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	1

	 

	The Galaxy’s Tease

	 

	 

	 

	T


	he peach orb of the sun poked its head above the horizon, chasing away the night. Early morning light mixed with the granite-gray atmosphere. From a wicker chair on her porch, Avrianna watched daytime slowly descend. Purple clouds hung high in the air, clinging to the blackness. The sun rose above the tree-line in the distance and shot spears of burning brilliance in all directions. Bright oranges and yellows streaked higher and higher. The pond behind Avrianna’s house created a mirror image, making the sky seem that much more infinite. When the sky was transitioning to the blue of a new-born day, Avrianna rose from her chair and shuffled back into her house; she hadn’t slept much last night. Bleak dreams full of snapshots of crime scenes and past cases had prompted her out of bed after a few hours of sleep. 

	In her kitchen, she started her coffee machine and leaned against the counter while waiting for it to brew. She stared blankly at the white cabinets and marble countertop. A microwave, coffeemaker, and can opener were the only appliances on the sparse counters. She barely used her oven and never needed to run the dishwasher. Being single and without roommates, her few dishes were the only ones that needed cleaning. She tended to wash them by hand and reuse the same few. 

	The coffeemaker gurgled, prompting her from her semi-comatose state. She retrieved her coffee, added sugar and creamer, and then carried the mug into the living room to her coffee-drinking chair, a chair with deep cushions and wide, wooden armrests perfect for setting down a coffee mug. 

	Opting against turning on the TV, she sipped her coffee in silence and looked at her living room. The couch, a couple of chairs, and a coffee table were all plain furnishings. Not even they could make the room appear lived in. The fact was, she didn’t do much living in her house. She ate late dinners, slept if she could, and drank her morning cup of coffee there. She spent the rest of her time working.

	Always working. 

	After draining her coffee, she took a fast shower and dressed in black slacks, a black button-up shirt, and boots. In the mirror, she watched her reflection closely, wondering. Always wondering. She pushed down the questions that tended to creep up whenever she spent too much time contemplating her appearance. She closed her eyes, hiding their bright green irises.

	Why?

	That single word broke through her barrier, hauling more words with it. Why are my eyes so different? What am I?

	Her chest tightened, but she quickly got a handle on her emotions. It didn’t matter why. Not anymore. She was different, and it was those differences that made her a damn good detective. The fact many criminals were afraid of her was a perk she wasn’t sure she’d want to give up if she had the chance to be normal. 

	She opened her eyes and smoothed her hair into a ponytail. The silvery sheen of her hair glistened in the fluorescent lighting. Outside, in the sunlight, her hair would gleam like sterling silver. She couldn’t help it; just another side effect of being a freak. 

	Her cell phone chimed, and she answered it on the first ring. “This is Avrianna.”

	“Hey, a call came in,” Chuck, her homicide partner, said on the other end. “A dead body was found in the alley next to The Galaxy’s Tease.”

	Avrianna arched a brow. “Isn’t that a strip club?”

	“It is, indeed.”

	She groaned. “Great.”

	“Not a fan of strip clubs?”

	She scowled. “You do know whom you’re talking to, right?”

	Chuck laughed. “How long will it take you to get there?”

	“Fifteen.”

	“All right. See you there.”

	She ended the call, strapped her firearm to her side, and slipped her badge over her head. In the next moment she was in her car, driving through the city. With the day barely begun, no one was on the road. She breezed down the streets, enjoying the emptiness. Being a detective who saw horrible things every day, she rather liked the times when it seemed no one else existed. In those rare moments, she could pretend murderers didn’t exist, that drug dealers weren’t spreading their filth, and criminals in general weren’t overtaking her world, a world that used to be innocent.

	The parking lot to The Galaxy’s Tease swarmed with cops and first responder vehicles. She pulled her car into the mix. As she walked toward the crime scene tape, a hush fell over the workers. They all paused in their duties to glance her way. Some were bold enough to sneer in disgust.

	You’d think they’d be used to me by now. But she was that much of an anomaly that it didn’t matter that she’d been there her whole life. Or that they saw her at many of the crime scenes they attended.

	A man in his fifties, wearing a Polo shirt and black slacks, stood in front of the crime scene tape, talking to a cop. “Hey, Chuck.” 

	The older gentleman turned.

	“Who found the body?”

	Chuck pointed to five women the police had separated. “They’re a cleaning service known as Nebula Cleaners. They get paid to come in every morning and perform an exorcism.”

	Avrianna twisted her lips to stop a smile from forming.

	Chuck pointed. “I saw that.”

	“I don’t know what you mean.” She glanced at the five women. “All five of them discovered the body?”

	“Two of them came out to throw trash in the Dumpster. The other three naturally had to check it out, too.”

	“Naturally,” she agreed.

	“They said when they arrived, there was a car in the parking lot, but since the door to the club was locked up tight, they didn’t question it.”

	“The vic’s car?”

	“We believe so. The plates are being run now.

	She nodded. “Shall we?”

	Chuck waved his arm, indicating for her to go first. She ducked under the crime scene tape and headed toward the body lying prone on the ground halfway down the alley. Blood pooled around the body from head to knees. 

	Avrianna stopped with her toes an inch from the puddle of blood and crouched down to examine the body. “Mid-thirties,” she said. “Brown hair, brown eyes.” Her gaze settled on the victim’s slit throat. She’d seen the wound many times, but it never got easier. Sticky blood coated the corpse’s leather jacket. Underneath, a black shirt was soaked with it, plastering the fibers to their chest. 

	“Here.”

	She accepted the gloves Chuck held out to her. Her gaze never left the corpse as she dipped her hands into them. She peered down the length of the body. With her fingers, she pinched the jean fabric at the body’s knees. When she brought her fingers away, the blue latex was stained with red. “A lot of blood. I wouldn’t be surprised if the victim has other wounds. Maybe a knife to the lower abdomen.” 

	Chuck worked out a leather wallet from the inside pocket of the victim’s jacket. He flipped it open and worked out an identification card. “Axel Sherman. Male identified. The address is for Earth.” He pulled out another card. “He had a between-worlds tourist visa good for a week.”

	Avrianna shook her head. “A tourist can’t go a week without seeing half-naked women dancing around a pole?”

	“Probably thought strip clubs would be different here. Androids, floating stages.”

	Avrianna snorted. The US had morphed New Vida into a second America. Everything America had, they had, from fast food restaurants and bars to electronics and cars, but her world was far more corrupt. You would’ve thought they had learned from their mistakes and would’ve taken the opportunity to start fresh. Not a chance. She fully believed it was a curse that the portal between their worlds was located in the Grand Canyon. She much rather would’ve had the portal on Earth’s side located in Switzerland, Iceland, or Denmark. She’d heard the people in those countries tended to be the happiest on Earth. Perhaps then her world wouldn’t be in the shape it was in.

	 “He would’ve been going back home today.”

	“But somehow he caught someone’s attention during his one week here.” She frowned at the dead man. “Who did you piss off?”

	Squealing tires drew Avrianna’s attention to the end of the alley as a sports car zoomed up. The driver, in jeans and a suede button-up shirt, jumped out and stormed toward the building. Two cops cut the driver off at the pass.

	“That’s my fucking business!”

	Avrianna snapped off her gloves. “Looks like the owner has joined the party.”

	With Chuck at her side, she walked
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