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It was a beautiful afternoon.

The sunlight glinted off the glass windows of the executive residential towers at exactly the right angle to blind anyone dumb enough to enter its hallowed sanctum.

The tall trees provided a canopy that protected the internal parkland area and koi pond from the heat, and the rhododendron shrubbery deflected the wind at ground level.

Rustic paved paths wended their way from corner to corner, providing secluded, private nooks for whatever the rich bastards got up to when no one was looking.  

Though she felt sorry for the foreign maid who’d found her mistress’s dead body sprawled by the pond. 

Captain Tara Cline scowled at the dead woman at her feet. As soon as she’d rolled it over and seen its empty eye sockets, it was as much as she could do not to kick it.

“Well, well, well,” came a voice from behind her, “if it isn’t Captain Conjecture.”

She closed her eyes and turned her face to the sun for a moment, before sighing and turning with a flick of her navy-blue uniform greatcoat.

Clicking her heels together, she nodded at him, “Captain Reprehensible. I wish I could say it was a pleasure to see you again.”

Unfortunately, it was a pleasure to see his body; tall and slim, his uniform subtly tailored to enhance his physical attributes.

But for fuck’s sake, when he opened his mouth and started talking, she just wanted to pull out her side arm and shoot him in the face.

He grinned, revealing neat and even straight white teeth.

“Then no doubt you’ll be delighted to know that after eight eyeless corpses, I’ve been reassigned to assist you with your enquiries.”

That was all she needed, the popular and well-connected Captain Max Wade hanging around and getting in the way.

Both Eugenics Programme successes, they’d passed Genomics Bureau post-natal testing around the same time. Attended, competed, and survived the State Academy of Cultural Regulation together, each with a useful genetic “superpower.”

Back at the University of Civilisation, they’d dated for a nanosecond, during which she’d discovered his genetic “superpower” was the ability to get information out of people. 

When he’d used it to discover hers was the ability to read what people saw in the last moments of their lives.

Through their cold, dead, sightless eyes. 

And then he’d dumped her, presumably for someone with a power more advantageous to his long-term career and social position.  

Not that the University permitted unsanctioned relationships, but you get up to a lot of stupid stuff at university.

And why bother asking for permission when you’ve no intention of making it last?

Despite the obvious suitability of their postings, it had irritated her to hear at the announcement ceremony they were both allocated to Investigations. Though happily, she hadn’t seen hide nor hair of him in the last few years.

Only heard on the grapevine of his astronomical case closure rate.

She held out her hand, wiggling her fingers. “Orders please.”

He held out the paper, but when she tried to pull it from his hand, he didn’t let go.

Frowning, she met his eyes, and well aware that breaking his stare would seem like a sign of weakness, she gazed steadily at him.

After a few seconds, she felt him release his grip slightly and snatched the paper from his hands.

With an almost imperceptible winner’s smile, she unfolded it to confirm what he’d said.

At eight dead, the bodies of Security Directorate officers were piling up. The lack of eyeballs to read was an inconvenience, but did Wade’s appointment mean the Investigator General doubted her competence?

She refolded the paper precisely and tucked it in the breast pocket of her uniform jacket.

“I am ecstatic,” she said, ramming her balled fists into her coat pockets, “with the official Directorate busybody on the case, I’m sure we’ll wrap this nonsense up in no time at all.” 

He clutched his heart with two hands and staggered back a couple of steps. “I’m heartbroken you’d say such a thing. Especially when anyone can see you so clearly need my help.”

Tara turned her back on him, and marched across to her investigations team and issued instructions, “the usual. Lieutenant Valdes; take the maid’s statement, cordon off the area, do a local door knock for witnesses, and get the coroner’s office and crime scene out.”

Valdes nodded.

Max caught up and threw an arm around her shoulders, “so, Cline, what’s the goss?”

Tara clenched her teeth. He’d been here less than five minutes, and already he was trying to undermine her credibility with her team.

Turning to face him, she twisted out from under his arm, without breaking it, much as she’d have liked to, and gestured at her lieutenant. “Captain Wade, this is Lieutenant Valdes. Valdes, Captain Wade is joining our investigation team today.” 

Valdes clicked his heels together and nodded before offering his hand, “Welcome to the team Captain Wade, I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Max shook the offered hand and clapped Valdes on the shoulder, “as have I of you.”

Valdes took on the look of a puppy blessed by a hearty, leg jerking belly rub. “I look forward to working with you. Can I show you the crime scene?”

Wade glanced at her. Somehow she managed an impassive face, and he nodded and allowed himself to be led away by the lieutenant.

She let her body relax a fraction, leaned on the nearby ruin of a shrine and pretended to leaf through her notebook while she thought through the implications of his appointment to her team.

At least she was still nominally in charge of the task force, which meant he was her resource, to do with what she thought was best.

Given the choice, he certainly wasn’t the person she would’ve asked for, but his impressive case closure rate wasn’t solely because of his interrogative powers.

He had a keen analytic mind, and she wasn’t so petty as to send such a valuable resource packing when a fresh perspective might be useful.

A slight throat-clearing made her aware they had returned.  

“Right. Valdes,” she said, pocketing the notebook, “I’ll take Captain Wade back to the office and bring him up to speed on the investigations so far. Let me know what you find.”

He nodded in reply, “Ma’am.”

And then to Max, “Sir.”

And the sooner they got these cases solved, the sooner he’d be the hell out of her sight.

«« • »»

Back in the crowded, messy incident room, the first step was to knock on Major Kron’s door to introduce Captain Wade and pass the orders on.

Naturally, the fat and lazy Kron needed a bit of time to fawn over the Superstar investigator.

She closed the door and left them to it. She’d already seen enough male bonding to last a lifetime.

She hung up her coat and cap as she returned to her desk, fortunately at the back of the room with five desks between her and Kron’s Office, though sadly still facing it. On more than one occasion, she’d suddenly felt uncomfortable and looked up to see him staring at her in a way she couldn’t interpret, but made her skin crawl nonetheless.

She logged into her computer, updated the initial victim and location details, and restarted the search for potential links. Then she printed pictures of the victim, dead and alive, as well as some of the scene. 

With that out of the way, she lined up a new blank board alongside the other seven on the opposite wall, stuck the pictures to it and wrote out the pertinent victim details.

At this rate, she’d need to put the Supply Department on her speed dial. 

The latest victim was a general’s wife, so at least she wouldn’t be required to carry out the Death Knock. That would be the Major’s responsibility.

Ordinarily, she’d attend to observe the spouse’s reaction, but this would be an excellent opportunity to put Wade to immediate use and get him out of her way.

The investigation would likely proceed on the assumption the General was innocent anyway, especially as his wife’s appointment within the Directorate seemed in keeping with the context of the other murders.

Standing back far enough to see all the boards at once, she crossed her arms and tried to get her thoughts in enough of a semblance of order to brief Wade.

So far, all they’d identified was that the victims were Security Directorate officers, with no obvious defence wounds, and of course, the missing eyeballs.

No common appointments, ranks, genders, powers, location of work or motive.

No common modus operandi either, though it looked like the killer had targeted each victim in such a way they’d couldn’t defend themselves.

And they’d scooped the eyeballs out with surgical precision, post mortem.

Of course, it was probably easier to remove the eyeballs after death (suggesting a single killer), but not for the first time, she wondered why the murderer didn’t take them out first to disable the victim.

What did the killer hope to achieve from that?

Was it just a way to stop her from doing her thing?

Or a way to attract her attention and suspicion, to send the investigation into a dead end?

“Have you considered that the order of the murders is significant?” Wade startled her by asking.

She looked at him sharply, expecting mockery, but he was looking at the boards with his hands tucked casually in his trouser pockets.

“Why would I?”

“Ah, I guess you haven’t needed to know before.”

She frowned and made an impatient gesture. “What?”

“You know that rumour about how you can steal someone’s powers if you kill them?”

She nodded her head sharply once.

“Under certain circumstances, it’s true.”

Tara growled with frustration, “I’ve got seven, I mean eight dead Directive officers and no one thought to share this with me?”

He shrugged, “perhaps as you should have been informed by now, they thought you knew.”

“And that’s something Kron should have passed on?”

“He’s the most likely source, though it’s possible he doesn’t know either.”

“How could they could promote you to Major and not know this?”

Wade said nothing, just looked at the floor and scrubbed at a mark on it with his toe.

“I see,” she looked up at the ceiling, willing the tears of frustration away, “and now you swan in and solve the case in five minutes flat.”

The ghost of a smile crossed his face. “I know I’m good, but I’m not that good.”

“And what else is there that you’re not telling me? You have a suspect, and it’s someone highly placed.”

Again, he avoided her eyes and didn’t reply.

“This fucking day just gets better and better.”

“Could be worse though. You’re still in charge.”

She snorted, “yeah, but for how long?”

“This case, at the very least.”

“So, I’ve got eight murders to solve before the high-ranking killer strikes again.”

“So now you’re aware of the stakes. Let’s get investigating.”

She glanced at him, but couldn’t detect any malicious intent. 

“Fine,” she gestured at the conference table in the centre of the incident room, “let’s sit down and work this through.

“Aside from Officer status in the Directorate, we haven’t identified any commonalities that suggest a reason these people were targeted.”

She grabbed a bunch of files from her desk and tossed them on the table in front of him. He reached out to stop them from sliding off the other side. 
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