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THE COPPER TANG OF blood hit her nose a split second after her cranial implants flashed a red warning across her vision.

Caution: Violent Death Detected.

Gee, thanks so much. I woulda missed that.

Her stomach turned at the sickening stench, but Zala Lei didn’t hesitate as she strode into the dark hangar, spine stiff. Her boots thunked purposefully against the plascrete floor. She was a Syndicate Captain, by the deity. This was her drakking job. 

It was a relief to get out of the infernal downpour outside. Even her nano-enhanced flight suit hadn’t been able to keep up with the onslaught of a Formia storm. She’d landed at the spaceport an hour earlier to glorious sunshine, but within minutes clouds had scudded across the sky, blocking the planet’s twin suns. Daylight turned into twilit murk.

Disappointing. She rarely got to see the suns from planet-side, but she wasn’t here for a holiday. Like the traveling circuit judges of Old Earth’s West, it was her job to find the truth and mete out justice, regardless of how far from the home world a planet was. 

Zala zeroed in on the scene in front of her as she absentmindedly brushed drops of water from her dark, curly hair—a gift from her Moroccan acestors. Retina-searing lights shone down on a huddled form as crime scene drones hovered above what she assumed was the body. Dark, rusty red splashed across the gray floor and sprayed in drops over stacks of shipping crates in a garish display, like a late twentieth century “modern” painting gone horribly wrong.

She clenched her jaw so hard it ached. Bloody scenes were not her favorite. You can do this.

“Captain, thank the Mother you’re here.” A stocky man separated himself from a small group of people huddled outside the drones’ barrier of light, his blue uniform and shiny badge declaring him the local constable or whatever the Hades they called him on this godsforsaken planet. The man in charge, at any rate. She repressed a grimace. Working with the locals could be a pain in the ass.

His gaze fixed on the cobalt tattoo swirling around her right eye, the mark of a House scion. She didn’t like showing it, but in instances like this it was efficient. It did away with any question of who was really in charge. 

“The body?” she asked in an attempt to jar him back to the matter at hand.

He started, glancing away with a blush. “This is the second one we’ve found this month. That’s why we called you. We’re just not equipped to handle this.” Sweat glistened on his forehead. Mother, he’d better not get sick all over her crime scene. “Er, Chief Byres, by the way. I, uh, I guess I’m the head of this investigation.” If his frown got any deeper, he’d end up with permanent grooves. Displeased, was he? She almost laughed at the thought. She’d bet under normal circumstances he was thrilled to the bone to be the Big Man. She was familiar with the type. Power hungry until things went wrong. Right now, they were very wrong. “Was the head,” he amended.

“Thank you for calling in the Syndicate. We are always happy to help.” She recited the response by rote.

He practically wilted with relief.

Zala nodded toward the body. “Tell me.” She spoke brusquely, knowing  it was what he wanted. As a Syndicate Captain she had a reputation to uphold. A captain was the only thing standing between order and utter chaos in the barely civilized outer planets. Not that the Syndicate gave two shiyats about the worlds on the fringes of human space. They only cared about the bottom line, and law and order meant a flush bottom line.

She pulled a small aerosol can from her utility belt and sprayed her hands. The liquid hardened instantly into a flexible material not unlike rubber, though it was environmentally friendly, breaking down into an organic compound after use. It was a genius invention, eliminating the need for gloves.

Chief Byres cleared his throat, face ashen as he fidgeted with the tight Mandarin collar of his uniform. “You should know that while Formia has a certain reputation, our little piece of it is downright civilized. Peaceful, even. Why, there ain’t been a murder in Thorpeton in nearly twenty cycles.” 

Certain reputation? No kidding. The planet was one of the worst hellholes in the system, teeming with cutthroats, murderers, and the occasional pirate. If not for the drain on resources, the Syndicate Houses would have eliminated the entire colony and started over with more amenable settlers. 

Twenty cycles on Formia was approximately twelve Syndicate years. The Syndicate held to the old ways, syncing time to the home world, Earth, despite none of them having set foot on the planet for centuries. It was a closed world now, a monument to the past that only allowed a handful of visitors per annum. But it was still technically home to the human race, no matter how far flung they became.

“Twenty cycles. What a stellar record. Yet you’ve had two murders in the past month.” Her tone was dry. How many times had local authorities insisted their town was the “safe” one, even after bodies began piling up?

Byres swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing. “Actually, we’ve had three murders,” he admitted, going crimson. “First was four months ago. We thought it a one-off. Domestic or some such. The second body appeared two weeks ago. Now this.” 

As if a woman murdered by her partner was no big deal. A common attitude on the outer planets, where the matriarchal leanings of the Syndicate held little sway, but it made her blood boil. Unfortunately, strangling the jackass to death wasn’t an option. It wouldn’t change anything anyway, although it would be mighty satisfying.

She walked toward the crime scene. The drones let her pass without so much as a squawk of protest, thanks to her Syndicate implants. 

She stood over the body and took in the scene: the massive amount of spilled blood, the nearly pristine body. She squatted for a better look. The dead woman huddled on her right side. She was youngish, perhaps Zala’s age. Mid-twenties at most. Her hair, once ashy blonde, was rusty red with drying blood. The attack had been vicious, but the victim’s face was untouched other than a bruise on her chin. Blitz attack, likely. One punch to the jaw, and she’d gone down, then he’d smashed the back of her head against the floor over and over.

Bile rose in her throat. She swallowed hard and ordered her implants to calm her stomach. She let out a tiny sigh of relief as they worked their magic, sending a soothing coolness through her system. The head wound explained the blood spatter on the crates. She noted they were marked for delivery to Valhalla, the Syndicate’s nearest space station. Her implants automatically uploaded the information to the computers onbard her ship, Infinite Justice, for further evaluation. Where had the pool of blood under the torso come from? “Can she be moved?” She raised her voice to be heard over the incessant drumming of the rain on the metal roof.

The chief hadn’t moved from his position just outside the crime scene. Chicken shiyat. “Er, yes,” he said. “The drones finished scanning hours ago, and the techs already gathered evidence. You can take a gander down at the station if you like. The files have already been sent to your ship.” 

Sometimes she had to gather her own evidence, but apparently Thorpeton had enough of a police force she could skip that part. She completed her own quick scan of the scene, but her implants caught nothing. Byres’s people had done a thorough job.

She grasped the woman’s shoulder and rolled her gently onto her back. A trail of serial numbers scrolled across Zala’s vision. The victim had at one time been given implants. Nothing like her own Syndicate issue, these were high-end sex worker implants which enhanced vocal timbre, pheromone strength, stamina, and other assets. What was a high-rent girl doing on this shiyathole planet? Sex workers of this caliber stuck to the inner worlds, working the pleasure planets or the clubs catering to House scions.
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