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“No credits on this one, miss,” the girl behind the register said. 

She was barely out of school and with the acne to prove it. Her pale face lifted a brow that almost went up into her dark green cap with the cafe logo of a steaming cup on it. Kharma read so much contempt in her expression that she wanted to rip the lip ring right out of her mouth and shove it up her nose. 

“Again,” the cashier stressed.

Customers in line behind her sighed or whispered their aggravation. She was probably the only one not going to an office job. Sort of. She still owned an office since she started her private investigation and security business but now she had a new temporary gig and it also had an office. One she was well familiar with and never thought she would work at again.

“Try this one,” Kharma said, handing the girl a new card. She got it in the mail last week. She once promised to never own more than one credit card. Never go into serious debt like the rest of the world. But Kharma managed to owe the bank anyway, hence their dirtbag move to garnish credits off her card to pay her bills. This new card came with a high credit limit but she promised herself not to use it often. Only until she could receive payment to load up her original, pathetic card. “This one should work.”

“C’mon, lady,” some guy said behind her. “Some of us have jobs to get to.”

Kharma shoved her hands into her jacket pockets, resisting the urge to take out her weapon and point it at him.

The register girl rolled her eyes and tapped the card to the scanner. It worked. The girl handed it back to her. Kharma shuffled down the line and joined the other customers focusing on their handheld devices, talking through headset mics, and waiting for their orders. Her plain large caffeine was soon placed on the counter and the barista called her name. To Kharma, it sounded like the tall, lanky guy with long black hair sticking out of his cap was saying Shit. Maybe she had a reputation now, known as a deadbeat and not the kind of customer the cafe needed or prided itself on. If so, at least they were judging her on her financial situation and not her appearance like so many people in the past. Usually, they flinched from the missing pigment on the side of her dark-skinned face and parts of her hands. The clash always threw people off. 

Kharma grabbed the drink, ignored the intense heat that burned her hand from the plastic cup, and rushed out of the crowded cafe. Her mind spun. Where else could she buy her morning drink. Choices in her neighborhood were limited. Most of the apartment buildings were empty on the first floor, remnants of failed businesses showcasing broken windows or graffiti-consumed boards. Lately, when Kharma’s work brought her to midtown, she noticed the same thing. The economy dropped like a dead horse through the Central District. She predicted that in the next ten years it would effect uptown. Then Central would be as poor as the South District. No way people would settle for that or maybe they would have to.

Kharma entered her hovercar parked a block away. She sat a moment and sipped her black caffeine. Her brain wandered to her new destination. The midtown Central District FOP building. She used to work there all the time when she was a homicide detective. It was a second home. But since she left it, the space always filled her with anxiety. She tried to stay out of it but her work reluctantly brought her inside. Sometimes, she was arrested and questioned there, always released. Sometimes, she fished for information to help her clients. But now she would enter as an employee. Of sorts.

Her eyes spacing out the front window, Kharma noticed a woman sticking out from the crowd of suits, dresses, and winter coats walking down the cobblestone streets. A dark-skinned woman with hair longer than she remembered, dreaded thin with beads on the tips. She wore a long purple, puffy winter coat over her black sweatpants and black boots. But what snagged Kharma’s attention and memory was the large, sleek black dog that she walked on a leash. Though weighed down by sadness, her face was a beautiful mix of curves and edges that, when it smiled, made Kharma’s heart twitch.

It had to be her.

The urge to rush out of the car and talk to the woman, chase her down, flared in her limbs. Then, she remembered their last time together. And the time before that. No way she could approach her. Not now. Kharma wasn’t ready. She was too embarrassed. The woman might be scared, too. She could run off. Call an FOP officer even though she never placed a restraining order on Kharma. As far as Kharma knew, she never issued one.

“Shit,” Kharma whispered.

The woman walking the dog turned the corner and went down Third Avenue. She was gone. Only the suits and dresses remained to make her feel sick. Placing the caffeine cup in the holder on the dash, Kharma started her hovercar, lifted off, and tried to escape the sour swirl in her stomach.

**
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With the digital pass she was issued a few days ago, Kharma was able to park in the FOP employee indoor lot at the bottom back of the building. She was also able to enter it without signing in with the desk sergeant. For a moment, it felt good, natural, like the old days when she was a homicide detective. But then a few people glared at her. Familiar cops and staff. Ones that were around when she left. Aggravation replaced that good feeling. She sipped her caffeine to distract herself, give herself something else to concentrate on instead of their condescending postures.

Missing Persons was on the 14th floor. A spacious office suite that lacked an officious appearance. Once through the door, a large room of desks, metal shelves with plastic lock-boxes of various sizes probably filled with evidence from current cases, and a small kitchen to the side for work-at-the-desk meals or late-night caffeine greeted her. No, it was more of a storage space than an office, she thought.

Detective Plant sat at her desk at one side of the space. She was the only one in the room this early in the morning. A tall Asian woman a few inches shorter than Kharma with green eyes in a delicately-boned face smiled and stood. She wore the traditional detective clothes: loose, gray suit pants, a white button shirt, and a matching jacket. But unlike the other female detectives, her belly was four months pregnant and prevented her from tucking in her shirt. It has hardly noticeable but soon the world would see it like a bright red stop sign. Was Plant still hiding the pregnancy? Should Kharma even ask about it?

“Kelly Kharma,” Plant said, walking over. “You’re early.”

“So are you,” Kharma said, sticking her hands in her pockets, avoiding a handshake ritual. “I thought I would be able to roam in your computer before you arrived.”

Plant smiled at the joke but Kharma was serious. She hacked all the time as a private investigator. A few days ago before Kharma made her decision to freelance with the FOP, she used a simple fishing scam that she assumed Plant’s husband fell for on their home computer. Once inside, Kharma accessed her password archive and broke into her work computer. As Kharma sort of expected, she found nothing dirty about Plant.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Plant said. “Can I get you a caffeine or tea?”

“No,” Kharma said. 

Someone entering the room and caused Kharma to turn around. Yes, she felt that paranoid. Detective Samuels, a pale man in his late forties with a receding hairline, held a plastic bag of donuts in one hand and a large cup of something hot in the other. For a second, his face flashed confusion, not recognizing Kharma. Then his memory caught up and he smiled. He came into the FOP Detectives Bureau after Kharma left. Since then she only met him once and that was on the roof of the building during a prisoner transfer.

“Hello,” he said.

“Sam,” Plant said. “You remember Kelly.”

“Of course, good to see you.” He held the white plastic bag up. “Donut? Mostly Bavarian, powdered.”

“No. Thanks.”

Samuels smiled and went to his desk on the other side of the room. He dropped into the chair and began his goal of making a bigger stomach. Maybe it would match Plant’s in a few months.

“Well,” Plant said. “This is your desk.” She pointed out the one in the middle of the room, between the two detectives. “You have complete access to the FOP server. You just need to contact IT to set you up.”

Kharma wandered to the empty desk and ran her finger over the keyboard. A slight layer of dust stuck to the tip. 

“Great.”

“You okay, Kelly?”

“Yeah. But can you not call me Kelly? Kharma is fine.”

“Of course. Definitely,” Plant said, slightly disappointed.

Maybe Plant was hoping to build comradely with Kharma. Two women in a man’s world of justice. Kharma understood the obstacles Plant broke through to achieve her position. Ones she still faced for move forward. A woman suffered a lot of condescension, embarrassment, and groping. Even though Human Resources frowned against such treatment, the men found creative ways to keep it going. And, it happened often. So often that a woman didn’t have the time to go to HR every day to report it, fearing that it would take time away from her cases and drag her into trouble with their supervisor, let alone make her an untrustworthy co-worker. 

Kharma liked Plant fine. Since their dangerous union in the South District, she trusted Plant with her life. But that didn’t mean Kharma wanted to eat ice cream and sip tea with her on either of their couches.

“So what do we do first?” Kharma asked. “Did you pick something out?”

“Um, I do have a few current opens. We can go over them.”

“You can just give me the files and I’ll review them.”

“It can’t work that way.”

“What do you mean? How is it supposed to work.”

“I’m not supposed to let you on your own. Not right away.”

“They want you to hold my hand?”

“For a week or two.”

“Great. That makes me feel trusted and welcome.”

“Listen,” Plant said, her voice loaded with sympathy. “It’s not my decision. It comes straight from the CEOs. They don’t trust you and you know why. I trust you. Even with your history with the FOP, I trust you. Understand?”

“Perfectly,” Kharma said, sighing. 

“Okay, so why don’t you set up your computer with IT, and then we’ll review some of the open files.”

“Got it, boss.”

Kharma walked to the open doorway back into the hall.

“Where are you going?” Plant asked.

“Just need to throw up real quick in the bathroom,” Kharma said. “Be right back.”

**
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Kharma was only half kidding when she said she had to puke. She did use the bathroom and expected to return to her new desk to set herself up but then...

“Kharma?”

From across the hall in the men’s room, right as she left the women’s, Wadsworth stepped out. Her old partner on Homicide. And maybe, once upon a time, as close to a brother she ever had in her life. But that was back in the FOP days. Now, as hard as she tried to push him away, to sever the cord, he tried harder to keep their sibling relationship going. Some days she appreciated it. Others, she wanted to punch him in his stupid baby face.

Wadsworth always stuck out in the Detectives Bureau. He wore fancier suits even though he couldn’t afford them. She remembered him always complaining about credit debt when he had to buy a new one for work. But what made him stick out was his hair. It was always wet and styled, perfectly combed with no part. Sometimes he even coiffed it. He even made sure his skin was smooth, his eyebrows trimmed, and his lashes long. Kharma used to tease that he put more work into his appearance than a woman. Sometimes the other FOP theorized his sexuality. Wadsworth never paid much mind to what others thought of him. He was secure in his heterosexuality and always stuck with Kharma through her bad times.

“I heard that you might be around today,” Wadsworth said, meeting her in the middle of the hall filled with passing cops and clerks. “How’s it going?”

Kharma shrugged, her hands in her pockets even though Wadsworth knew better than to offer his to shake. 

“Okay, I guess. Plant seems fine so far.”

“From what I understand, she pushed for you to be here. Said you would be invaluable to the FOP’s workload. Heck, if I knew we could bring outside help to close cases, I would have gunned for you in Homicide.”
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