uploading a fake resume. Posing as Kelly Williams, she wrote that she was looking for office work and did not mind traveling or relocating a great distance. To show how desperate she was, Kharma put in the lowest salary she could enter on the site, way lower than most of the jobs paid on the fake resume.

“Ready to go?” 

Serena stood at the booth. She wore her coat and a bright smile even though her face was dead tired. Kharma smiled back at her and closed down her tablet.

**
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The two women lay on Serena’s bed. The thick white comforter was kicked to the foot of the mattress. The heat blasted out of the radiator, battling the open window that whispered in the cold air from outside. Kharma had her arm around Serena. The blond lay on her side with her head on the black woman’s shoulder. Her fingers traced the smooth plane around the woman’s belly button. By now, Kharma had grown used to it and didn’t giggle anymore. 

“You’re quiet tonight,” Kharma whispered in the dark bedroom.

“I was using my mouth a lot.” Serena smiled against her.

“Seriously, is something wrong?”

“I worry about you.”

“I know.”

“ ‘I know’. That’s all you have to say?”

“My job can be dangerous. Even when I worked in the FOP it was dangerous all the time.”

“Yeah,” Serena sighed.

“You want me to do something else for a living?”

“No, I would never ask you to do that.”

“The only other work for someone like me is security and that isn’t always safe. Or maybe I can be a bouncer at a strip club.”

“Oh, you just cemented the deal. If your only option is to work in a strip club then I will never complain again. Although, if you were dancing...”

Kharma reached over and slapped Serena’s ass. “You wish. God, I would fall off the stage and kill some jack-ass.”

Serena giggled with her. They fell into silence for a moment.

“It’s just,” Serena said. “If something happened to you. If you were in trouble. How would I help you? Or get the FOP to help you?”

“You have the keys to my apartment and office.”

“What good are they if you’re not there?”

“Okay. I understand,” Kharma said. “Tomorrow morning I’ll email you all my passwords to my computer and files, okay?”

“Is there a FOP officer I should contact if something bad happens to you?”

“Is there?” Kharma asked. “Let me think on that one.”

**
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Planetary Jobs was in a large glass-covered building mixed with the other high rises in Midtown. At first she expected them to own the whole building, but when she checked the directory she saw that they only occupied an office suite. At the front desk, she scanned herself in and attached a visitor’s patch to her jacket. She waited on a line to the board the elevator and went up to the thirtieth floor.

When she entered the suite a smiling, dark-skinned face in a fine suit greeted her. The male receptionist sat behind a desk that almost reached up to block the top of his head. Kharma stopped and looked down at him.

“I’m here to see Mr. Beckett,” she said.

“Do you have an appointment?” he asked with chipper in his voice.

“No. But he asked me to come down anytime today.”

“Let me see if he’s available.”

The receptionist picked up the phone and dialed a number. Kharma listened to him talk to, she assumed was, Anton Beckett. The whole time the man smiled. At that point Kharma wondered if it was chemically enhanced.

“He’s in the middle of a meeting but will be glad to see you in fifteen minutes if you would like to wait,” he said.

“I can wait.”

Kharma sat on the cushy couch across from the large fish tank filled with various catfish. The receptionist asked Kharma if she wanted caffeine. She did. For the next fifteen minutes Kharma sipped instant stimulant and dazed at the fish.

“Kelly Kharma?” He was a few inches taller than her and wore a dark suit and a lime green tie. His skin was so pale that the veins could be seen at certain angles. He held out his hand, “I’m Anton Beckett,” and smiled.

Kharma stood and shook his hand. 

“If you would follow me, we can talk in my office,” Beckett said.

In his office, Kharma sat in the small chair across from his desk while Beckett dropped down into his. Behind him, the large window revealed the building across the street and not much else. They were too high for hover traffic, but she could still hear it below them. 

“So, you’re a private investigator?”

“Yes. Like my email said, I was hoping you could help me.”

Kharma reached into her coat and took out the printed ad for Clear H2O. She handed it to Beckett. He glanced at it and placed it on his desk.

“Are you familiar with them?” Kharma asked.

“No. Can’t say that I am. We post jobs for hundreds of companies and subsidiaries around the districts and the other terras.”

“I understand.”

“But I did look into their account. It has been closed for three months now.”

“How long was it open?”

“About thirty days, give or take a day or two.”
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