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                     Next of Kin
                        by G. L. Parry 

Senior-Detective Clinton Ravenscroft and Gabriel found themselves struggling to stave off boredom, watching outdoor ice-hockey on the office tri-V.  To make matters worse, it wasn’t even a good game.  The Lassell Wolves were playing the Douglass Blizzards; it was 8-3 in a one-sided affair, late in the fourth quarter.  It seemed a fitting end to a dull day, and clocking-off time couldn’t come fast enough.
     The mood throughout Headquarters reflected the dismal weather: heavy overcast, with torrential rain and bursts of damaging hail.  It was winter, smack in the middle of the month of Mithuna.  The city had been dusted with snow several times in recent weeks.  It had melted quickly but another front was due to arrive before sunset, promising heavy falls for the first time in a year.  The Red Planet received less than half the sunlight enjoyed by Earth.  Even at the height of summer, temperatures along the equator rarely reached the 30’s.  Lassell City lay in the tropics, but Mars’ orbital eccentricity ensured the southern hemisphere caught it worse.  

     With his insulating coat and myriad cold-weather adaptations, Gabriel didn’t care either way.  Ravenscroft, who preferred warmer climes, couldn’t wait for things to improve.  Against all odds, the two had kept their intense physical relationship secret for the past three years.  687-day Martian years, too, making it even more of an accomplishment.  Anyone could have put the pieces together, but so far nobody had.  Gabriel’s acerbic assessment of the human population had proven uncannily accurate.

     That we’re involved together physically is conceptually invisible to them, Clinton, he once remarked.  Not one has looked at us deeply enough to divine the truth.

     Ravenscroft didn’t know what to make of it, but he was glad.  Either they were both accomplished actors, or the masses were indeed unobservant morons bound up in their own pedestrian affairs.  Superpets were commonplace, an everyday sight out and about.  There was even an active pornography industry, featuring every inter-species combination possible and--thanks to some eye-popping CGI--many that were pure fantasy.  In a building full of seasoned detectives, somebody’s intuition should have been jogged.  Yet he and Gabriel sailed through daily life unfettered and unsuspected, as if protected by a magic spell.

