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PART 9
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The picture framed the head. Around it she could see the dirt where the body was found. It was male, in its mid-twenties with pale skin and dark brown hair. It wore a mining jumpsuit and helmet with a LED light on the top of it. The throat was ripped in two places. Two jagged slices ran parallel across the neck.  The skin around the lips and nose appeared irritated. 

The second photo was of the victim taken from his work file. He smirks at the camera as if he’s expecting a big payday.

“This is it?” Kharma asked.

Antonin Suvir, sitting across the table from her in the conference room, nodded. He wore corporate casual, making him stick out in the sea of miners and technicians in red jumpsuits, visually screaming that he is in charge of the site.

“Yes. That is all the FOP had given us.”

Kharma sighed and shook her head.

“Figures.”

**

[image: ]


Soon after the city was built in the Central District, the government and industrialists planned to construct a suburb outside of it. Just like on Earth, they wanted a place for the residents to focus their hard work and money on; a place where people could escape and separate themselves from the overcrowding of the city. The plans were quickly made but the execution didn’t happen for a few generations. Government wanted to focus on the city and to make sure that it was stable and self-sufficient and also had enough time to build up the buyer’s dream of the suburbs. When execution finally took place, they found a location five miles east of the city. Developments were built, fake foliage was planted, and houses were placed on sale. Mostly citizens from the city who made more than six figures afforded the homes, as planned by developers and leaders. A few stragglers who couldn’t afford the houses but wanted the dream sold themselves to the banks and became financial slaves to live in heaven. Like most people, they understood that happiness cost money; much like healthcare, justice, and education.

Kharma found herself in the suburbs from time to time with work. The last time she was there someone wanted her dead. That didn’t bother her so much as the flight out there. A long stretch of crumbling asphalt and dried dirt created the path to and from the paradise. Anytime someone drove out there their hovercar would be caked with dirt and suffered from scratches caused by the strong winds. The people who lived out in the suburbs didn’t like it either. They hated that they had to constantly clean or repair their car. Complaints to the government escalated so high that a plan was formed and a subway was soon proposed. Bids were sent out and the government settled on Johan Jacoby Construction to carry out the job of creating a string of tunnels that ran from parts of the suburbs to parts of the city. They christened the project The Tube. 

Starting from the central west point of the suburbs, they had dug three miles underground through rock so solid that machinery needed diamond tips. The work was hard, but the employees were paid a lot and their living expenses were taken cared of at the site. Government and Johan Jacoby were happy with the progress that year. But then someone was found dead. 

His name was Emilio Joyce. He was a twenty-five-year-old miner who operated the diggers. During the end of their day shift, Emilio and his co-worker Justice Hatch were prepping the tunnel for the night shift. Hatch went off down the tunnel for a moment and when she returned she found Joyce dead. Right away the FOP came in to investigate but after a week no one had been arrested. 

The workers turned restless, scared. Various rumors had spread among them. Some say that Emilio Joyce was murdered because of a labor union dispute and some say that the planet murdered him; whatever that meant. Management favored the first theory since Joyce was a son of a prominent member of a union leader and in the middle of negotiating contracts with the corporations and government. Surely the FOP could be swayed or bribed to drag their feet and fake an investigation until the negotiations completed.

And that was where Kharma came in.

**
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Suvir brought Kharma down to the entrance tunnels. It was a large hanger with a huge slanted hole in the ground. Minor mining machinery was in the corner along with a row of name labeled lockers. Before entering the tunnel he reminded Kharma that she had to wear a helmet at all time.

“Things may look perfect at first,” Suvir said. “But as we go deeper, they will be rougher.”

He brought her over to a long table where a few helmets waited for them. To her right, Kharma noticed the door to the male and female locker rooms where the staff showered off their workday. 

“Mr. Suvir,” a man called out.

Kharma turned and spotted him right away: FOP. Not because he wore a suit or had the cleanest shoes she had ever seen since coming to this place, but for the way he walked. He strutted over to them with his arms arched to his side as if his weapon and utility belt were pushing them out. Or, like most, he wanted to appear bigger, muscular. 

“Officer Posada, this is Kelly Kharma,” Suvir said, handing him a helmet to place over his combed-back white hair.

“The private?”

Kelly nodded and offered her hand to shake. Posada accepted it and squeezed hard. She felt the bones grind, but didn’t show any pain on her face as she looked him in the eye. She was used to such bullshit.

“On behalf of the FOP, I would like to apologize to you, Ms. Kharma,” he said. “There really is no need for you to be here. I hate to waste your time.”

“Posada, please,” Suvir said. “We agreed not to do this.”

“You agreed.”

Kharma placed the helmet over her long dreaded hair and turned on the light.

“Detective Posada,” she said. “I can understand your annoyance with my presence. I was FOP, too. A homicide detective. Before that I was with robbery. I never liked it when the government sent their own investigators when their diplomats or politicians were found dead.”

“Oh, Officer Posada isn’t a homicide detective,” Suvir said.

The officer threw him a dirty look. Suvir looked off and hid his smile.

“I am a FOP officer assigned to this work site to keep the peace,” Posada said. “I intend to continue that objective.”

“I’ll be glad to assist you in that,” Kharma said. “As I hope you will assist me in this investigation.”

Posada stared Kharma in the eye. She had no idea what he was looking for. Maybe he just wanted to intimidate her. 

“Um, shall we go to the crime scene, then?” asked Suvir.

**
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The solid rock was carved out into perfectly smooth, curved walls and ceiling that were ten feet high and a flat floor twenty-four feet wide. The rumblings and grinding of diggers echoed through the air. As they walked further down the tunnel, the walls became less smooth and the lighting along the ceiling sparser. Kharma turned on the helmet lamp before the other two. When they reached a fork, Suvir and Posada switched on their lights.

“This is where it will break into midtown and uptown paths to the city,” Suvir said.

“What about downtown?” Kharma asked.

“Someone living in the suburbs working downtown. That’s funny,” Posada said.

“Right,” she whispered. “Stupid me.”

The texture of the tunnel became rougher but just as wide. Kharma noticed the impressions in the rock where the diggers scraped against it. The floor softened into dry dirt. Their feet kicked little puffs into the air.

“Is it always this dry down here?” Kharma asked, coughing a bit.

“Yes. Our surveyors made sure that the tunnels would be a few miles above the water,” Suvir said. “That way there would be no threat of floods due to damage caused by quakes. Because of such measurements, we had to be close to the crust which restricted us from using explosives.”

“Being so close to the surface, aren’t they worried that the tunnels may cave in?” Kharma asked.

“Not at all. As long as nothing is built on top there should be no disturbance.”

They stopped five yards up ahead where a digger and a dump truck waited in silence and two mini lights barely illuminated the space.

“Where was the body found?” Kharma asked.

Posada moved passed her and pointed to a spot close to the wall. Kharma kneeled down where the blood was soaked into the sand. Using the light on her phone, she shined it around the floor. After a few seconds, she stood and glared at Suvir.

“This isn’t going to work,” she said.

Suvir giggled nervously and glanced at Posada. 

“What do you mean?”

“Since I arrived here you have fed me nice food – although the chicken was a bit dry – and gave me a really nice trailer with unlimited channels on the cable stream. You have done your best to make me feel welcome and comfortable for what I assume you think is going to be a lengthy stay,” Kharma said. “But concerning the investigation? You have given me two photos of the victim. There should be more. I need reports. A coroner report. Plus, I’m going to need more from this crime scene. Nothing is marked and the lighting is terrible.”

“I-I’m sorry you’re upset,” Suvir said.

Posada rolled his eyes and gave them his back.

“I can have lights brought in here.”

“Fine. And make sure they don’t walk around the crime area.”

“Of course.”

“And what about the reports?”

Suvir turned to Posada. The officer stood with his hands in his pockets and rolled back and forth on his feet.

“Officer Posada?” Suvir asked. “Can I count on you to give Ms. Kharma all she needs on the FOP side of the investigation?”

He turned to them and smiled.

“I’m afraid it wouldn’t be in the client’s - Mr. Jacoby’s - best interest that I share all of the investigation’s files,” Posada said. “So far I allowed Ms. Kharma to see what, by law, I am allowed to show her.”

“You mean, by law to the level of the media,” Kharma said. “Not by level of an investigator.”

“Ms. Kharma, there is only one investigator here.”

“You mean someone that has had four years investigating murders in Central District?” she asked. “One with a high turnover and conviction rate?” She stepped over to him and stared right into his smirking face. “Or do you mean investigating miners pissing on buildings and not showing up for work because they’re hungover.” Posada’s eyes tightened. “The bottom line is that you’re just a security guard here. You keep the workers in line when they get drunk at night.” The smirk dropped from his face. “How long have you been with the FOP, Posada? As long as I had investigated homicides and worked as private? And you’re still an officer? You look like you’re in your early thirties. Why haven’t you moved up? Why aren’t you a detective by now? Did you take your tests? Did you fail? Maybe you don’t want me to see those reports because they’re written without spelling and grammar check.”

“Um, Ms. Kharma, Officer Posada,” Suvir said. “Perhaps if I were to get clearance from Mr. Jacoby. He is the client of the FOP. Then Officer Posada can legally release the reports, correct?”

Everyone was silent. Posada and Kharma stared each other down. Machinery and breaking rock echoed in the air.

“Is that correct, Officer Posada?”

He glanced at Suvir.

“Sure. I’ll wait for that authorization. And when I receive it, if Mr. Jacoby has given full clearance, then I will comply.”

“Ms. Kharma?”

She stepped back from the officer and wandered over to where the body was found.

“For now I would like to speak to the witness,” she said. “Can you have her meet me in my office in thirty minutes?”

“I’ll get right on it,” Suvir said.

The two men started back through the tunnel. Kharma gave the area one last glance. Darkness on the far left caught her eye. She walked over to it and shined her light. The hole in the wall was about three feet from the ground and with an area of four feet. Kharma shined her light inside of it. More darkness. She placed her hand on the rim of it to maneuver herself to get a better look, to see how deep it was inside. She then jerked her hand off the rock. Something wet coated it. Water? She ran the light around the glossy rim.

“Ms. Kharma,” Suvir asked. “Are you ready?”

Kharma stood and whipped her hand dry.

“Yeah. I’m coming.”

**
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Justice Hatch, still in a dirt-stained jumpsuit, stepped into the office. Kharma rose from the desk, came around to meet her at the door, and offered her hand. Justice shook it and stepped deeper inside.

“I don’t know why I’m here,” she said. “I told everything to Officer Posada.”

“I know. And I will get to that report also, but I would like to hear it from you as well. Plus, I may ask you different questions. Please. Have a seat.”

Kharma motioned to the two chairs at the front of the desk. Hatch, around the same age as Kharma, took off her helmet to reveal short blond hair that matched her pixie-like face and dark eyes. She sat in the chair and crossed her legs. Hatch appeared tiny in the standard chair. Kharma guessed her to be almost five foot. 

“It must be rough being a miner.”

Kharma sat in the chair across from her and picked up her tablet. She opened the recording app.

“It’s okay. The pay is good,” Hatch said.

“They don’t give you a hard time?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re a woman in a male-dominated field.”

“Oh.” She smiled. “Yeah. I’ve been at this for ten years. So far I have no complaints about this bunch of guys. There are other women in the tunnels, too. We’ve come a long way. My dad worked the mines in the South District so I was around them all the time. Listened to them talk. Figured them out. They’re not all that difficult.”

“Sounds like another species.”

“In a way, men are.”

“No kidding,” Kharma said. “So I’m going to be recording the conversation.”

Hatch nodded and yawned. Kharma pressed the record button and introduced herself, the interviewee, the date, the time, and the location.

“So tell me about Emilio Joyce,” Kharma said.

“That’s a strange question to start off with. Don’t you want to ask me about his murder?”

“I’ll get to that.”

Hatch scratched her arm.

“He was okay. He was one of the good ones. I liked him. This was his third dig.”

“What did he do before digging?”

“Construction. He worked on buildings in the North District. He used to be up on the ninetieth floor with no walls and just some rubber net to keep him from falling to his death when the winds got bad. I think he got tired of the heights and wanted something safer. Digging is not much safer if you ask me. The ground could fall on you. The tunnel could flood. You could find something radioactive that the surveyor didn’t count on. But I guess it’s better than falling to your death at ninety-two floors and splatting on the ground.”

“Sounds like he made the right move.”

Hatch shrugged.

“He’s dead now.”

“Did Joyce have any enemies?”

“None that he ever mentioned,” Hatch said. “Not anyone that he thought would want to kill him. But...” Her lips screwed to the side. “I don’t. But these guys gamble a lot. There’s not much for them to do. Sure, there are things to do like watch TV or use the recreation room or hook up with the other women or play VR games, but...Me? I keep busy. Most of the time I’m so tired from work that I pass out while reading after dinner. From what I hear, these guys only get mad at each other when they owe each other money.”

“Joyce gambled?”

“He told me about some of his winnings. Liked to brag. Maybe he was trying to impress me. It was kind of cute. I could tell when he lost. Those days he was sad. Withdrawn most of the time. Funny. We got a lot of work done during those times.”

“Was he withdrawn and sad that day?”

“Yeah. Yes, he was.”

“Did he say how he won? Did he play cards, dice?”

“He said poker. In the rec room they have a bunch of guys who play almost every night.”

“So tell me about that day,” Kharma said.

“It was about an hour before our shift ended. We were excited about finishing. A part of the wall gave us a hard time. We almost wore out the diamond head trying to work through it. We figured we should change it for the next shift and have the head checked out. Last thing any digger wants to deal with his a broken diamond bit in the middle of a shift left by the previous shift. It slows work down and the supervisor gives you lots of shit over delayed productivity. So we removed the head and I carried it out.”

“By yourself?”

Hatch tilted her head to the side and raised her brows at Kharma.

“Yeah. I used a small cart.”

Kharma smiled.

“Right. Sorry. Go on.”

“So I carried the head down the tunnel to the midpoint station. They keep extra equipment and gloves and helmets there. When I came back I noticed how quiet it was. I called out his name and he didn’t answer me. I wondered what he was up to. Was he hiding and playing a trick on me? So, not wanting to screw around, I brought the head to the front of the digger and saw his body there.”

Hatch gasped and covered her mouth. Her eyes moistened.

“Sorry. I...I never saw a dead body...like that. I’ve seen them pulled out of a collapsed tunnel. Usually they look bloody and a bit crushed. But...to have his throat cut like that.”

Kharma pulled a tissue out from the box sitting on the desk. She handed it to Hatch who dried her eyes.

“Take your time,” Kharma said.

Hatch straightened in the chair and took a few deep breaths until she stopped shaking as she exhaled. She then nodded her head.

“What did you do after you saw the body?”

“I ran.”

“Right away?”

“I think so. I...I stood there in shock for a moment then I realized that he was more than just dead. He was murdered. Then I ran.”

“Did you see anyone else there?”

“No. I didn’t take my eyes off of Emilio. God, which was so stupid of me. Now I can’t get his image out of my head. Sometimes when I close my eyes I can see it. Last night I even dreamed about it.”

“It’s not easy. I’ve seen many murdered people in my life. It passes,” Kharma said. “It pops up less and your brain buries it in the back. But because I was on homicides, I kept seeing new ones. Consider yourself lucky if this is the only body you see in your life.”

Hatch smiled, then said:

“I, um, I didn’t see anyone, but I felt like there was someone there.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you live alone?”

“Yes.”

“You ever walk into a room and, even though you know you’re alone, you still feel like there’s someone there. Like a presence.”

“A ghost?”

“No. But... I don’t know. It was just a feeling I had.”

“You said that you didn’t take your eyes off Joyce but you felt like there was someone there even though you knew you were alone.”

“I was by the digger. The way it was positioned against the wall, no one could have been hiding behind it; the space was too tight. There was nothing but open carved rock around us. I don’t see how someone could have been hiding behind me. I had to have been alone.”

“And no one passed you in the tunnel?”

“No.” Hatch shivered. “Jeez. Now you’re starting to freak me out.”

“Did you hear anything when you found him. Or when you walked back and forth from the work site?”

“Sound travels through the tunnels. I heard lots of things. Banging, thumping...”

Her eyes stared off at the floor. Kharma tilted her head.

“What is it?” she asked.

“When I found Emilio I thought I heard water drip. Like a slow drip.”

“Is that unusual?”

“Yeah. I think so. We’re supposed to be miles above the water. It doesn’t drip up, right?”

“Right.”

“I don’t know. Maybe there was a leak on the digger. Condensation built up on the outside of the engine?”

“What about odors?”

“I did smell something odd now that you mention it. It didn’t bother me at first, but after I reported the body I was sitting in the FOP office and my eyes and nose were irritated.” Kharma nodded for her to go on. “I think there was ammonia down there,” Hatch said.

“Is that possible? Why would ammonia be in the tunnel?”

“There’s streams of ammonia in the planet, but like the water we should be miles above it.”

“How about here at the site? Is ammonia used here?”

“I think the cleaning crews use it on the machinery. You can always smell it in the bathrooms. You can always tell when they’ve been cleaned.”

Kharma nodded.
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