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      The night was dotted with stars upon stars. The few street lights properly hooded to reveal them, the lights that peppered the void.

      Ky'iin did not fear the dark. Rather, they worshiped it. Honored it. Saw it as the mother of them all.

      Iluhin slipped through the darkness as best she could, hoping that the pheromone-blocking perfume she wore would block her scent, that the cloak she wore would break up her silhouette.

      She could not be seen on  this errand.

      Overhead, a ship roared through the sky of Kyx, from and to no places that concerned her.

      No places concerned her but this one, her small town, where they caught fish and the men still brooded their eggs without, often, the privilege of an incubator. Where children ran barefoot and sometimes naked on the beach.

      Where they didn't live like the rich folk did, and didn't in all ways want to, but they didn't want this either.

      Isolated and abandoned on the edges while the elite hassled other species, fought wars with aliens and forgot about those who hadn't risen to the stars with them.

      Void! She thought.

      She reached her destination, her target. There was nobody there; a vacation home she knew to be empty at this time of year, the beaches cold by local standards, but warm enough for those who came from the much colder north.

      The device was stuck under a window, where it would do the most damage. The home, larger than any other, the home of a rich person who did not even come here but a few times a year when the beaches were at their best.

      Then Iluhin was gone, hopefully unseen, into the night. Gone to where she would be forgotten, but what she did would not. When she saw the headlines the next morning, the father and children inside the supposedly abandoned home, Iluhin grieved.

      A week later they found her, washed up on the shore. It was not, of course, proven that it was suicide.

      Those who knew her knew.

      And now there would be far too much attention brought to their little town.
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      The air was muggy, a sense of oppressive heat that threatened to descend over the town. It felt like it was going to rain, but it never actually did. The oppression just lingered on and on. It swallowed your sweat without letting you cool.

      It matched Dhyanil's mood.

      They had found the body that morning, washed up on the beach. In that place where they always ended up, all of them.

      Once or twice a year, somebody jumped off of Maril's Point, knowing that the current would wash them away. It was suicide. Very occasionally, somebody was pushed off of Maril's Point by one who thought they could by this means make a murder look like suicide.

      The body was in the morgue. Dhyanil glared up at the Point. It had once had a lighthouse on it, the stub still visible, a broken tooth against the sky. The Preservation Society hadn't bought it, had let it go to ruin. It had not been a beautiful or spectacular light, so nobody had cared. If there was still a lightkeeper up there, it probably wouldn't be a popular destination for suicides.

      This one, though, was personal.

      No, he had to be honest.

      This one was his fault. He had killed Iluhin as surely as if he had pushed her. This had not been meant to happen.

      Not like this. None of it was supposed to be like this.

      Targeting the rich was one thing, and he'd put the idea into her head. But they were supposed to target property, not people.

      And you never involved kids too young to have a suffix on their name, kids too young to know what their gender was.

      Who they were.

      Not saying they never got hurt. But you never targeted them. There would be a Special Investigator sent to investigate the fire now.

      And no doubt they would poke into Iluhin's death too, if only because of the timing. He thought of the lovely young woman broken on the rocks. She hadn't even completely finished school.

      This was so often a game for the young and fit. He put his responsibility in a little mental box so he could set it to one side. There was no bringing any of them back.

      There was no sense to torturing himself over it. That would not serve the cause, would not serve himself.

      He glanced up. Orbital hardware glinted as the light began to fail. Kyx had no natural moon, no second body to reflect the sun and light the night.

      Instead, it had those hundreds of lights, large and small, and some of it was good. Some of it was not good.

      Was one of those dots the alien ship? He didn't know. He didn't want to know. He glared skywards anyway and then went back to walking along the beach, hoping his body language would keep others from approaching him.

      He was not ready to deal with people yet. Sometimes he thought becoming a hermit would be a good idea, would keep him away from all of this.

      From the crazy.

      There was so much crazy.
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        * * *

      

      The tavern was somewhat crowded when Dhyanil decided he could face people again, but the mood was somber. The open windows let in the air, but many people were inside, warming the place pleasantly and filling it with the cinnamon-musk scent of sweat. More gathered under the orange and white awnings.

      A lot of people had liked Iluhin. In a small town, people knew each other. She had been considered a good kid.

      Somebody who didn't let the excessively progressive influences of the cities go to her head. Not like the girl who had gone off to medical school. A girl in medical school?

      Of course, if you went back far enough, tradition would have made him property. No, he didn't want to go back that far.

      But women were simply not suited to the nurturing professions. Iluhin had been talking about a stint as a ranger in the hunting grounds further north. Much more respectable.

      The barkeep poured Dhyanil his usual tankard of vril before he even reached the bar, three slate fingers uncurling from the tankard as he set it on the bar. Dhyanil laughed slightly, taking it and sniffing before pouring a little bit into his maw.

      Good.

      It was the good stuff, not the cheap mass-produced crap. It made him grateful not to be poor.

      It was little things that made life worthwhile.

      "Feel better?" the barkeep asked.

      "Not really, but it helps." It did, just that little bit.

      Little things.

      "We're all going to miss her. Don't suppose you have any idea why she did it?"

      Dhyanil tilted his head in the jerking sideways motion that indicated a no without any vocalization. He didn't trust himself to say more. Everyone knew that he had a connection to her.

      He was too old for her to consider as a father for a clutch, but he suspected that she had seen him as a reasonable substitute for her own father, who had not been the best of parents.

      Too much strong alcohol, too little proper paternal instinct. Living proof that too much technology affected the bond between a father and his clutch. Her mother was involved in her life, but with a mother's appropriate distance. She cared, but not too much.

      One of her siblings had died in the egg, although that wasn't necessarily the father's fault. Such things simply happened sometimes.

      You didn't count your hatchlings until they had, well, hatched. In the old days not even then. He knew his history.

      "I figured if anyone saw any signs of it it would be you or her lyka, and I haven't seen lin at all."

      Dhyanil frowned. He hadn't seen Merilar either, and that was a surprise.

      And he finished his drink. "Excuse me. Put that on my rolling tab."

      "What?"

      "I'm going to go find Merilar."

      Because he was abruptly worried about Iluhin's clutchmate. If ly was hiding, then ly was taking it hard.

      Perhaps too hard.

      Dhyanil did not want to lose both of them. He cared for them almost more than his own long-since-fled children.

      The ones who had rebelled.

      He could not lose both of them.
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        * * *

      

      He knew where to look first, but it took him three attempts to locate the young ly'iin.

      Ly was sitting on a rock above the beach, throwing stones into the water. Spray had created black patches on lin already dark hide, dripping from lin. Ly had scared off the entire local avian population and was, no doubt, confusing the fish. Dhyanil merely went over to lin, wordless. He waited, the breeze from the water cooling him and lifting his loose clothing away from his skin.

      It was a long while before ly stood to talk, and angular anger marked every part of lin.

      "You killed her."

      "I accept some responsibility," Dhyanil said.

      "Give me one good reason not to push you into the ocean right now."

      "I like swimming," was all he could come up with. Not that he wanted to take an unprecedented bath with his clothes on.

      But he did like swimming, always had.

      Unexpectedly, bitterly, Merilar laughed. "I know you do. And I suppose that was uncalled for."

      "Not entirely. I admit I have some responsibility. But we can't...we have to move on and do what she couldn't do."

      "Kill more kids?"

      "Not if I have anything to do with it. I swear, they weren't supposed to be there."

      They weren't supposed to be there for another month. The unseasonably warm weather had drawn them here faster; the same weather that Dhyanil hated was exactly what drew the rich, who could retreat from it into air conditioning.

      "I know. But maybe we need...we should have been more careful."

      At least some of the anger was being directed firmly internally, Dhyanil knew. He knew how Merilar felt.

      No.

      He didn't know how Merilar felt. Iluhin had been his trainee, somebody who looked to him as a role model and substitute father.

      Merilar and Iluhin had cracked shell next to each other, might easily have each been the first thing the other saw.

      Losing a clutchmate was worse than anything but losing a child.

      And not just having that child walk away, although he regretted that painfully.

      "We should," he agreed. "If we pick another target, we need to do better sweeps, and no more houses for a while."

      "I have an idea," Merilar said, finally. "We could make Verahin's life difficult."

      Going after Verahin was not what he would have thought of, but if Merilar knew of a good way to annoy her without bringing the military down on them all, he would take it. Merilar must have known that. "Careful. We don't want her suspecting who might have targeted her."

      "Don't worry. I'm thinking some judicious sabotage. Nobody need even see who did it."

      "Be careful of your biometrics then. The rail?"

      "The rail."

      Verahin's wealth came from shipping ola berries and juice, one of the few fruits ky'iin enjoyed, and a key ingredient in a certain liqueur this area was famous for. She was a staunch progressive, a supporter of the idea of expanding the Council of the World into the Council of Worlds, and allowing offworlders seats at the table.

      Once that happened, once the tyrar and the glen were allowed to be equals to ky'iin, there was no putting everything back the way it was. They belonged on their own planets. As did the Ky'iin.

      "Do it," he said, finally. "Spare me the details, just make sure nobody actually gets hurt."

      There could be no intentional killing. Not right now. Not unless it really was the best way to achieve something. It rarely was.
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      Viyar stood on the shore. The waves washed up against the stones of the beach. This wasn't a sandy beach like the next cove, and it was gray and black, the colors of ky'iin hide. The wind came off the sea and lin tongue tasted the salt that blew in on it.

      It was almost unbearably hot.

      This was where they had found the body of a young woman. They had identified her as Iluhin.

      A local. This was a backwater, the kind of place where men still put eggs in piles of vegetation rather than incubators, because incubators were expensive and had to be shipped a good distance.

      Where people mostly lived off of fish.

      The likely official verdict was going to be suicide, but Viyar smelled carrion. Void, ly thought.

      Suicide.

      She'd drowned herself. It was all but open and shut, no signs of a struggle, except for one thing:

      Motivation.

      People didn't kill themselves without a good reason. Especially not young, healthy women with full lives in front of them. Viyar walked to the edge of the water. It was shallow here where she had washed up. The light was fading towards evening, and ly could see the main station glittering, solar panels extended, making it almost like the moon Kyx did not possess. Ly had seen pictures of moons.

      Ly glanced up at it for a moment, then over to where ly knew another station orbited. That one was smaller and not visible. At least not yet.

      Suicide.

      Why had she killed herself? She hadn't been chronically ill, which many traditional ky'iin believed to be a perfectly acceptable reason.

      Heck, many modern ky'iin believed that there was still a place for it; the "not able to keep up with the hunt" idea might be outdated, but if one's quality of life was poor, taking the early exit could be seen as a very rational decision.

      Not keeping up with the hunt.

      They had the body at the morgue. Ly should look at it, as open and shut as the case was per forensics.

      No.

      Ly would find no answers there. Ly headed, instead, into the village, where ly could talk to the people who had known her.

      Tease out why she might have done this.

      There was more going on here, or ly wouldn't have been here.

      The village was wood and clapboard and worn by the salt of the sea, but there was something about it that still spoke of home.
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        * * *

      

      Ly walked into the village. Three young children, so similar they had to be from the same clutch ran past him, chasing each other. They were barely clad.

      Ly lifted a hand to them in polite signal, but was ignored. They were focused on their game, on each other, living in that world children lived in before adult concerns fell down on them like a weight.

      Ly felt old. Ignoring the children for now, ly headed for the tavern. In a place this size, it would be the social gathering for everyone, of all ages. An old ly'ir leaned against the wall outside and ly frowned.

      The other had a pipe.

      Smoking was rude. But perhaps not here, and ly was not, after all, smoking inside. And ly was not a community officer to tell them to stop.

      No, ly was something much more sinister and less obvious. Ly stepped into the tavern. Like the houses it was wooden walls and a roof that stayed up because they were falling into each other not away from them. Unlike them it had open windows in the walls, allowing alcohol and food to be passed outside to the patio. A brilliant red and blue snake was coiled in the rafters, no doubt not a wild snake. Snakes were the best vermin control in this climate.

      A woman and a ly'ir were engaged in an animated conversation that was taking up much of the open floor. Others were watching them and ly was pretty sure bets were being taken. Ly was not sure whether this was a conversation that had got heated, a local debating contest or a full out kila session.

      Ly gave them a wide berth. Ly was leaning towards the last option and while kila was meant to prevent violence, it could sometimes turn into violence. Ly certainly did not want to have to demonstrate lir skills in that regard.

      Ly made it to the bar, where a couple of women were drinking. Ly pulled out lir badge and showed it to the barkeep.

      A small man, he widened his eyes, but managed not to cringe too much.

      Nobody wanted a special investigator on their patch. They often found things other than what they were investigating. Things people would rather stayed hidden. Like tax evasion, say.

      Tax evasion was no doubt rampant in a place like this. They would rather govern themselves and pay for themselves and things like space and offworlders were practically a myth to them.

      Ly knew.

      Ly grew up somewhere just like this, albeit in the mountains not on the coast.

      "I'm just looking for people who knew Iluhin." Ly didn't bother giving her full name; she was no doubt the only Iluhin or similar in the village, if not in the six villages around. Clan names were for disambiguation.

      They were unfriendly.

      "Shame what happened to her," the barkeep said finally, his accent mostly visible in his hands and shoulders.

      "We're just making sure it really was..."

      "Nobody would have had..." He tailed off. He swallowed. As if he had just thought of something he didn't want to think of. Finally, "You'll make yourself very unpopular if you press."

      "I'm a special investigator. We're always unpopular."
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        * * *

      

      As usual, ly had stumbled across something larger than one dead woman.

      As usual.

      Ly swore that the Void had it in for lin. Ly had yet to meet a human to introduce lin to the concept of Murphy's Law, or ly would no doubt have been cursing out that not-so-worthy personage.

      Yet, ly had known this was no simple suicide. Then there was the timing. The newest offworld delegation was docked with that station right now. A species that called themselves humans. Bipedal, live bearers like the tyrar, quite aggressive by all accounts.

      Viyar would rather deal with an honestly aggressive species. A predator that they could understand and work with.

      The timing, though.

      Not everyone wanted anything to do with offworlders, which ly quite understood. The question of whether they had myoran was always open, always uncertain.

      Ly had only met a couple of tyrar. They did not think like ky'iin, but they were still people. How could they think like ky'iin? They had no ly'iin, they gave birth instead of laying eggs, and they lived in bonded groups. They did not hunt.

      The timing.

      Ly accepted a drink from the barkeep, a local brew that smelled fantastic, then, casually, "Anything to do with the house that got blown up?"

      Ly picked up on the tells. Ky'iin can lie as easily as any other social being, but detecting lies is, perhaps, easier for them.

      Yes.

      A vacation home. It should have been empty. It wasn't. A young woman committing suicide. How had ly not connected the dots until now?

      The home of one of the prime diplomats. Ly had not been there.

      Just ly's brother.

      And ly's brother-children, the nearest ly could have to offspring of lin own. A clutch of two too young to have their adult names. Viyar had no brothers to give him brother-children and sister-children were not the same thing, not really.

      The thought of somebody killing even lin sister-children, though, was enough. Then the suicide.

      Ly thought ly knew what was going on. And if ly was right it would lead to a small conspiracy, no doubt against the offworlders.

      As lin left the tavern, warmed by drink and food, ly glanced up at the station again. Ly imagined ly saw the ships docked there. On one of them there was this human.

      Ly wondered if anyone had warned them...her...what she was stepping into.

      But for now, ly had terrorists to find.
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      "Special Investigator," the barkeep warned him. "Intimidating. I'm sorry if I gave something away."

      Dhyanil laughed weakly. "If you don't give something away to a special investigator then you're made of stone. I'll deal with lin if I have to."

      He assumed the pronoun. The barkeep did not correct him. Most detectives were still ly'iin. Most, but not all.

      It wasn't something you wanted people to be distracted from, after all. You needed that single-mindedness.

      The smell of a woman on the edge of rut would certainly distract him even as he got older. He didn't want any more children.

      He couldn't guarantee he would be able to make that choice, though, and that was as it should be.

      Well, it wasn't unacceptable to give a clutch away to a man who had never managed to sire one, or to one who had no interest in women. It never had been.

      "Let's not..."

      "Don't worry. I'm not stupid." If the Special Investigator's body washed up on the beach, it wouldn't be Dhyanil's fault. He was quite willing to kill for the cause.

      He wasn't willing to commit a high-profile murder that would get everyone involved in a tizzy, possibly bring in the army and certainly get a pair of the best investigators assigned.

      Oh no.

      He wasn't going to be that stupid. "Find out, if you can, if ly has any isolationist sympathies."

      Special investigators were supposed to stay out of politics.

      Nobody could be completely apolitical.

      Knowing his luck they would be a rampant progressive practically wanting to mate with the offworlders.

      He would likely have no choice but to put it all on Iluhin, who was dead and could no longer be harmed. Merilar would have to be so careful, though.

      He might have to stop lin if ly had not already started lin plan to disrupt rail travel. Dhyanil was assuming a minor alteration to a train here or there, rather than a bomb on the tracks. A bomb on the tracks was simply not lin style.

      Besides, lin had promised not to get anyone hurt. Dhyanil believed him; perhaps a foolish decision, but it was a decision he had made without hesitation.

      He had to trust people. He was only one middle-aged male who could not be everywhere at once.

      He left the tavern into the warm night, the residual heat of the day held by the clouds and humidity. It never got cold here.

      Dhyanil had been cold once in his life, during an ill thought-out vacation.

      It was not something he wanted to repeat. Above his head jewel-like satellites competed with the stars.

      He needed a break. After this he was going to the hunting reserve where the skies were clear of light pollution, and mostly of hardware. Not to hunt. Just to pretend that he was living before any of this, before the world became what it was. To pretend he could exist in that forgotten past. A past in which the idea of a sentient being that was not ky'iin was alien, except for skeletons from the ancient times.

      A past in which males and females and ly'iin were what they were and didn't try to be anything else. He wanted that world. Perhaps he would even have been fine with a world where his only responsibility was his children. Right now that appealed. To some people it always would, and perhaps he had found an insight there, but it did not want to go away.

      The main space station spun into view overhead. There was a ship docking with it. He couldn't tell what kind, not with his naked eye. He cursed it in his father's language, the old one, not spoken so often now.

      The one they wanted so badly to preserve.
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        * * *

      

      Dhyanil spent the next three days working. The primary industries of the coast were fishing and tourism, and his work was in the latter.

      He acted as a kind of local concierge, working with travel agents and individuals to help them find offbeat locations. It let him steer people away from things the locals really did not want to share, and towards things which would make them money. Thus, he worked out of an office on the waterfront, his door always open except when the rain beat down.

      Most of the interest right now was in fishing charters. He contemplated what to do with a request from a group of wealthy tyrar. They didn't want to fish, of course, just to spend time on the water and look for wildlife.

      He didn't want them on his planet, much less in his town, but he swallowed his politics and gave appropriate advice. Including how they could get food. Tyrar were herbivores and ate very little animal protein, although they could and would sample fish.

      He shuddered. They ate livestock food as far as he was concerned, yet another reason to keep them well away from him and from those he cared about. Perhaps he shouldn't be disgusted, but all he could see when he thought of them was trin chewing their hay.

      Chew.

      Chew.

      That didn't even go into how they reproduced. Finishing the suggestions and making a note to be firmly somewhere else when the group showed up, he pulled up the news.

      Some of it was good. A local artist had mated and was now dealing with a clutch of three eggs and still trying to make his deadlines. Dhyanil made a note to send tips and sympathy. Yes, it had once been much easier, but even he had to admit that Sheril's art should not be interrupted even for potentially-talented offspring.

      Most of it was bad. News was always mostly bad, that was a law of nature and the way of things. Always.

      The ship that had arrived carried the ambassador of the newest offworld race to be contacted. They called themselves humans, although she was also representing a second species, dolphins. Who were apparently aquatic and thus had managed to coexist.

      Ky'iin would never have let them live. He shuddered a bit, looking at the picture of the human. Pale pink skin, thin tendrils grew out of its head. Fur, like the tyrar, but only on its head. An oddly curvy body.

      Supposedly it was a woman, but she seemed too small for that, too fragile.

      And the next piece of news was a train going off the rails. The driver had been killed.

      Dhyanil was going to kill Merilar. Ly had promised and you didn't break promises.

      No, he wouldn't literally kill lin, but by the time Dhyanil had finished with lin ly would be seriously considering following lin sister into the ocean. Then he thought about it.

      Perhaps they would get lucky and this would distract the special investigator. Send lin off in another, wrong direction. He could hope. But still, Merilar could not get away with this, even if it had been an accident. Lin leash would have to be tightened no matter how much ly snarled about it.
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        * * *

      

      Merilar was whittling, making some shape from the wood that had yet to emerge. Ly sat with lin back to the land, face to the water. Dhyanil came up behind lin and growled.

      It was a hunting growl, and intimidating even from a man. It had the desired result of making lin jump almost lin own height into the air.

      And cut lin hand on the knife. "Void it!" Ly stood, setting the knife down and glaring at Dhyanil. Behind lin, the waves crashed quietly against the shore.

      Dhyanil fixed his eyes on lin. "You promised nobody would get hurt."

      "I didn't do it."

      "You said you were going to mess with the trains. I stupidly trusted you to have a good plan for doing that that wouldn't involve any killing."

      "I did mess with the trains. I sabotaged the refrigeration system so the juice would go bad in transit." Lin tone was defensive, upset. Miserable.

      If that was true, Dhyanil had to give lin points for cleverness. "Then who caused the derailment?"

      "Are there no accidents in your world?" Merilar snapped. "You should have been an investigator."

      Lin clearly did not mean it as a compliment. "In other words, you claim not to know." What other conclusion could he come to?

      "I don't know of any sabotage that would have led to a derailment, no."

      Could he have somebody else in his territory working at cross-purposes. "If I find you've lied to me..."

      "You'll do what? Kill me?"

      Dhyanil cared too much to do that. "You'll wish I had."

      He was already coming up with some creative tasks to set Merilar to. Tedious, time consuming and unpleasant.

      "I'm too old to ground."

      "You aren't too old to put on punishment duty. Or you can say you're outside my authority and then I won't protect you when the Special Investigator pokes around."

      He was gratified to see Merilar's slate skin lose some of its warmth, turning cool and blue.

      "I see you get the picture."

      "You have my word that I didn't derail the train."

      "Go over what you did do and see if you did anything that could have, for example, caused a short circuit back into the brake system."

      Merilar turned even bluer.

      "You didn't think of that. Think of it." And then he turned and walked away, leaving the other to stew on that thought for a while.

      He half hoped that would turn out to be the answer. Merilar got careless. Or perhaps lin was right. Perhaps it had simply been a rail accident, and he had become paranoid. He analyzed himself and his own thoughts. Yes, he was definitely paranoid. But people had been out to get him in the past and likely would be again. He decided he was allowed to be paranoid and walked down the waterfront to his home.

      Where he lived alone, as a good man whose children were grown always did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Ly'iin did not engage in sexual relationships. They did not come into rut like women, nor were they vulnerable to pheromones like men. Okay, there were rare exceptions. Viyar was not one of them.

      In fact, ly often felt that was an advantage. Ly certainly felt it was one now. The woman walking down the street was either on the edge of rut or wearing pheromone perfume, a trick some might use to trap a specific man for later use, as it were.

      If the latter, it said things about her that were not particularly flattering. Or perhaps Viyar was simply a prude. But ly was suspicious. In addition to the pheromones, she was dressed in cut back leather, revealing every bit of muscle she had and screaming "I am a good hunter." The teeth ringing her maw sparkled and ly was sure she had polished her scalp. Inwardly, ly sighed. Ly was not vulnerable to her tall, lean form, but her behavior was setting lin teeth on edge.

      She stopped, a little bit away, tilting her head and then regarding lin in a way which might have made a lesser ky'iin feel like prey.

      Any kind of prey.

      Viyar had dealt with the type before. Ly stood lin ground then finally asked, without raising lin voice or exaggerating lin gestures, "What do you want?"

      "I have information about that poor girl who drowned herself."

      Ly didn't want to believe her; of course ly had to pursue any lead ly had, but there was definitely something about her that told lin she was no lady, as it were. "Then we should go somewhere we can talk more privately."

      She nodded. "I know..."

      Ly lifted a hand. "No. I have rented a temporary office. We're going there."

      Ly was no fool. Following a strange woman into an unknown place was how investigators washed up on the same beach they found the victim on.

      Not that she was giving lin that vibe, quite, and she acquiesced quickly enough to reduce, but never remove, lin suspicion of her.

      She followed lin to the office, the faint scent of heat still coming off her.

      Pheromone perfume. It could distract ly'iin even if they weren't affected by it, simply because they noticed it. She wasn't acting as if she was cycling.

      Or she had Myr's syndrome, but Myr's syndrome was pretty rare. Ly wouldn't expect to run into it at random, although this was the kind of place where getting treatment might not be easy.

      Ly didn't ask her about it. Just led her into the office and closed the door. In the confined space the scent was stronger.

      "So, tell me what you want me to know."

      Ly phrased it in a way designed to test her. What she wanted lin to know could be one of so many things. It could be information about the case.

      She leaned in towards lin. "What I want you to know is that Iluhin killed herself because she was sick. Nothing more, nothing less."

      It was a threat. Not in the words, but in what lay behind them. The importance of lin knowing this. The importance of lin dropping the case. That was what she wanted lin to know.

      That ly should drop the case. That ly should rule it a suicide while the balance of the mind was disturbed and leave.

      Ly responded, "How do you know this?"

      "Iluhin was my daughter."
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        * * *

      

      The woman left. Viyar had no grounds to hold her.

      No grounds to ask further questions. She explained that Iluhin had been secretly unstable for months, if not years, had held things together so well on the outside that it had destroyed her on the inside. It happened that way sometimes.

      Sometimes you functioned until you didn't, and people who fell apart more obviously got the kind of help they needed. By intervention if necessary. And girls in the throes of puberty and first rut were...often more fragile, as little as they wanted to admit it.

      It sounded like Iluhin's mother, who called herself Erehin, had tried and tried to get her daughter some help.

      Medication. Therapy. Whatever she had needed. Ly didn't buy a word of it. It didn't explain the distracting perfume, in fact it explained it less. It certainly didn't explain why she had come in intimidating, hardly the image of a grieving parent.

      They were more traditional here; she might not have had that much contact with her children. But even here, even on the coast, women took more of an interest in their offspring than back in the day. Back in the history books where some children might not even know who their mother was.

      No. This place was not that traditional, despite their weird habits and odd ways of keeping track of things. Men still had rights, unlike some of the most distant communities in the south, where the old ways were far too strong and far too scary.

      Viyar decided ly was going home for a bit after this case. Check on lin sister and her children. Check on family and the culture ly had been raised in, which wasn't that of the mainstream. Wasn't that of this place either. But far from making lin want to drop the case, she had raised all of lin suspicions.

      Maybe she really was Iluhin's mother, but she had not set lin mind at lease. No, ly was going to do what was necessary.

      Ly was going to find out why Iluhin had killed herself, and ly was not going to rest until ly had the answer. And how it was connected to the bombed house.
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        * * *

      

      The next day ly went to the bombed out house. It was the logical next step. Nobody told a Special Investigator of Viyar's experience what was and was not in lin purview; that was why the barkeep had been so worried about lin presence.

      Lin stomach full of a breakfast of fish and sausage, ly made lin way along the cliff on foot, having parked lin vehicle at the bottom.

      Viyar always liked to approach a scene on foot. It gave it an immediacy, let lin get the scent of the place. There was not much left of the house. The smell of fire had long gone and most of what touched lin tongue was the scent of vegetation already starting to take over the abandoned site. Not that it would stay abandoned. Somebody would build over the site and the entire tragedy would be forgotten. The bomb had, lin suspected, been intended to destroy the building. It had been intended to be expensive for the owner.

      Lin doubted they had intended to kill children.

      Which might...if Iluhin had been involved somehow, perhaps she had killed herself rather than face the fact that she had harmed children. Ly shook lin head. Jumping to conclusions again. Or seeing patterns, something lin was almost too good at.

      Hunches.

      Lin walked over to the wreckage. Forensics got everything they could out of it. They knew exactly where the bomb had been planted. On the outside of the building, when things were quiet. Right outside the room the kids had been sleeping in.

      They hadn't stood a chance.

      Nobody wanted kids dead. Nobody sane anyway.

      Unless, of course, they were another tribe's kids or offworlder kids.

      Ly studied the blast pattern for a long moment.

      They had come up from the beach, lin decided. There was a staircase there, a wooden one, somewhat rickety. A quick route from the summer home to the water on those hot days when you were reminded why you had fled the city.

      The people who owned this house were rich. And pro offworlder. This had been aimed at one or the other of those things or both. Likely both. Nobody here was rich. The best houses were all second homes, owned by people who came in the winter to enjoy the warm beaches and fled before the summer heat.

      If lin lived here lin would be tempted to do something to the rich folk too. Not this, but something. Maybe something involving trie eggs. Trie eggs were cheap and made a very satisfying mess when smashed.

      Tasty too. Ly would have made linself hungry, but ly had eaten a big enough breakfast that even the thought of fried eggs wasn't enough to make lin feel anything like that. Ly walked over to the stairs. Hesitated. Then walked around the promontory.

      Yes.

      Here.

      Ly had to check the currents, but ly had another hunch. One which could actually be proven with science. Ly would know soon enough if ly was right.
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      Finding out what had happened with the train was not going to be easy. For once, Dhyanil was not entirely sure who he had to bribe.

      Bribing the Special Investigator might have done it, if that worthy was paying attention and if bribing a Special Investigator wasn't dangerous.

      If he got an honest one it could get him into huge trouble, even if it was only a fishing expedition.

      They were more likely than the local peacekeepers to be honest. There was a zero tolerance for corruption. Made them hard to bribe. Not impossible, of course. They were still ky'iin, still fallible. But the consequences of being caught were heavy enough...

      Easier to go for blackmail if you could get something on them. He wasn't sure he could. Ergo, he had to do his own legwork.

      Passenger trains came along the same route but not the same track; nobody wanted to get stuck behind a freight train, so they were kept appropriately separate.

      Had it been the train hit or the track? Public records indicated that the locomotive involved was older, which actually might have made it safer. He wasn't sure about the sheer level of automation of modern trains. They didn't need a driver any more.

      He rather thought they should have one anyway, just in case. Just as a backup if the worst happened. It wasn't an entirely unpopular viewpoint. More jobs was good, especially if you disagreed with putting too many people on public support.

      Artists and the like, sure.

      Men who wanted to spend all their time with their kids, sure.

      But people needed to be doing something with their time that wasn't sitting around playing games or whatever.

      Which meant you kept jobs, even if they were supervising the automated systems.

      You didn't build machines to take jobs. Because you didn't want people to get bored. People like him, of course, benefitted from bored people. That didn't mean he thought it was a good thing in the long run.

      An older locomotive. It had a driver. Could it have been driver error? That certainly happened sometimes. People would make mistakes. Go too fast. Override the automatics because they thought they were wrong when they were right.

      People were imperfect, but so were automatics. If he could get hold of the logs. He didn't want to wait for the official word to be released.

      If he could look at the track. Wait. He could look at the track. Given where it was, a vehicle could get there, and no doubt there would be enough rubberneckers for his arrival not to be particularly suspicious.

      He frowned, then he looked into renting a car. He didn't own one; he seldom had any desire to go past walking distance or he was going far enough to want to take a train or even fly. But he could rent one easily enough. If it was the track, one look would satisfy his curiosity. He was pretty sure it wasn't the track.
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        * * *

      

      The car was automated. He kept an eye on it rather than relaxing with a video as some might. Just like the trains. Exactly like the trains.

      You didn't trust unsupervised AIs. The tyrar had sentient AIs, it was rumored, which might be more or less trustworthy. He rather thought more. Something with emotions could make decisions that weren't entirely rational and thus could make better decisions. But he still let the car drive itself. Dhyanil was a backup system, but he was a backup system that would pay at least some attention; he wasn't going to fall asleep.

      The road was decent, but not well trafficked. There really wasn't much out here. The settlements were on the coast, and inland was the jungle. Various plantations spread across the land and at one point he had to wait while farm machinery, some kind of harvester, sluggishly crossed the road in front of him. He recognized most of the trees being grown.

      Recognized, also, the carefully positioned patches of natural jungle, habitat for wildlife and for game. This wasn't a hunting reserve, but these corridors and patches helped animals move around and avoid people. From the spindly kryl trees, thy'iin squawked as they coordinated their hunting. They were the loudest of the animals. They avoided people.

      Avoided other predators. Ate. Lived.

      Sometimes he envied them. All they had to worry about was eating, mating, and clutching. Yet they were animals. They had no myoran, no true abstract thought, no ly'iin to guide them through childhood into maturity and wisdom.

      Only ky'iin and their two closest living relatives had three sexes. He was no biologist to wonder about it. He knew what he had learned in school about the origin and the reality of ly'iin. But he didn't care except...except that they mattered.

      Rather, he assumed that it was a gift of sentience...and proof that the offworlders had no true myoran. Tyrar had two sexes. Glen had none or one, depending on how you wanted to look at it.

      Humans, apparently, had two. A binary without the third leg to support it. Ly'iin were needed, even if he was glad he wasn't one. He loved his children, the one thing ly'iin could never have.

      The car hit a pothole and he realized that he was breaking his own rules, not paying nearly enough attention to the road and what the autopilot was doing.

      Then he realized it was raining. A sudden rapid storm, no doubt it would not last long. For safety's sake he had the car pull over at an overlook to wait it out. Stationary, he pulled out his personal terminal and started looking at the news again.

      The memorial service for the ly'iin who had been killed negotiating with the humans was in two days. He scowled, thinking about how much pomp and circumstance they were giving lin...even as they negotiated treaties and arrangements with the offworlders who had killed lin.

      At least he assumed that. He had not bothered reading the articles on what had happened. Of course omnivorous offworlders were dangerous.

      After all, ky'iin were dangerous. Anyone who could go toe to toe with them was as dangerous.

      And that was exactly why they should stay on their own world. He would not agree with those who thought the only good offworlder was a dead one. He just didn't want them here.

      The rain beat down harder, and he was going nowhere any time soon. He decided the best course of action was a nap.
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        * * *

      

      His nap lasted slightly longer than planned; there was still enough light to get to the place and see what was going on, but the tropical night would fall before he could return. He had the car look up a place to get food before heading back. He wasn't fussy, just somewhere affordable and clean.

      The rubberneckers had been and gone. There was still a crane, which had presumably been used to right the fallen locomotive, but the train itself was already gone. It wasn't, as he had suspected, the track. No sign of damage to the rails, no sign of debris on the rails.

      He sat in the car staring at the curve. Brake failure? Most likely. But he found himself believing Merilar. True, the young ly'iin could have sabotaged the brakes, could have weakened them so when the train hit this curve...

      Or it could have been the accident ly claimed. At least it hadn't been a passenger train. True, nobody had been killed in a passenger train accident in decades. Or in a freight accident in years, which brought up another possibility. Had the driver had a medical emergency while she had been in direct control of the train? Modern medical monitoring made that less likely. So did automation.

      It still happened, and not everyone had a medical implant. Void, Dhyanil had always refused one. But he still got his vitals checked regularly for any warning signs, especially as he got older.

      It was merely the smart thing to do, even if some people would insist on politicizing the situation. They would scream about their privacy rights, but only theirs. Mostly it was central valley folk, the people of temperate areas and calm climates. They had never understood what it was like in the mountains, where men had long held the true reins of power. Or on the coast, where men had once been property and had fought to balance their rights with the traditions of the people they loved.

      He was one of those men; he didn't want to be owned by his father's sister or lyka, rented out to women for breeding, used as a servant. But he still didn't want every part of the past to be thrown away. He drove away to the restaurant the car recommended, based on aggregate reviews. It was good enough that anyone who was monitoring this would think he'd taken the day for a drive and a good meal.

      Inside, it smelled as good as the reviews said. And tasted that way. He might not have achieved anything but elimination, but he hadn't wasted his day. He made a note of the place for future recommendation and then relaxed to enjoy his meal.

      There were worse ways to spend his time.
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