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      Jax Marlin stared at her hands. Blood. Slick and oily, enough to soil the air with a rank coppery tang. The gleaming redness stained her fingers, leaching under her nails, and dripped fat droplets to the floor.

      Killing was the easy part.

      It always was.

      But what about getting away with it?

      How would she do it?

      She reviewed the events leading up to this moment with a calm, clear mind. Had she covered her tracks? Touched anywhere? Left anything incriminating behind? Had the victim touched her and removed any trace biologicals?

      No. He never had a chance.

      In the past, she’d never cared for these tedious details. She was Jax Marlin, dangerous vigilante, and the world knew who she was and what she’d done. But this? Despite the bloody mess, this required precision and care.

      Getting caught wasn’t an option.

      She scanned the room. The scene resembled a slaughterhouse, with blood and gore splattered everywhere. Even as high as the arched ceiling. A red blob pulled away from a metal rafter and dropped to the blood-soaked floor with a wet squelch. She checked herself. Equally covered in blood, but unscathed. Focused and clear-minded, she slowly shook her head and gave the area another clinical inspection.

      What was missing?

      Somewhere, plain as day—and it was right there—and she was missing it. But what? Unable to place it, like a niggling fuzzy memory on the tip of her brain, it taunted her.

      Was it the angle of the body? Should it be facing partially down, not resting on its side? Did it even matter? He was dead. That was what mattered.

      No. That wasn’t it.

      Something was off.

      Jax shook her head, frustrated. “End programme.”

      She yanked off the VR goggles and flung them onto the dining table, which also served as a work desk. Letting out a long huff, she collapsed into one of the four bolted swivel chairs around the table.

      “I’m missing something!” she seethed, and rubbed her eyes. They burned from the extended VR sessions.

      Fifteen simulations, and each time, the same result. Either she was losing her touch at choosing violence, or something was wrong with the whole series of events leading up to the grisly murder. She’d re-enacted everything according to the speculated order of events and, aside from the first few trial runs to find her groove, the end results matched the actual crime scene each time.

      Everything, in virtual exactness, as it had been in physical reality.

      Blood placements were in line with the reports, the weapon used—a machete—the room identical to where the victim was found. Same clothes, body weight, height—even what he’d eaten that day and the exact rate of digestion at the time of his demise was factored in.

      But something wasn’t right.

      Jax rubbed her temples. “You know…”

      She leaned over and narrowed her eyes at Pedroni, who sat to her right. Raising her index finger, she shook it once. “As a retired vigilante, and an authority on the matter, and even when I went a little homicidal batty for a spell, I would not have done it that way.”

      “Really?” Pedroni mimicked her British accent. He did that when she used her pontificating tone, like now. Chewing his lips, he studied her with a raised eyebrow. “How would you have done it?” He changed back to his normal accent, with subtle traces of New York. He had his tablet propped on his lap and leaning against the table. While she’d been re-enacting the act of murder on repeat, he’d been reviewing the reports from the cold case file.

      “Well, for starters, I wouldn’t have been so messy. Even when batty, I had a little restraint.”

      “Seriously? We both know what you did. I wouldn’t call that…restraint.” As Pedroni stared at her, his eyes softened. “Why do you keep saying that? It’s a part of your past. That’s not you anymore. It was…but it’s there, in the past.”

      “Thanks, my darling copper. I feel so much better now.”

      Knowing him, he was about to repeat himself. Again. She resisted snorting but, averting her head, rolled her eyes and then gazed out the wide oval window. Outside, as they cruised through space, the black of the void offered nothing but a bleak emptiness. She hated space, even though it had become her home—their home—these last four years. But did she ever miss the weighty solidness under her feet. And fresh air, reviving and real, whether polluted or not. Space life wasn’t for her.

      “I know you,” Pedroni continued, and, as she’d guessed, repeated the same spiel. “And you’re not like that anymore. It’s not the real you. I mean, it’s there, underneath, but you have a deep remorse most killers don’t have. I’m not making excuses for what you did. But like I said, I know you. Now, more than ever before. You’re truly sorry, and you were ready to live the rest of your life in prison. You’re not going to go find the first person who pisses you and off them, right? Mess with them, yes. Make their life a living hell, yes. But kill them, just so? No. Not without a good, solid reason.” And, as usual when they had this conversation, he rubbed his face, then his temples. “You do this all the time. Stop torturing yourself or comparing yourself to others who are genuine psychopaths—like this one.”

      “I am a psychopath. I have an actual demon inside, telling me stuff.”

      “Not like that or the same as⁠—”

      “I have to,” Jax snapped, throwing him a scowl. “It’s my punishment to always remember that it’s who I am. A murderer with a living demon inside her. They deserved it—yes, they did—but it was wrong of me to do it. I know that. Stopping them in…that way, was so wrong. The only way I can make amends—if there’s any amends that would even amend it—is to feel and remember until it makes me crazy. And to make sure I never lose control again. Ever.”

      “Okay.” Pedroni reached across and held her arm, his thumb massaging her skin. “I understand. Just…don’t go too crazy. Remember what happened the last time?” A tiny twinkle alighted in his eyes. “And please stop consulting the AI therapist. Those things are quacks and just mine you for information. Next thing you know, your bank account is at zero and your identity stolen.”

      “Well, it’s not like I can have proper sessions with an actual shrink,” she grumbled. “I am a wanted criminal. Well, a wanted dead criminal.” Her lips quirked. How could she lose her marbles with this adorable fool by her side?

      Straightening from her slouch, she put on an extra-proper British manner. “But, yes. I did go quite homicidally loopy. Frightening, actually. Simply awful spell that was, wouldn’t you say? Yes, quite awful.”

      But what he’d said—all true. She was a dangerous, terrible, unconscionable psychotic who should never be let loose in society. It didn’t matter if she had things under control; her inner demon was all but non-existent now. But it was still there, lurking. It might always be there. Like a raw nerve, waiting to react.

      She had to pay for it. If not in prison, then she would live in regret and remorse, in shame and absolute disgust with herself. This was a burden she needed to carry until the very end. It was the only way she knew how to “deal with it”. Her copper understood, now. In the past, he’d tried to have her arrested and thrown in prison. He’d been a true and rigid copper back then. Her actions had made his soul revolt in horror. He was the light, tenfold. But he’d also glimpsed that seductive darkness and tasted the addictive rush it brought. He understood.

      And now they lived in the grey.

      Her copper, dear sweet Special Inspector Michael Pedroni, her moral compass and true north. Who would ever have imagined a vigilante with a copper? Or a copper becoming a vigilante?

      “And before you even say it again, I know you’re here, by my side. We’re fighting the same fight.” She offered him a smile, which he returned.

      “Don’t ever forget that. And you can tell that Jacinda-demon of yours too.”

      “Oh, she knows.” She held his stare. Never in her wildest of dreams would she ever have imagined this reality. Her copper was her everything.

      Jax placed her hand over Pedroni’s, threaded her fingers between his and squeezed. She smiled wider and her heart thumped with an ache she now knew to be love. The past also kept her sane in the present; remembering—everything—and accepting what she’d done was how she healed. Remembering wouldn’t raise the demon, but a bad person on the loose, if not stopped, would.

      But now she had Pedroni by her side.

      The demon loathed him.

      Taking a deep breath, she released it and gazed out the window again. “You know the monster will never leave me. It’s—she is like an appendage, aiding as it afflicts, crippling while making me stronger. I’ve accepted what she does to me. She won’t die. I’ve tried killing her many times. She’ll never die. Jacinda Fish lives and breathes as I do.” Jacinda. The little girl who’d witnessed a nightmare. The little girl who channelled a demon to spur her into action, to lash out, to grow stronger…to survive.

      “I know, Jax. I know,” Pedroni said softly.

      She’d learned to control it now, used triggers and seductive situations to make her demon sing and tremble in joy, then using that as a tool to keep her focused and on track. She was in the driver’s seat. Pedroni had worried that solving cold cases might reawaken her dark side. But diving into gory murder scenes wasn’t a trigger. Knowing that someone was guilty, blatantly unconscionable, and getting away with it without punishment, did. True, what she’d done was in the past, as Pedroni loved to remind her. He wanted her to forget. But she could not. And would not.

      “So, okay.” Her copper took a small breath, and absently brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. Stubble pricked her knuckles. “Let’s get back to the case. Earlier… Why’d you say that? How would you have done it differently?”

      “That…” Giving herself a mental shake, Jax cleared her throat and waggled her fingers at the goggles. “That whole mess was purely for show. That’s what’s wrong with it. Remember dear Padmore and his hired psycho staging the scene in Romania? It stinks of it.”

      Her copper grimaced with a facial twitch. “Don’t remind me. But, wait a sec. Staging it isn’t as psycho as being a psycho? Because we know Padmore was psycho.”

      “Look. Yes, okay. The hired psycho is still at large, no matter how hard we’ve searched. And if the person was a member of the Hecate Group, they’ve either been rounded up with the rest of the parties or gone to ground. That is, if Padmore sourced from within, which is highly likely given his connection to Hecate. And if so, then the hitman was only projecting Padmore’s sick mind in how they chose to kill, rather than their own proclivities. Like, following orders—equally bad, but that’s splitting hairs—and they’re still out there as well as their psychotic tendencies to follow sick orders.” Jax gulped in some air, and grinned. “One day we’ll find them.”

      “So, what, you’re thinking this might be the same dude?”

      “No. I’m only making a comparison. Although…” Jax pursed her lips and stared up at the ceiling. It had crossed her mind, and she couldn’t seem to shake the thought. “This happened twelve years ago… But, nah. It doesn’t have the same vibe.”

      “Vibe?” Pedroni widened his eyes. “Bloody murder is bloody murder, either way. This one was gruesome enough.”

      “It is, I know. But almost purposely so. That’s what made me think of Romania.”

      “Right. Okay, backtrack. So, you think this was all staged, murder and all, like Romania?” Pedroni knitted his brow. “You know, that did, at one point, cross my mind. The way it was done, the visual impact of the scene. Shock value and all that sick shit.”

      “Yes, exactly. See? You see it too.” Jax nodded with approval, and got the warm fuzzies in her belly. “Why would an investment banker warrant being murdered in that way? We’ve found nothing in his background to suggest he deserved such a horrible death. But.” She drummed her fingers on the modular table of their deep space cruiser, the Liqueur. “It’s too clinical. Too precise. Too much control despite all that wonderful mess. Too much lack of real evidence other than the body and weapon. Too…clean and too…just too-too.”

      Pedroni’s eyebrows arched, and the little kink on his top lip followed suit. “What the fudgeballs are you talking about? You think maybe a surgeon or a butcher did this? It has to be, right? Someone coming out and learning to kill, showing off—showing the world a new terror is in town? But then nothing else. We’ve checked. There are no other kills or incidences like this, not for many decades… Until, like, Romania.” He leaned closer and stared at her. “You’re not, like…having conversations with your, well, you know…”

      “My monster?” She quirked a brow. “Of course not. Don’t be silly. Jacinda’s in a coma. Anyway, like I said, that’s what was bugging me. This scene is too precise, too cleanly executed, pardon the pun. Romania was like that; just…well…dismembered.”

      “Despite all that mess?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      Jax tapped her chin. “And I think… No. I’m certain. A robot did this.”
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      “A robot?” Pedroni levelled his gaze at her. She didn’t appear to be losing her marbles, but then, she was an ace actor and a compulsive liar. Okay, harsh, but true. But she wouldn’t lie to him, nor try to hide it if something troubled her.

      “Yes. A robot.” She scrunched her face, then touched his forehead. “Are you losing your hearing? Extended space travel does that, you know.”

      “No, it does not.” He shook his head. “Where are you getting this crap from?”

      Probably the AI therapist and the considerable time she spent online just…online. He’d never known her to be such a tech junkie, ardent gamer and a belligerent troll. She’d been banned and blocked from several sites and platforms for being, well, a bully. She was a researcher, yes, a sponge for knowledge and obsessively thorough in her deep dives. But all that aside, this was like borderline addiction to the screen. He wondered if the doldrum of being dead had affected her mental health in a different way. And being online was her only connection or view of the outside world.

      “It’s not crap,” Jax insisted.

      “Space fever? Really? There’s no such thing. So…crap.”

      “Uncle Taris said it’s all true. And I almost went deaf from being in space for too long and being careless. Do a search on the networks yourself if you don’t believe me. It’s like an infection, and it hurts. Space fever is real.”

      “We’ve been in space for years. How come I haven’t had it yet?”

      “You have it now.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It’s true. My ear hurt like a fiend for ages. I had to go on antibiotics. I never get sick. Ask Taris if you don’t believe me.”

      Pedroni sighed. “Look. Can we get back to this case? Explain the robot angle.”

      Jax made a humph-groan and stood to pace the carpeted confines of the Liqueuer’s lounge. The reassuring low hum of the cruiser’s engine vibrated around them as it moved through space. They were taking the long way to Mars. Being dead meant they had all the time in the world. Solving cold cases meant there was no real urgency to catch the bad guy. Taking it easy also meant being careful to avoid being spotted or drawing undue attention.

      Being dead was also hard work.

      As always, Pedroni watched her, enthralled. She stalked the lounge, moving like a predator, an exquisite feline, silent and deadly. How could a person not make a sound when they walked? It always confounded him. She swiped her hair, cut short again and angled in daring asymmetrical slashes like when he’d first encountered her, with a hand. He suspected she was going for the messy tousled look, only her hair was pin-straight and determined to stay that way. She claimed to be getting old and feeble—at thirty-six—but there was nothing in her movements to give that impression. In fact, she was anything but; instead, she was lithe and exquisite. Matured. Her face seemed more settled now and it suited her, toning down the rapier-sharp lines so it looked more approachable. And those amber eyes, like expensive single malt whisky, were bright and curious as always, never missing a single detail. The cupid mouth, plump and naturally blushed so they appeared to have been recently ravished by kisses and⁠—

      Pedroni blinked, refocusing.

      “You get me, right? No evidence. Zero. Not a scrap of biologicals. And no other similar murders since. It was all…” Jax slowed her pacing to keep time with her words. “Precision murder. No emotion to it, despite the gruesome mess. Exacting strikes—” She mimed the actions, swinging her arm as if holding the machete. “Femoral artery, brachial artery, carotid artery. Three precise strikes, designed to immobilise but not amputate. Not even touching bone, only spraying arterial blood every-which-way while the victim probably flailed and flapped about in mortal panic, spraying blood like an irrigation system. If the killer had waited, the victim would’ve died in seconds with all that blood loss. Because, like an assassin, they’d know from experience just how long a person will flop about before dying.

      “Now, if the killer was a would-be serial killer, they would’ve stopped to admire their work, enthralled, getting off on it. Because that gets their juices going, you know what I mean? It’s exciting. Orgasmic, even. They may even have taken something as a keepsake, made a small slip-up or left behind trace evidence. Because they’re still learning. But if a pro, what I said earlier. No mucking about.

      “And if the killer was a psychopath, why stop there? They’d hack the victim to unimaginable pieces, losing themselves in the act of killing. Getting off on it as well. But if the killer was a newbie, and this was a crime of passion or impulse, they’d leave some sort of evidence behind, be careless about it. And there would be less precision and more dismemberment.

      “But, no. After all those precision cuts, the killer follows up with a direct stab to the heart.” She thrust her arm forwards. “Victim is down for good. More blood spurting everywhere. Instant death.” Jax paused, her attention focusing inwards, re-enacting the murder scene. “Then, as a final assurance, the body is flipped onto its belly, possibly with the killer’s foot since there was a faint, blunt, almost-post-mortem bruise by the victim’s upper ribcage. Then a precise strike to the spine between the sacrum and lumbar to ensure immobilisation. Then, to make doubly certain all brain activity ceases, a strike to the cervical and thoracic.” She made chopping motions. “Again, these are all precision strikes, not to dismember, but to sever nerves, joints, tendons and arteries. And the last, final assurance of immobilisation and absolute death? A strike to the skull to crack it open—but not fully. I mean—” She took to pacing again. “—if you were a truly psychotic person intent on killing someone in the worst possible way, why leave the body so intact? You have a bloody machete in your hands and you’re swinging it around like a looney toon, topped with the full strength and weight of a grown adult roughly a hundred and eighty-eight centimetres. That’s tall. So, let’s assume a man. With that height and weight, that strength, things are bound to go all the way through. I mean it’s not like a human body is made of bricks. And why stop there? You’re losing your poo and going full-on berserker mode, keep swinging and chopping until there’s nothing but a pulp of flesh and bone. I mean, you saw the first few sims I did—parts started to fall off before I held back a bit. And it took a lot of effort, holding back.”

      Pedroni cleared his throat. “Wow.” His mind’s eye pictured a tall, menacing, red-eyed robot swinging around a machete while the victim spun like a merry-go-round of spurting blood. “That’s very detailed. And you know…so much about the anatomy.”

      “I like to know stuff.” Jax jerked up a shoulder. “It helps in my line of work.”

      A dangerous vigilante. That’s what the world had called her. A righter of wrongs, doling out just punishment to those who deserved it. And only someone who was equally abhorrent could stop such people. She’d devoted her entire being to fuel this purpose. She would know, all too well, how to, and what it took to, kill.

      “Gotcha. So…” Pedroni scratched his chin. “Robot. The lack of dismemberment was what tipped the scale?”

      “Yes.”

      “What if it’s a person who knew exactly where to strike? Surgeons know things like that. Coroners. Butchers. Umm, vigilantes, I guess. Assassins. Martial arts experts. Uhh…you. The list is endless. Or they could’ve researched it, run some sims—as practice, you know. Then did it for real.”

      “The control, darling. The control.” She frowned. “Didn’t I just explain myself? You really do have ear problems.”

      “But with all that blood?” Pedroni raised a brow, ignoring her jibe. “How is that showing control?”

      “Humans always lose control. Like me. A machine would not. It carries out a directive exactly as it’s supposed to. Nothing more, nothing less. They have no emotion or imagination. Programme it to create a scene of blood and gore for maximum visual effect, and to execute the person without, say, dismemberment—to see if it can do such a specific task. So, the machine would do exactly as instructed, and not get all creative and start chopping up the body willy-nilly in a red haze of bloodlust. It merely engaged its encyclopaedic central processor database on the human anatomy and ensured massive blood loss for absolute death to occur. Mission accomplished.”

      Pedroni sucked in a deep breath, then let it out slowly as he processed the new information. The cold case had just got colder. “I’m gonna need more coffee.”
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      “All right?” Captain Sagittarius St Elmo Smith, Taris for short, asked with a quick glance to Jax as she entered the cockpit. He sat reclined in the captain’s chair, a mug of tea in one hand, pinky out, and a holographic jigsaw puzzle projected before him. His right leg was propped on a clear spot on the shiny, touch-sensitive dashboard, his pudgy toes splayed out from the top of clunky orthopaedic sandals. His favourite, ill-fitting dark green sweater rode up a little over his sizeable belly, exposing a curly sprouting of sandy-coloured fuzz. Clear evidence he’d been scratching his belly, then idly twirling the hairs.

      “Yeah.” Jax slumped into the seat next to her “uncle”, and stretched. “Are we there yet?”

      “Bloody hell, Jaxy.” Taris groaned in his thick Welsh accent. “Will you stop with the haranguing? You don’t nag your copper like that, do you?”

      “I don’t nag.” Jax rolled her eyes. “And shouldn’t you be looking out in front rather than playing your puzzle? What if you hit a space rock or something, worse, a planet. And why are your manky feet on the controls? What if you accidentally touch something important and we go shooting off to the sun instead?” She squinted to peer at the quarter-way-done puzzle. “A kitten? Really?”

      “It’s on autopilot. You’ve heard of that, right? And the controls are locked so you don’t go touching wrong things. I tell you, these fancy new ships have everything—even repels your rocks and hollers bloody murder if you’re too close to a planet.” Copying her, he rolled his eyes. “All you need to do is command it to where you want go and what you want it to do, lock it in, and sit back. There’s no fun in space-shipping any more. It’s terribly boring. Nothing like the Beemer. She’s a hands-on lady, and has all the right moves and responses.” For effect, Taris wiggled his backside and shoulders like a stiff, no-rhythm belly dancer, something he always did when speaking of his beloved ship.

      “You’re bored?” Jax gawked, then noticed the humour in his eyes. Bored, my idle bum. He was positively enjoying himself flying this fancy ship, another reason he liked to camp out in the cockpit. To admire everything. Like a king on this throne. She’d caught him a few times, actually sniffing the consoles and running his hands amorously over everything with a big, fat besotted grin on his face. “And the Beemer is an old junk ship, not a woman. Don’t be crude.”

      “Hey.” He scowled. “Now that’s crude. My home is not a junk ship. She’s old and has character. And if it wasn’t for her, you and your copper would⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. We wouldn’t be alive and blah, blah, blah.” Jax snorted. “Don’t know why you even volunteered to fly this ship if all you’re going to do is complain about it.”

      “Because if I didn’t, you two lembos would still be sitting in the docks, since you don’t know how to fly.”

      “I’ve flown a ship, thank you very much.” Jax crossed her arms and leaned over again to see the kitten. Flying that sporty ship four years ago had been confusing as hell, and terrifying. But she’d managed.

      “Yes, Jaxy, and you almost wrecked it. You and your copper are landlubbers. Not spacefarers. Never were, never will be. But that’s okay. You’re alive, and that’s all that matters.” He placed a palm to his chest and let out a relieved sigh. “So, just let the professionals handle the flying. Righto?”

      “Professionals? You lot? Please!” She scoffed. “And it’s not like I need to physically fly the thing. As you said, it’s all auto-this and auto-that.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Emergencies happen, like any other moving vehicle. So, if I have to put up with this fancy-smancy, hands-free, voice-operated ship for another week before it’s OK’s turn, so be it.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You know that’s not the real reason. It’s because you promised Gran to keep an eye on me. It’s been years now. Everyone thinks we’re proper dead, and we’ve been forgotten already. No one is looking for us. We’re perfectly fine on our own now. We don’t need coddling.”

      “Perfectly fine? Coddling?” Taris raised an eyebrow. “I know you, Jaxy. Trouble follows you wherever you go. You wait. Some cachi will happen any minute now and your mamgu will rip me a new arsehole before she turns into a banshee and lets loose on you. And don’t think your copper will be spared. His lost, bedraggled puppy charm will only go so far with her.”

      “I can’t believe you’re still scared of her. You’re practically married now.” Jax scowled and slumped back into the chair. But her gran was not to be trifled with, so she changed the subject. Somehow, someway, Gran would know they were talking about her and suddenly materialise, or the universe would throw some weird vibe at them or collapse in on itself. “Isn’t that Gran’s new kitten she found? What’s its name? Clothespin?”

      “Pincushion. Pinny for short, because look at her. Cute as a pincushion.” A foolish grin infected Taris’ stubbled, gruff face. “Look at her, aww, precious. Sooo adorable.”

      “Thought it was cute as a button. Anyway.” Jax shook her head. Now she knew why her gran had so many cats. It wasn’t for herself, but for Taris. “We’ve made a breakthrough in the case.”

      “You two still fixated on that cold case?” Taris slurped some tea and ahh’d. “I know you’re bored being dead, but at least find something more exciting to do than solve grisly cold cases. Especially that particular one.”

      “What’s wrong with this one? Because it’s so bloody?”

      “Triggering.”

      “It is not.” Jax groaned.

      Between her copper and Taris, they over-coddled her. And if that wasn’t triggering her demon, nothing else would. Everyone has a demon inside them, the potential to do the unconscionable. Only, hers was different. It burned and roiled in rage, spurring her to put things right—no matter what, no matter how. But it had gone too far…she had gone too far…by letting it take control. She’d revelled in the narcotic high it produced, lashing out in abandon. Wanting more. She’d had a veritable bacchanalia.

      “Look, we’ve solved six so far,” she continued. “And what’s more exciting than solving crimes? Putting things to right. Keeps the brain from getting addled.”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” He shrugged and glanced about the cockpit while scratching his scruffy beard. “Playing puzzles, taking up a hobby, gardening, painting. Knitting.” He side-eyed her—as that was his other ardent hobby—as though he expected a snide comment. “Anything but something remotely close to what you used to do. Think of it like early retirement.”

      “I’ll go positively batty if I retire, you know that. And again, the monster is sleeping, if that’s what you’re implying. I’ve tried all the other things before. I smashed the puzzle, I accidentally on purpose threw plant pots at people and made a mess, and I ripped the canvas a new bum hole…several bum holes, like a pincushion.” Jax grinned. “And I think the world only needs one terrible knitter…” She glanced pointedly at his sweater. “Look, what me and my copper are doing is what I—we—need to be doing. And it helps me. It’s therapeutic.” She rolled her eyes. “Can we please just move on from this subject? The both of you are starting to sound like broken diskettes,” she said on purpose, knowing it would rile him.

      “It’s records. Broken records.” Then Taris muttered something about bleeding AI therapists and uneducated young people. He cleared his throat. “Fine, fine. But how is the copper’s friend going to explain how all these cases are being solved? It’s only a matter of time before people start questioning these miraculous revelations popping up from out of nowhere.”

      “Aoki is who mentioned this case. It’s been sat in the archives for ages, and ever since the inspector in charge of cold cases dropped dead of heart failure, we’ve been solving them. And doing ‘exemplary work’, if you please.” Jax sat straighter and pushed out her chin.

      Taris sniffed. “And what’s to say this Chief Aoki doesn’t blab how you two aren’t really dead? He’s still a copper. A big deal copper, at that.”

      Jax jerked up a shoulder. “Pedroni trusts Aoki. I trust Pedroni.”

      Captain Taris let out a deep sigh that bordered on a groan, minimised the puzzle, and swiped it out of the way to hover off to the left of the cockpit. He took another sip of his tea and uttered another ahh. “Right, then. Let’s hear it. What’s this breakthrough?”

      “A robot.”

      Taris stared at her and blinked. “And?”

      “That’s the killer.”

      He sighed. “Yes, and?”

      “And what?” Jax screwed up her face.

      “Who was its controller?”

      “Oh. Well. That’s the part we haven’t figured out yet.”

      Taris let out a proper groan this time and swiped the puzzle back before him. “Well, you’ve got three more days before we reach Mars’ space. Best have an idea of who sent the killer robot out to do their bidding before we get there. I don’t fancy being swarmed by mechatronics intent on killing me. And for the record, I still don’t like that you’re going down there.”

      “Have to. It’s called gathering evidence.” She chuckled internally, since she sounded more and more like her copper.

      “That evidence is twelve years old.”

      “Something is always there to be found. No one is looking for us. And the Owens murder is a distant memory, gruesome as it was.”

      “But might I remind you, this is a stolen ship.”

      “Scrubbed clean. OK said it was okay. The Liqueur is practically brand new.”

      “Stolen all the same. You know how posh the Martians are, with even posher tastes. It’s all super cruisers and chasers, and those new swanky corporate yachts and clippers. And they’re not stupid. Their security is top notch because they’ve got proper funding by all those wealthy puffins. What’s to say someone won’t recognise this ship? It could very well be from there. You know how OK wasn’t very forthcoming with the details. And those Martians are thorough. Very thorough. Body-cavity-search thorough.”

      “Relax, uncle. It’s been repainted and detailed, and stripped of its provenance. We’ll be fine. OK is very thorough as well. How many more times are we going to have to go through this? You’re becoming a Nervous Nelly in your old age.” Three more days of space. It was bad enough that in the last four years, she’d spent a total of seventy-three days on solid ground—worse than a tax dodger. Alas, not continuously. She couldn’t wait to get off and stretch her legs. “Evidence is down there. It’s been twelve years, but it’s worth a look. Something might slip out. Nobody covers their tracks that good, robot or human. Complacency knows no limits.”

      “Says the vigilante who got herself caught.”

      “It was a trap.”

      “Still caught.” Taris grunted. “Anyway. I’ve left you and your copper dinner in the kitchen. Parmesan chicken pasta and steamed veggies. Snip a piece of basil from the greenroom, it’ll make the flavours pop. Oh, and there’s chocolate pudding cake for dessert—for afterwards. Eat, Jaxy. I’ll not have you missing meals, then eating nothing but sweeties. You already eat too much junk.”

      “Is it dinner already?” She could never get used to keeping time in space. Even after four years, and no matter if the ship’s chronometer and circadian rhythm were regulated, she always lost track. But it explained her sudden—and now acute—hunger at the mention of food. Which meant she’d missed lunch. Why hadn’t Pedroni reminded her? Eating was the highlight of having to endure living in this dark armpit of the universe. Their brainstorming had obviously been so distracting, they’d both forgotten.

      “Yeah. Already.” Taris glanced at her, a finger poised near the floating screen, about to move a puzzle piece into position. “You okay, Jaxy girl?”

      “Mmm,” Jax replied. She eased back into the co-pilot seat and stared out into the black void. Occasional flashes far in the distance showed one of the multitude of relay beacons littering the area, and indicated they were still cruising along in known space. “Just thinking how nice it would be to have my feet on the ground again.”

      “Ah, landlubber,” Taris mumbled. “You know it’s bouncier there. Not like home.”

      “I know. But it’s solid ground all the same. Stop splitting hairs. My word, you’re as grouchy as ever these days. Maybe you need some fresh air and ground time.”

      Taris snorted. “No fresh air on Mars, either.”

      “Whatever.” Jax groaned and scrambled out of the chair, her mind on dinner. But mostly on the chocolate pudding Taris had hidden somewhere. As a last jab, she shouted over her shoulder, “Are we there yet?”
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      Pedroni gave the lounge the once-over. He estimated sixteen customers scattered throughout the plush, ornately decorated room, fashioned after a gentleman’s smoking parlour from long ago times. Elaborate gold-framed paintings of bucolic landscapes, horse and hound hunting scenes, and portraits of long-dead people wearing white wigs in fussy clothing hung on the burgundy- and gold-striped walls. A fabricated scent lingered in the air, like smoke from a pipe mixed with cedar and bergamot, giving the room a warm, cosy appeal. The arched banquette-styled seating had high backs, finished with faux wood carvings along the edges, and golden curves and swirls. Even the tables were heavy, mimicking dark lacquered wood, with thin gold vines and leaves around the sides. A roaring holographic fire crackled to their left. A scattering of armchairs was set around it, a thick rug in the centre in some exotic Persian style.

      A group of seven made the most noise in the lounge—a gathering of mature women. At a guess, and given how they were dressed, with their flashy bold jewellery and sharp suits, Pedroni pegged them as cutthroat professionals, most likely from the financial sector—a demographic that overpopulated Mars. The women had keen eyes and a certain bragging air about them, complemented by a taste for expensive whiskies and wines.

      The other patrons seemed more like tourists, young and wealthy with more numbers in their bank accounts than in their heads, having a quick, over-priced cocktail in the hotel’s signature lounge before being escorted to the dining room. And one, an old man who appeared to have been there since habitation began on Mars. He sat alone like a stalwart patron, crusty and crone-like, a neat whisky in hand and a rheumy stare into the fireplace. Dressed in a comfortable double-breasted classic suit, like an apparition from the past, as if he’d lived when the scenes from the paintings on the wall were alive.

      Pedroni’s cop senses were piqued. Something about the old man’s manner, his expression, showed intriguing layers. Despite appearing engrossed by the fireplace, the way he held his posture made it seem as if he was acutely aware of his surroundings. Like a hunter, waiting in silence, listening to the rhythms of his environment, and whatever prey was around him.

      “Mmm,” Jax murmured, almost purring. She wore her auburn-haired wig draped over one shoulder. Her dress, clean lines and minimal jewellery like a wealthy socialite. “I like this place. Very sedate and comforting. Classy. It oozes money and power. Mmm, and soooo much corruption.” She shivered with a smile. “Yum.”

      “Yeah.” Pedroni made the noncommittal reply as he continued to absorb the room. Or as Jax would say, being a copper.

      But he also liked to drink in the ambiance and culture of different places. Chasing Jax had taken him to all sorts of locations on Earth, and each time, he’d made a point of stopping to admire and appreciate his surroundings. This was his first time on Mars, and though it was an offshoot of Earth, it still held something unique and alien. Mars even smelled different.

      One would think, having to live in space to stay dead, he’d have at least visited the place. Nope. His time had been split between living on space ships—three so far, including the Liqueur—and flitting across for short trips to stay on random space stations and outposts across the inhabited system. The most recent had been Brigand’s Dock, a neutral territory for pirates and other unsavouries, including the odd adventure tourist. But Brigand’s was a no-questions-asked safe haven for all, with a mish-mash of Earthlings just trying to stay under the radar. They’d even worn disguises in the event they might be recognised. But, despite that, it had been well worth the visit, and something they’d needed, being the landlubbers Taris insisted they were.

      Living in space was a necessity, but Pedroni loved solid earth, preferably on Earth. Even though the simulated, artificial environments of stations and outposts offered some relief, they still caused mild claustrophobia. But it was a smidgeon better than being stuck in a ship and moving through a frigid vacuum, trusting the ship’s hull integrity remained intact. His face twitched and he rubbed at his fake beard. Without thinking, he sighed. He missed fresh air.

      “Relax.” Jax curled her arm around his as they entered the plush lounge of the Becquerel Crater Arms. “You have copper screaming out from every pore on your body. You’ll start to smell like one too.”

      “Can’t help it,” he mumbled. “And speaking of which, speak for yourself. Don’t think I didn’t catch you counting heads and checking all the exits, Miss Vigilante.”

      “I’m only making certain we don’t have to fight our way out of here and make a quick getaway to the emergency pods. Being stuck under a dome is giving me a twitch. What if it rains rocks?” She quickened her pace and sidled into a banquette seat, scooting over to the middle so she had a commanding view of the entire lounge. She was in her element, a cat surveying the world. “That’s far worse than the dreary London rain.”

      “Do you miss it? Home?” The thought of fresh air and solid ground lingered in his thoughts. Pedroni sat to her left so he could keep an eye on the entrance.

      “Terribly.” Jax sighed, but her eyes scanned the room in three sweeps before lifting to the domed ceiling. He followed her stare. Hiding the metal rafters, it had been redone and plastered, to a chalky off-white façade to resemble the vaulted ceiling of a church or grand pavilion.

      Twelve years ago, this lounge had been a conference area, sectioned off into three rooms. Twelve years ago, the now-burgundy carpeted floor had been a calming grey and awash in blood, the lower part of the curved ceiling dashed with arterial spray.

      Jax fixated on where a metal rafter hid behind the plastering, then on the floor, mere metres from their seat. The scene of the crime. She angled her head as if visualising the position of the body. Maingot Owens’ head had once faced the entrance, as if he’d been trying to run away.

      “Yeah, I miss it too,” Pedroni agreed. In their time together, since before they played dead, they’d synced perfectly, blending professional and personal in a harmonious, almost musical balance. It was bizarre. The cop and the criminal, two polar opposites, who were more similar than it appeared. Like now. “I miss my parents—even my bossy sister and her screaming sons. I should’ve told them I was alive.”

      “They wouldn’t have understood. As good as they are, they’re too coppy to understand.”

      “Hey.” He scowled. “I was too. It’s in my genes, remember?”

      “You’ve evolved and you’re different. You’re consorting with the enemy.” She winked at him and pouted her mouth into a kissy-face. “And genes always have a way of getting kinks and quirks. That’s how cycles are broken.”

      He leaned in to kiss her. “Talk like that could get you into procreation mode.”

      Jax jerked back and straightened. “Ugh. Don’t even say things like that.”

      A serving robot, dressed in a white tuxedo, glided towards them to take a drinks order. As silently as it had approached, it left.

      Jax grunted. “See. See that there? Robots can float away. No evidence left behind. It all makes sense. I told you so.”

      Pedroni recalled the case file. “Maingot Owens was an investment banker for the MEI Corporation. Had a pristine record, exemplary work history and success rate, so it was obvious to his peers he’d be transferred to the Mars branch. He’d been here five months, proving his worth and bringing up his clients’ portfolios by sixty percent. He knew his stuff, and his superiors all had good things to say about him. So, how’d he end up here, brutally killed? By a robot, as you say. Doesn’t add up.” And the case officers had hit a dead end. They’d even sent probes and search teams outside of the habitat to see if the killer had vanished into the Martian terrain. Nothing. Even when the ICSP were called in to handle the case, nothing. No substantial motive, suspect, let alone evidence. Aside from all the blood splatter, Maingot Owens may as well have dropped from the sky like falling rocks, already dead.

      “How does Star Boy Owens make someone peeved enough to want to kill him,” Jax mused, but her eyes made another quick sweep of the room.

      “Exactly. Especially this far out.” Every angle had been investigated, including possible clients Owens may have been with who had perhaps coerced him into travelling to the north of the planet. But everything had turned up as a dead end. And no transportation records or surveillance of him commuting were found.

      The serving robot glided back and deposited a draft beer in front of Jax and a bourbon on the rocks for Pedroni, along with a silver bowl filled with sugared almonds. Pedroni offered his wrist relay, and the robot angled its body towards it. With a discreet ping, funds were transferred from his and Jax’s dummy account.

      “All the angles were poked at. No enemies, no rivals, no jealous co-workers. Happy clients, happy bosses, no personal problems. Not even his pet puppy-bot had an issue.”

      Pedroni took a sip of his drink and nodded with approval. As bourbons went, this was a smooth blend with a nice, easy kick to the back of his throat finished with a smoky aftertaste. He popped a sugared almond in his mouth and just about groaned in delight. A sweet and salty burst of flavour exploded over his tastebuds; the fresh nutty crunch of the almonds enhanced it even more. He pushed the bowl over to Jax for her to try.

      “He had a puppy-bot?” Jax scrunched her face, picking up an almond to eat. “How old was he? Twelve? No wonder he got killed—oh, yum! These are scrummy-delicious.” She grabbed a few more and stuffed them into her mouth like a greedy child, dusting her lips with the sugar crystals.

      Pedroni helped himself to another. “Didn’t you read the report?”

      “I must’ve dozed off from how dull his life was. I would’ve killed him just because of that.” She blew out a breath and stared at her beer. “This tastes like wee.”

      “Want another one? Why do you always order beer everywhere we go?”

      “To see if it’s worth it. Bad beer means the establishment doesn’t give a poo about customers or their eclectic tastes.”

      “Beer drinkers have eclectic tastes?” Pedroni chuckled. “Explain that one to me?”

      “They think beer drinkers are beneath them. So, they serve piss-poor swill. Look at that place on Galloway 6 where Taris took us. A little dive shack, barely held together by its nuts and bolts, yet it had the best beer this side of the solar system. Because they treat their customers like royalty. Unlike this place, where it looks like royalty but serves expensive wee to what they consider common beer drinkers, and expect you to drink frothy designer cocktails for the same price as an airbike—without even any tassels or a bell, I might add.”

      “Why don’t you have a cocktail then? They look sweet and fruity—you like that.” Especially given her addiction to over-the-top, sickly-sweet smoothies. Her sweet tooth was beyond imagination.

      “I will not lower my standards and drink them.” She sat straighter. “I’m British, and I will drink my pint.”

      “You’re Welsh.”

      “Same difference.”

      “You mean you’re British only when it’s convenient to be.”

      “Beer is our religion.” She stared at him.

      “I thought it was ale.” He raised his hands in resignation. “All right, all right, I get it. Like fish and chips and mushy peas, proper tea, roast beef and Yorkshire pudding, and fry-ups for Sunday breakfast. Cricket, football not soccer, polo, and, and… What am I missing?”

      “Rounders.”

      “Yeah, that one. Rounders, not baseball.”

      “Exactly. Some traditions never die. And I think it’s random—purposely random.”

      “Your country’s preference in food and sports?” His turn to scrunch his face.

      “Maingot Owens. Do keep up.” She sipped her beer, winced, but swallowed. She stuffed some more almonds in her mouth as if to eradicate the bad taste.

      “His murder?”

      “Yes. I’m still uncertain if it was only to make a point, or if it was random but still on purpose to make a point.”

      “Yeah.” Pedroni clicked his tongue. “I’m gonna need a little more than that.”

      “Here. Try this angle, then.” Jax pushed her drink away. “You have an average dude, minding his business, who has no business being in this area—literally—kilometres and kilometres from the financial district in Arcadia Row and his residence. Yet here he is, dead as a doornail in an empty conference room in the dead of the Martian night. If we work the robot angle, then it could mean he either pissed someone off who then sent out a killer robot to off him, or, and this is a big or, a psycho robot picked a random dude, Owens, to target and kill for no particular reason other than to kill.”

      “But since when do mechatronics turn psycho and pick a target to randomly kill?”

      “Exactly. Unless they're programmed to do so. So that means the actual killer is a living, breathing human being. And if they’re still alive, it’s someone we can catch and make them pay.”

      Pedroni scratched his chin, the disguise beard itchy. “Or it could’ve glitched.”

      “What glitch makes a robot perform precision executions? A glitch would’ve made it go all haywire and kill willy-nilly, made stir-fry pieces of the body, like, on the spot. Not dragged someone to distant parts to then do the haywire deed. This was programmed. Right down to the very specific strikes.”

      “Point taken.” Pedroni thought about it, and the other thing they’d both considered, but it was unlikely a piece of machinery could become self-aware and then perform murder. Because, for something like that to happen, someone would still be responsible for creating such a machine. It all pointed back to a human being responsible for whatever the mechatronic did.

      “And you’re still absolutely certain this was done by a robot?” he asked, finishing his drink.

      “Absolutely.”
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