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        International Criminal and Security Police Headquarters

        Vancouver, British Colombia—July 6, 2398

      

      

      “Pedroni!”

      Special Inspector Michael Pedroni peered up from writing his report to find Chief Inspector Aoki walking towards his desk. His pace was brisk, and the CI wore an irritated scowl, which meant something crawled up his aft orifice and laid eggs. And now he was about to hatch them all over Pedroni.

      CI Aoki dropped a memory sphere and a flimsy report folder on Pedroni’s desk. “The El Sayed case. It’s yours with an upgrade.”

      Pedroni narrowed his eyes. “The kidnapping case? I thought that was Boucher’s.”

      “Well the ever-efficient Boucher decided he’d rather have a burst appendix.” Aoki fussed with his tie, a favoured habit when something bothered him. “Bulletin on the case. It’s no longer a kidnapping.”

      Pedroni’s stomach clenched. He hoped it hadn’t turned into a murder case. These high profile kidnappings never ended well. El Sayed was a wealthy woman from Cairo. From what Pedroni heard of the case, ICSP had her stalling in paying the ransom so they could establish the boy’s location.

      “The El Sayed boy’s been retrieved. Found him in Austria. The mother’s about to raise hell. Some vigilante-styled ninja woman got the boy, shot up the place he was held and dropped him off at the mother’s front door.”

      “The boy’s unharmed?” Pedroni reached for the sphere, about to tap it open.

      “Yes, yes,” Aoki flapped a hand with impatience. “Boy’s fine—had the time of his life and won’t shut up about his adventure. The mother’s ranting and raving about the ICSP dragging their ass about and—” he ground his teeth together. “Look. El Sayed is saying we’re a bunch of idiots who couldn’t find our own asses with two hands. Some ninja woman tracked the boy, retrieved him, and brought him home safe. You tell me who’s looking better in this case. El Sayed just made a press release and we just looked like the class fools.”

      “She hired this vigilante?”

      “El Sayed claims not. But you never can tell with these mega-billionaires. HQ thinks she’s telling the truth and Boucher’s tap on the relays can back it up. She’s clean. Your case is the vigilante. Now get your ass to Austria and find this ninja lady. Asap!”

      “What about the murder-suicide I’m on?”

      “Give it to Boucher. They’re dead, aren’t they? They’re not going anywhere. I’m sure they’ll keep until Boucher’s recovered.”

      A grimace formed on Pedroni’s face. He liked to finish his cases. The murder-suicide, while straightforward and almost closed, still needed reports filed and evidence logged and all those other, exciting, admin stuff that officially closed a case. He supposed Boucher could handle it; the man was a stickler for detail, especially with celebrity cases, which was why he’d ended up with the El Sayed case.

      “I’ve arranged for transport to leave in an hour. Get to the sky terminal. You’re on an orbiter. Everything we got so far is in that file.” Aoki turned to leave but glowered at Pedroni. “Which isn’t much. Get this vigilante, Pedroni. Use that ace detective brain of yours and track this…this ninja.”

      Austria. I’ve never been. Blowing out a breath as he stood, Pedroni gathered up his things. “Yes, sir.”

      Leaving the oppressive violent crimes unit in New York had been the best decision he’d made in his life. He’d had enough of the senseless murders and violence. Aside from the occasional dead body or serial murder, now he had fraud cases, international crimes, kidnappings and, he glanced at the open folder and pushed up a brow. Sexy vigilantes.

      Blinking to clear his eyes, he picked up the file and stared at the digital print out of the suspected vigilante. Something tickled the middle of his chest; it felt like a quiver of anticipation.

      Hello. Pedroni pursed his lips. Very sexy.
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        * * *

      

      Pedroni walked across the room and peered out the window. He’d left Vancouver in the early evening, caught the orbiter shuttle and flew into the future. He always marvelled at the time differences when he travelled. It was almost five in the afternoon the next day in Vienna. Somewhere, he’d missed a whole day on the two-hour flight.

      Outside, fourteen stories down, the busy street burped with rush hour traffic. If he listened close, the bustle of the street far below him tickled his ears. Air traffic still wasn’t too bad since Austria had a strict curfew on airborne vehicles—nothing after 4:00 p.m. to detract from showing off the beautiful city at night.

      Good call. He wished other cities would do the same. There was nothing more annoying than getting your head blasted with exhaust when you least expected it. Some air-riders were reckless—especially on take-off.

      To his left, he spied one delinquent skyrider veering off the restricted airlane and overtaking three cars from above. He shook his head; glad he didn’t have to work traffic.

      Focusing his attention back to his case, Pedroni peered across to the other hotel opposite, where he’d just been studying the scene. It was a good fifty meters or more from the Farahilde Hotel. The alleyway between was fairly wide, and right below, the other hotel had a small coffee shop with a frilly blue and white awning. Pedestrian traffic was thick in the alley. He wondered if it had been as busy the night when the vigilante came calling; the recording didn’t show her actually landing.

      He glanced across to the window she flew into, its glass broken and bright yellow police lasers crisscrossed it like a spider web. Then he looked down and surveyed the scene. She would’ve landed on the awning, or even the al fresco table setting scattered around it. Either way, it was dangerous as hell, reckless too, especially with a young boy in her arms.

      “Vigilantes,” he muttered. The worse kind of criminals. They took the law into their own hands.

      “Sir?” Boucher’s underling and inspector-in-training, Agent Felix, asked from behind. “Say something?”

      “Nothing.” Pedroni pushed away and scanned the modest room.

      The tourist couple, on their first-ever European holiday, had recorded their arrival and found the vigilante already in their room, rigged out in harnesses and weapons. They sat, wide-eyed and grinning, in their modest sitting room, and had refused to change rooms as the hotel management suggested. Instead, the couple watched the ICSP proceedings in awe. Pedroni had heard the woman saying it was the best holiday she’d had. Ever.

      Civilians. Pedroni put them out of his mind.

      He had studied the still shot as well as the recording during his flight. The vigilante’s ID, according to the file, was pending. She had turned to look at the couple in surprise, giving them a crooked smile and a wink. Then with two projectile guns, she blasted her way out the window and flew—yes, flew—out into the night air and smashed through a window in the building opposite. From there, the recording showed a stungun fight breaking out, followed by screams and shouts filling the night, echoing off buildings and down the quiet street. Soon after, she tumbled out the window with a young boy and floated gracefully towards the ground. That was where the recording had been stopped.

      “We got her ID.” Felix scrolled through his wrist relay. “Just came in. Name of Marlin, Jax. No middle. From the UK, aged 27.”

      Pedroni glanced at Felix and nodded. Unusual name, it stood out. “Is that her real name?”

      Felix continued to scroll. “Yes, sir. Legally changed it nine years ago from Jacinda Fish.” He snorted out an unprofessional laugh. “Don’t blame her for wanting to change that.”

      “Address?”

      Felix sobered, responding to Pedroni’s sharp tone. “Uh, says here London. Here, I’ll just…forward you the report.”

      Pedroni’s wrist relay pinged, indicating the file had been transferred. He opened it up and scrolled through the report. It stated Jax Marlin worked for an accounting firm as a receptionist. Orphaned at a young age, her family murdered in a violent home invasion. Her case file was sealed and her paternal grandmother in Wales later raised her.

      The inspector pursed his lips. Other than her traumatic past, how did a receptionist turn into a vigilante? The more he studied Jax’s image, the more intrigued he became. He’d been on numerous cases in his near-twenty years as a cop, and rarely did one case stand out from the others, especially when all were grisly murders. This one did. And he couldn’t pinpoint the reason why.

      Aside from her attractive qualities, something about her spoke to him. Was it the cocky way she winked at the couple recording her? Maybe it was the dare in her eyes, which said, “come and get me.” Whatever it was, Pedroni couldn’t shake the feeling this case was going to confound him to no end.

      “There’s nothing more we can do here that hasn’t already been logged. Felix,” Pedroni headed towards the door, “get to Cairo, interview El Sayed. Be nice and don’t say anything that might ruffle her feathers. Send me a copy of the interview.”

      Nodding, Felix let out a breath. “Wait. Where will you be?”

      “London.”
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        * * *

      

      Her apartment was small, compact, neat, and like so many modern London flats, made to utilise space efficiently. The only outstanding feature with Jax Marlin’s one-bedroom pre-fab unit had been the exceptionally ordered and uncluttered appearance. As tiny as the unit was, he’d seen similar ones crammed to the gills with personal effects and still have two or more residents living in it. Marlin’s lack of effects made the unit huge in comparison.

      She had a small kitchen that doubled as a dining room, which the discreet island offered. Four tall chairs sat around it. Move away a foot and he’d be in the living room; a shift left to some closet space, and to the right a door leading to the bathroom, another to the bedroom.

      Marlin liked order, evidence of this glared out the moment he’d stepped into her unit—now sealed and guarded by two local police. She kept nothing personal, not even a picture of her dead family. It seemed she utilised the place solely to eat, sleep, and live out her life as a receptionist.

      Her small fridge offered healthy choices of frozen dinners. Aside from an awkward selection of wine and girlie cocktail mixes, her cupboard had similar healthy offerings, including wholegrain cereals and the popular nutri-bars most people took to work for lunch. All it showed was Marlin took care of her body, ate well, drank in moderation and exercised.

      But the appearance of her apartment bothered Pedroni as he studied it, spurring him to suspect she had another place, probably crammed full of personal items. If it had not been for the lack personal items, he wouldn’t have dwelled on it any longer. Who didn’t collect stuff? Who didn’t keep a little memento from a favourite restaurant, or a ticket stub from an event, or…something. Anything. Pedroni was sure of it. She had another place—a safe hole. This wasn’t her real home. She only visited the place when she played dress-up as a receptionist.

      Pedroni foraged through her personal items in the tiny bedroom. Her closet presented a painfully dull selection of work clothes, home clothes, and going out clothes. Her underwear drawer presented a pitifully plain, heavy on the comfort side, selection of bras and panties in clinical white. Something an awkward teenager would wear under her mother’s instructions. The style of her pyjamas was something he’d only seen in period movies and read about in books. It was a long-sleeved, shirt and pants combo in a worn out shade of pink and flecked with tiny white daisies. He almost expected to find a matching nightcap.

      Her shoes were also dull. Sedate. Exactly five pairs, plain and conservative save for one pair of high heels, which were outdated and looked like they belonged to her grandmother.

      While en route to London, Pedroni had assigned two from his UK team to track down any friends or work colleagues Marlin may have, while sending the other two to interview the grandmother in Wales. They sent over their findings to his relay the moment he touched down.

      Jax Marlin kept a close-knit group of friends from work. They insisted her name was Jacinda, and that she was no vigilante. Which meant she may have changed her name, but continued to pass herself off by her given name. They’d also said she was a quiet, unassuming work colleague that everyone liked and admired for her efficiency and dependability.

      It’s always the quiet ones.

      Her friends also said she was conservative, sometimes boring, and a little geeky and socially awkward. One colleague had stated she felt sorry for Jax, because she was never with anyone romantically. This same woman thought maybe Jacinda was still a virgin, since she behaved a little naïve, and perhaps that was the reason she “turned.” Pedroni decided that this woman probably was not a good friend, but the office troll.

      And having studied her image and manner in Austria, Pedroni begged to differ on that last observation. Jax Marlin came across as cheeky and cocky, and experienced enough in any sexual encounter just by the way she moved. The woman was a superb actress to have fooled her colleagues.

      Studying her clothes, hanging orderly in her closet, Pedroni imagined her dressed in them. She’d look odd, like a gawky, pre-retiree schoolmarm. The clothes in her London flat were all just for show. A costume for playing Jacinda.

      The real Jacinda, Jax Marlin, was the one in the tourist’s video recording. Dressed in militant black, assertive, daring, and…well, sexy as hell. And she was no virginal vigilante with a divine cause. She was wild and badass with ninja moves to shame a master sensei.

      So what made her become a vigilante? To relieve the stress of work? She was a receptionist, how much stress did that entail?

      Boredom? Pedroni tapped out a tune against his thigh as he glanced about the apartment, drinking in the persona of Jax Marlin. He nodded and a small smile tweaked the corners of his mouth.

      No. Jax Marlin’s been prepping for this day a long time.

      Pedroni remembered the recording. She moved with precision and confidence, which meant she’d spent long years in physical training to condition her body. Honing her skills.

      Being a receptionist was just her staging area. Which was why she passed herself off as Jacinda despite having changed her name years earlier.

      To dedicate that much time and effort into your body, also meant she’d been preparing for this for a long time—possibly from childhood. He considered the trauma of her childhood. The police report had only said she survived after witnessing her father’s murder and both her mother’s and sister’s rape. They were later murdered after the criminals had discarded young Jacinda out the window like garbage.

      If that didn’t drive someone to seek out justice for all the sins of the world, nothing would. But why take matters into her own hands, and not become a cop, like he was?

      As he walked around her bedroom, he scratched his stubbly chin, neglected from another few hours lost in travel. He didn’t know what day it was, only that he needed to shave and get some sleep. He could thank his father for passing down the hairy face, prominent nose, and the cop gene. He could thank his mother for his short, five-nine stature and good skin, which gave him a cultured look. And he could thank both his parents for his old fashioned ways. Call it pride, but he refused to buckle to the cosmetic demands most men succumbed to and opt to have his facial hair permanently removed. He was a man. And men had beards and shaved. It was a ritual, spending those few, quiet moments in the morning in front the mirror, contemplating, grooming, reconnecting with himself.

      Pedroni made a mental note to get a portable shaver. Since joining ICSP, he’d been doing a lot of travelling and neglecting his morning ritual. He also made a note to file a request to have Jacinda Fish’s records unsealed and find out the exact details of her past; police files with minors involved were sealed tight to protect them. He needed a little more time in London to feel out Marlin and get into her head. He’d already sent in a request for profiling, forwarding the statements from her work colleagues to the behavioural experts.

      Pedroni roamed her small flat once more. The walls were bare and without a single picture, painting, or fanciful decorative item. No plants, no entertainment unit, no pets, no reading material—nothing to give you a clue into what she was really like.

      The only thing that stood out, in Pedroni’s opinion, was her smell. A light floral scent with a citrus base that didn’t assault you, but rather wafted into your psyche like background music. Like freshly laundered clothes, or the zingy scent after coming out the shower from using one of those free gel sampler packets. And most disturbing of all, it smelled a lot like home in his youth, like Saturdays and laundry day at his parents. Without even trying, he could add in the aroma of something cooking from his mother’s kitchen in the background. A tiny sensation tweaked inside him and made him smile.

      The bedroom and bathroom had the highest concentration of her fragrance. Pedroni sniffed a scarf he’d found, neatly folded on a chair next to her perfectly made bed. It was a plain scarf in a muted sage, which seemed to match her work clothes of grey, and play clothes of beiges and similar pastels. He’d picked it up and without thinking—something to hold while he pondered—pressed it to his face, inhaling.

      The perfume was a pricey designer brand called Mikan no Yumé—dreams of orange, the literal translation. He’d seen the advertisements—and the bottle on her dresser—where the wearer was assured of a dreamy, dew-covered walk through an orchard filled with orange blossoms and fanciful sprites and pixies and what have you.

      Something ached inside him. A scent-triggered memory, a sensation, followed by a definite flutter in his belly. Like standing on the edge of a very tall building and looking down, and at the same time, feeling very safe and secure, like being comforted by your mother.

      Like the anticipation of going home after a long time away.

      It also felt a lot like falling in love.

      He stood in the middle of her tiny living room and nodded.

      Jax Marlin, I will find you.
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        En route to the Bacchus Dome—six months later

      

      

      What ever happened to a simple open and shut case? Nothing ever seemed that simple anymore. Pedroni had been asking these questions a lot lately, and not able to come up with satisfactory answers.

      He engaged his files from his data tablet to play back the media file of Marlin’s apartment, like he’d done countless times before. It showed him nothing new, but it passed the time. With a sigh, he punched the tablet back to sleep mode before the wary-eyed flight attendant spotted him and belched out yet another reprimand. He hoped the hotel would be decent enough. Pedroni had been lucky to get a moderately classy room in one of the family-oriented hotels. A feat, considering Bacchus’ reputation. Cheap and affordable, and according to the ad, boasted a spectacular vista of the stars.

      Pedroni’s mind drifted to the last news flash a week ago. The media began playing it up with much hype. The Marlin strikes again! It was embarrassing, even humiliating to the law enforcers. But no one could deny she helped, and with greater success too. The boundaries of the law didn’t apply to her, and that, in Pedroni’s opinion, made her dangerous and unpredictable. One day, she’d go too far and step over to the other side. Pedroni was certain of that, and he kept reminding others who begged to differ.

      Marlin hadn’t killed anyone, that is, killed in a cold-blooded and premeditated way. But it would only be a matter of time. Evidence and analysts showed she stalked her victims in the same methodical and almost clinical manner serial killers used. How easy that level of dedication and near-fanaticism could turn you into a cold and ruthless killer.

      He admired her in a professional way, and deep down he didn’t want her to be a murderer. He noticed she chose her targets with care. They were criminals the police couldn’t catch, touch, or didn’t have enough evidence on. With that level of dedication, Pedroni knew she cared about the victims of the criminals she hunted. She cared…maybe too much.

      The longer she eluded him, the more personal it had become. It was an affront to Pedroni’s sense of right and wrong, as a case-closer, as a cop. Jax Marlin knew who he was, and knew he stood as primary inspector in charge of bringing her in.

      She’d taken to leaving behind a calling card. A silver marlin pendant, sometimes with notes or lipstain marks on the marlins, which he strongly suspected were for him. Soon the analysts would come to the same conclusion, if they hadn’t already. This could be the reason he’d been left on his own. His superiors no doubt thought he stood a better chance at drawing her out in some way if he were alone. But that was a long-shot bit of reasoning. If he knew how to draw her out, rest assured, he’d have done that a long time ago. It had become a literal cat and mouse chase, with the mouse leaving snippets of crumbs for the cat to chase. Like the snippet she’d left him that she’d be on Bacchus.

      Despite his discomfort at being strapped in a narrow seat, the droll hum of the cruiser’s engines made his lids heavy. He closed his eyes and replayed the images of Jax in his mind. His mind wandered. He tried to imagine what sort of room Jax would have, probably a penthouse suite with its own security droids and private service staff to see to her every whim. Pedroni smiled then, reflecting on how his simple cop life had manifested into one that afforded him the luxury to travel in space. Space was only for the wealthy and the corrupt.

      Thanks to his sister’s goading, switching to the ICSP was the best move he’d made. If he hadn’t, he would’ve dropped into a fathomless hole of depression. The violent crimes unit in New York was not for him anymore. The longer he worked there, the more despair he’d felt for humanity. And the more he craved for a quiet life. It was no wonder his marriage hadn’t lasted, not that he considered his ex to have been his soul mate, and three years was longer than it should have survived. It had disaster written all over it from the very beginning. Maybe his parent’s marriage was a rare case and he shouldn’t have set such high standards. Maybe that’s why for the last seven years, he’d nothing but his television and case files to go home to.

      But when Jax Marlin landed on his lap, he found himself day dreaming more and more of settling down. Finding love again, having a family, living a quiet life. The thought that Jax spurred these feelings inside him were unfathomable to conceptualise. It was downright bizarre!

      In his sleep-addled mind, images of his past appeared like a cold, clammy pre-nightmare. Jax filtered in and out and calmed him. All the horrible deaths he’d had to solve, there had been so many to count. Being a cop was in his blood; it was the only thing he knew how to do, and do well. Cops roamed rampant in his family. It was a tradition, like the family business. The Pedroni Cops. Even his sister, although she preferred to call herself “agent.”

      Pedroni had been optimistic, raring to go, thinking he could change the world by solving crimes and putting criminals behind bars. It was his mission to stop crime. But that was before, and with each new and violent act, parts of him had chipped away. Being a cop became a job, a chore. People disappointed him, and what they were capable of doing to another human being. It was plain senseless. He craved for a change.

      The move to Vancouver saved him. It had revived him. His case-closing rep remained intact, but his outlook of life wasn’t as grim, as tunnel-visioned, as it had once been. Now, he was a cop because it was the right thing to do.

      It was who he was.

      The cruiser made a sudden lurch, jerking Pedroni out of his dozing. With irritation, he rolled his neck and drummed his fingers on the folder containing the printed image of Jax Marlin. He rubbed his eyes. Six months and all he managed to get, other than frustrations, were a list of her aliases, all of which had some manner or variant of marine life involved. Other than the unfortunate misfortune of being born Jacinda Fish—he remembered Agent Felix, now reassigned, snorting at the name—Jax Marlin seemed to be her preferred and legal moniker. Thinking about it, which he did a lot of; he couldn’t blame her for wanting to change it.

      Jax Marlin suited her.

      Pedroni and his team had stayed in London for almost a fortnight, revisiting her flat countless times, practically upturning it. They hounded her colleagues for days, and delved as deep as they could into her life and background, and still no sign of Jax Marlin. Even the unsealing of her records revealed nothing unusual. As for her extracurricular activities, nothing about the ballet lessons or martial arts training as a youngster screamed “dangerous vigilante.”

      The inspector picked up the digital print out and stared at it with frustration. The corners of the print out were dog-eared, with a crease near the bottom, and a tear on the top left corner where someone had carelessly yanked it out of a staple. At the bottom right corner, a gold holostamp code shimmered, containing the date, case number, and Pedroni’s ICSP badge number and relevant information.

      The El Sayed case folder had grown sizeably since that night in July. Most of them open cases stemming from other cases where Jax Marlin had a hand in. After all these months, Pedroni was still no further in the case. The vigilante was at large, criminals were being cut down and left discarded to be scraped up later by the authorities.

      It was like Marlin had a private “coming out” party of her own.

      Jax Marlin’s face was no longer a stranger to him; he’d stared at it with near-obsession for so many months that he could animate it in his mind with ease. Her black hair was straight, cut in daring angles, which exposed her long pale neck. When she spun her head to look at you, the jagged ends whipped across her cheeks and over her eyes. She had a small elfin face, and like the rest of her, pale as a nocturnal creature. Her lips, full, had a corner curled up in a playful smirk. Pedroni sometimes wondered if when she smiled, she had dimples. Her eyes were large, amber, slanted and framed with long black lashes and capped with neatly arched brows. She had a unique Eurasian look. Even though it wasn’t a very good photo, captured as she turned in surprise, Pedroni couldn’t deny her arresting beauty.

      “Exotic,” came to mind.

      And dangerous.

      Vigilantes usually were, he reminded himself.

      With a sigh, Pedroni tucked her image back into the case folder and leaned against the seat in the commercial deep-space cruiser.

      How freaking long does it take to get to the Bacchus Dome? It’s not like it’s that far away.

      He risked another peek out his tiny window, his stomach somewhat queasy as if recovering from a gut punch. He decided travelling through space just wasn’t his thing. Strapped in for twelve hours in a tiny seat, and squashed up against a rather large woman who smelled of gardenias and talcum powder didn’t help either.

      He stared at his wrist relay to check the time.

      Another five hours to go.

      Pedroni took a deep, calming breath. Then another. Being fully awake now, the edges of claustrophobia setting in only made the mounting hysteria fester. He’d never suffered from either, but he was certain both were to blame for the inside of the cruiser to suddenly appear smaller.

      Space dementia? He mentally shook his head. Too soon.

      Pedroni tried to think of something else other than suffocation. Space travel was deemed safe. It had been deemed so for the last two hundred years. The improvements to passenger safety had far surpassed the ancient methods of just strapping in and gritting one’s teeth to counter the G-force during takeoff. They had even stabilised the false gravity so you didn’t go floating about the cabin area like dust bunnies.

      He focused on Jax and his case so far; like he’d done countless other times when he needed to seek a little calm. Funny how the one case that confounded him and gave him many moments of frustration, also offered the most comfort.

      Bets were, as soon as the cruiser docked, he’d have to re-board and resume his pursuit. Jax Marlin seemed to have clairvoyant abilities, anticipating his every move and managing to stay one step ahead of him. How she did this, he didn’t know, but guessed she had a surveillance feed into the entire ICSP agency—the world over.

      “Vigilantes,” he muttered, which garnered him a glance from the woman next to him.

      He rubbed his chin with irritation and shifted in his seat—again. His rump had long since gone numb. The large lady next to him grunted her displeasure and snorted through her nose like those ancient steamboats. He may be an ace inspector attached to the international police, but it still couldn’t get him a business-class ticket to travel through space—or expedient clearance through customs.

      Maybe next time he’d opt for the cargo hold, he thought. At least he wouldn’t feel the bite of claustrophobia. His personal space would only be invaded by the inanimate luggage.

      To put himself at ease, he went through the steps that led him to where he was now. Then El Sayed popped into his head. It was bad enough the billionaire had publicly humiliated the International Criminal and Security Police, but the one thing he’d run from, being in the limelight, had come back to haunt him the same time Marlin dropped in his lap.

      Cringing at the memory, Pedroni’s name and fame had been thrown in countless times by the media liaison from HQ as the lead investigator into the vigilante knows as Jax Marlin. It was as if he’d gone back in time to New York, where his reputation as a hard-nosed case closer garnered him media time, despite his best effort to avoid it. And even quoted by them, which was the worst. Even the criminals of New York had feared and loathed him.

      He ordered himself to think of something else.

      Tapping out an impatient tune with his fingers, he wondered how Jax would’ve arrived on the Bacchus Dome. Most likely first class, sipping some expensive champagne, being offered a luxury dinner, on a real plate with utensils. He glanced dispassionately at the discarded foil wrapper, which contained something resembling a chicken wrap. The juice carton sat next to it, still half full. It had tasted vile, and its promise of a refreshing, vine-fresh grape juice had been a let down. He’d forced himself to drink half since he didn’t want to become dehydrated—having heard space travel did that to you and made you disoriented. But far worse than dehydration, Pedroni feared he’d have to clamour out of his seat to relieve himself, and couldn’t think of anything more humiliating than to press past the large lady next to him. Her lap was a monumental mountain to crawl over. However, it was her breasts that intimidated him more. They protruded well past her sizeable stomach.

      A boyhood memory of him being suffocated between his aunt’s breasts every Christmas flashed into his mind. Her meaty arms trapping him to her as she cooed had not helped. Since then, he’d had a keen aversion to large busted women.

      Like everyone else travelling economy, he’d stuffed the remains of his dinner in the seat-back pocket of the chair before him, which also contained the pop-up screen for his entertainment—no holoscreens on the economy levels. He had no interest in the movies or music selection offered, but watched the safety instructions like his life depended on it. Afterwards, he had scrolled through the in-flight magazine until the constant prompt to use the scanning plate for his credit card, should he wish to make purchases, annoyed him. Not likely. He couldn’t think what he’d do with a canine warming food platter or the summer special of colour-changing eyeliners and matching shadows.

      In irritation, he reached out and tapped alive the safety instructions again.

      If the cruiser didn’t dock soon, he felt compelled to pull the emergency stop button and to hell with the consequences. He was a special inspector, and had the authority and clearance to commandeer a space vessel if needed. He could order the captain to hang a turn at the nearest spaceport so he could get the hell off this shooting star.

      Granted, that had been before his team got cut and he had ICSP’s full backing.

      No matter, he would not be deterred. He would capture his prey!

      Since his determination had become an obsession, even his co-workers noticed. And therefore, so did his chief. Which was why, he suspected, he worked alone now.

      Since the kidnap rescue, Jax had foiled an assassination attempt on a political head famous for her humanitarian efforts, thwarted and seriously injured six in a jewellery heist—the jewels were still not found and Pedroni suspected Jax took them for herself. She’d also hindered two police investigations in America involving drug cartels. The same criminals were later found in a shootout—dead. It appeared they’d shot one another, but Pedroni didn’t buy that. A computer re-enactment determined the angles were all wrong for a standoff shootout. It was as if someone goaded them to shoot each other by accident, by walking in front them while they shot without the other side knowing.

      With each new incident, Jax Marlin had grown bolder, and in incorrigible leaps and bounds. She’d become a freaking superhero. The only thing missing was a cape.

      Despite these new incidents, Pedroni’s superiors had long since given up on him. He remembered the conversation he had with his CI…

      “I’m cutting back the team,” Chief Inspector Aoki had said.

      “Sir, we’re close.” Pedroni had replied, protesting. He’d had the distinct feeling Aoki had lost interest in the case. In fact, his whole team seemed to be behaving the same way.

      “You keep saying that.” Aoki had shaken his head but was more interested in the food stain on his tie.

      “If you cut back my team, it’ll set me back. We’ll never catch up to her.”

      Aoki had given him a noncommittal shrug, avoiding eye contact. “Sorry, Pedroni. I have my orders. We’ve spent more on this than any other case. You still have the agency’s backing, just not the manpower.”

      “How much of the team are you taking?” Pedroni gaped.

      Aoki fidgeted and scratched his balding head while his eyes darted around Pedroni’s small, cramped office. He muttered something under his breath.

      “Pardon?” Pedroni’s remembered his eyes bugging out. “Did you just say…all?”

      …All, except for Pedroni.

      He was solo now. Aoki assured him he’d have free rein in what he did and how he did it, so long as he minded his budget and checked in. But it seemed pretty obvious the CI was more than happy to just shut the book and toss it. As far as the chief was concerned, if Jax Marlin wanted to eradicate every known criminal in the world however way she saw fit, it would be one less worry for him to deal with. She’d even have his blessing and a Christmas present if she wanted.

      Stunned as he was, Pedroni shrugged it off. So be it, then! For form’s sake, he put up an argument, throwing in phrases like “she is still a criminal” and that they couldn’t turn “a blind eye to people taking the law into their own hands” and similar sentiments.

      He’d been pleased all the same. They didn’t take the case away from him. They just didn’t want him taking prime and seasoned detectives away from other, more sensitive, cases. And, he suspected, his superiors preferred him away from their sights. This case had changed him; even he noticed it. The less time he spent moping about in the offices and more time spent chasing Marlin, the better.

      He also discovered that whatever expenses he racked up, within reason of course, were paid immediately or given without a fuss. So his request to hitch a ride on a commercial cruiser heading for the Bacchus Dome had been signed off in an instant. No questions asked—so long as he went halves with the agency where he paid for his own hotel room and whatever non-agency expenses he incurred.

      He didn’t fuss on that requirement, since it would have meant delaying Jax Marlin’s capture. He suspected they just wanted him far away and not harassing others to help do background checks and run tests on evidence for the Marlin case, which, he had to admit, he’d been doing a lot of to be a bit of a pain.

      This arrangement suited him. Pedroni hadn’t missed his former team’s snickers and eye-rolls every time he talked of Marlin. Someone had even been bold enough to say he’d become smitten with the woman. He remembered a hot flush of embarrassment dashing across his face, which he covered with an uncharacteristic shout of annoyance followed by an overly harsh reprimand to the agent who had uttered the remark.

      But they still snickered and he grew to think that maybe, they had good reason to.

      As he followed her every escape with growing wonderment and equal parts chagrin, Pedroni had also developed an unhealthy blood pressure, new frown lines, and he still hadn’t captured her. This case confounded him.

      Resisting the urge to jiggle his legs, and risk another grumble from the large woman, Pedroni scrolled through to the emergency procedures. He craned his neck back to spy the emergency exits. If he had to, he’d shoot the woman beside to him just to get to that door. This thought calmed him, and he closed his eyes. Then he remembered his weapons were stored under lock and key in the captain’s cabin.

      He cleared his mind and tried to relax. Jax Marlin appeared behind his closed lids.

      He was obsessed.

      He didn’t care.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The room smelled of disinfectant and fresh laundry. A good smell. A safe smell.

      Hospitals smelled like that, and they were good places, they made you better, stronger…

      Jax Marlin smiled as she twisted open a bottle of beer and took a deep, long gulp. She tossed her jacket on the floor; glad she didn’t have to be neat. Glad she didn’t have to remember to be neat. Six long years of leading a double life had been nothing short of a pain in the ass. She was even starting to believe she was Jacinda Marlin the dull and droll receptionist at Matouk and Cummins Chartered Accountants. But, Granny Fish said that was what she had to do, so she did it.

      Glad that’s over. Now, I’m just plain old Jax Marlin—vigilante. That has a much better ring to it.

      A squat service bot whirred alive and made a beeline for the discarded jacket.

      “Heel!” Jax barked and gave it a warning finger. It spun around from the top half and returned to the corner, next to a small desk and opened up its head to resume posing as a wastepaper basket.

      She chuckled and dropped into the couch, slouching, propping a leg on the coffee table. Her hard boot heel made a clunking noise on the smooth surface, maybe even dented it a little. She didn’t care, and loosened her belt buckle to let out a beery burp. It had been a long day. Recon work usually was.

      Inspector Pedroni would be getting ready to land, she mused while gazing at the ceiling. Add an hour for the customs check and the shuttle ride to his hotel. She rounded it off at an hour and a half before he checked into the Betelgeuse Inn, the family-friendly outer space resort. Jax snorted out a laugh and tried to imagine the conservative inspector’s expression.

      This was the freaking Bacchus Dome! The pleasure palace where anything goes—along with your clothes. What part of that meant family-friendly? More like swapping families friendly. And the Betelgeuse was a near-hedonistic romping ground for budget-conscious couples and adult families.

      “Well,” she twirled the beer bottle between her fingers, “at least the flowers I left him should make him feel welcome.” She broke into giggles and remembered how her copper smiled each time he looked at the fat white flowers growing in the garden bed of his apartment complex.

      She’d picked a nice hotel, on the eastern side of the Dome with an impressive view of massive pools and gardens as well as the reception lobby. Jax didn’t care for any of the galaxy views, preferring to keep an eye out on who trolled about the hotel instead. In her opinion, the stars were just a bunch of bright dots, and the occasional cluster of space junk that caught fire as they hit Earth’s atmosphere. Anyone could see a bunch of stars just by looking up at night. Didn’t matter where you were, so long as there wasn’t any smog. Being in space to see them made absolutely no difference.

      The modestly named Orion Plaza catered to the more sophisticated clientele, the ones aiming to do corporate business with other like-minded individuals. That it had a special entertainment package was just a perk. Children were allowed, so long as they stayed in their designated areas and did not stray. Parents were hit with heavy fines for having delinquent kids roaming out of the special, kid-friendly areas.

      Jax picked a junior suite with a breakfast plan. Breakfast was the most important meal of the day, and she did like their blueberry waffles with a side of bacon. To wash it all down, the Orion made the most delectable smoothies. Her favourite so far, the Martian Infusion, a strawberry-chocolate with praline ice cream and caramel drizzle. Her in-room service station also had features to create your own smoothies. She’d been making full use of that, conjuring up concoctions by combining the fifty choices of flavours.

      The Orion wasn’t a big hotel, not like the stately Neptune or the obscene and decadent Bacchus House. Orion was just sprawling, and gobbled up three levels in a sort of spiral. Her room, which she’d picked specifically, faced the front lobby so she saw everything with a bird’s eye view. A perfect place to observe the world around her. It also lined up with the docking port, allowing her to see arriving and departing cruisers without having to check the online schedule listing.

      From the comfort of her small sitting room, she drank her beer and spied at the comings and goings below her. People flocked around the pool, making use of the artificial sunlight, flirting and preening as they cast thoughts of business aside in hopes of getting laid. After all, this was the Bacchus Dome.
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