
  
    [image: JAX MARLIN]
  


  
    
      JAX MARLIN

      ~ Complete Short Story Series ~

    

    
      
        T.K. Toppin

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Jax Marlin

          

          — Complete Short Story Series —

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Fire Purge

        The Marlin Strikes Again

        The Necromancer of the Avon

        The Devil Inside

        The Edge of the Blade

        The Angel of Mercy

        The Web Untangles

        The Pinch of the Noose

        The Devil must Die

        The Encore Ovation

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Jax Marlin – The Complete Short Story Series

      ©2021 by T.K. Toppin

      Cover Art ©2021 by Tomomi Ink

      Edited by Kriegler Editing Services

      All rights reserved.

      Images for cover art sourced from iStockphoto. Other images digitally drawn by artist with Adobe Illustrator, Photoshop, and retouched using Procreate. No artificial generated images were used.

      All characters in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      Any reproduction or unauthorised use of the material contained herein, or the cover art, is prohibited without express written permission of the Author, and of the Artist.

      No generative artificial intelligence (AI) was used in the production of this work. The author expressly prohibits the use of this publication as training data for AI technologies or large language models (LLMs) for generative purposes. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and the development of LLMs.

      This work of fiction is created by the Author and her 100% human imagination.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Little Preamble…

          

        

      

    

    
      Following the events from the full-length novel, Jax Marlin—To Catch a Marlin, the vigilante, Jax Marlin, and the special inspector who chases her, Michael Pedroni, find themselves on a journey of deeper self-discovery and mutual understanding as they battle the criminals of the world.

      

      What was once black and white and by the book, no longer applies. The world is filled with myriad shades and perspectives, and in order to conquer evil, one must do what one must. Learning this prompts Pedroni to make a life-altering decision. As for Jax, her once-resolute focus wavers when her driving force, the fire inside her, takes over with violent results. She battles her inner demon in a life-long war, she realises she can’t change who she is and what drives her: bad people must be punished. She must make the ultimate decision: destroy the beast within or continue down the destructive path of homicidal abandon.

      

      Follow the adventures of Jax and Pedroni from the dark depths of space and sunny tropical islands to the fume-filled streets of major cities.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What’s Inside

          

          Ten Short Stories in one book - reading order:

        

      

    

    
      The Fire Purge

      Be careful what you wish for. When every wish you desire is granted by a benevolent AI, make certain to ask for only what you can handle. Jax Marlin is back in the abysmal depths of space on a sinful pleasure dome named Ring of Fire. Hot on her heels is ICSP Special Inspector Michael Pedroni. Jax’s desire is to stop a cold sadist in his tracks. Pedroni’s wish: to capture the elusive Marlin—but he would settle for a kiss.

      

      The Marlin Strikes Again

      You get what you deserve. Beneath the shiny exterior of a quaint university town lurk danger and perverse deeds. Jax Marlin sets her sights on a paedophile and gives him all that he deserves. With his deeds so filthy, Jax is glad her special inspector will not bear witness; some things are better handled privately.

      

      The Necromancer of the Avon

      Aboard the Avon, a phantom menace revels in gory death. Special Inspector Michael Pedroni travels into the depths of space to solve a gruesome massacre. To his surprise, Jax Marlin is also aboard—to capture her prey, the Necromancer Killer, long since thought dead. As vigilante and inspector set their differences aside to stop a killer, they must decide how. For Jax, punishment means death, but Pedroni has other ideas. Can he allow her to kill the killer? Will Jax show mercy and stay her hand? And can they both come to terms with that stolen kiss in the darkened shadows of a crawlspace?

      

      The Devil Inside

      Death comes to us all. Denied a death, Jax’s inner devil lashed out at the world’s criminals. Special Inspector Pedroni, always a step behind, chases his foe with a heavy heart, unable to believe his Jax has become a murderer. Can Jax keep her demon, one she’s kept at bay for years, in control before her sanity is lost? And can Pedroni come to terms with what she’s become?

      

      The Edge of the Blade

      Jax Marlin has vanished, missing for almost two years. Is she hurt? Is she dead? Questions hound Special Inspector Pedroni as he suffers in silence, wondering what has become of his vigilante. Of his Jax. Unable to resist, unable to turn another blind eye or accept that Jax would turn her back on the world, Pedroni resorts to the one thing that he swore he would never do: he takes the law into his own hands. Can he maintain balance as he treads the dangerous line between good and evil? Can he live with it, or will his conscience eat him from the inside out?

      

      The Angel of Mercy

      Even vigilantes need angels. Jax Marlin remains in hiding, reluctant to conquer her own monster and face the world. As Christmas 2400 descends, Pedroni waits for Jax with growing despair. The kidnapping of a young girl finally draws Jax from hiding, taking her to the balmy Caribbean shores of Barbados. Can Jax save the kidnapped girl? Will Pedroni finally capture his vigilante? But not all is as it seems, and not all who need saving, want it.

      

      The Web Untangles

      Death is sometimes served. Following gruesome murders in Romania, in twisted vampire style, Special Inspector Pedroni and his new assistant, Padmore, dissect the clues. Jax is also in Romania—to stop the killer—but what she discovers is far more heinous. Death must be served, and the guilty must pay. But can she stop the killer before the despicable act is forever hidden?

      

      The Pinch of the Noose

      Appointments with death must be kept—without delay. Injured and on the run, Jax Marlin must help her inspector at all costs. While she recovers in her grandmother’s cottage in Wales, plans are set in motion to bring down a monster—as well as one of the largest criminal organisations in the world. Working together again, she and Pedroni devise a trap that must not fail. But can Jax draw the noose tight without getting caught too?

      

      The Devil must Die

      All must die, including the devil, and if the only way is to remain in prison, facing due punishment, then so be it. Jax Marlin knows that she must pay for all she has done. To her surprise, Pedroni’s presence in her life, however she can have him, is the only way her devil dies. But does Pedroni want her inner beast to go? The world needs her—he needs her! In a split second, life-altering decisions face them both.

      

      The Encore Ovation

      Ending and beginnings. Presumed dead, Jax Marlin and Pedroni have escaped Earth and are back in deep space to help her old friend, Captain Taris, as he takes on the murderous pirate king, Ballez. Jax devises a plan to pit Earth’s notorious underground conglomerate against the pirate, hopeful they will destroy each other. But Ballez is clever and truly unconscionable as he sets out on a bloody path towards Earth, leaving death and destruction in his wake. Jax and Pedroni must stand, stronger together, to save the world.
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      Jax Marlin had slipped through his fingers yet again. The repetition of this predicament had become embarrassing, and Special Inspector Michael Pedroni found many reasons not to submit regular status reports to his superiors. He prided himself in being a stickler for rules and details, in solving cases, and didn’t relish the humiliation that would ensue from his current pitiful progress. But it seemed his superiors weren’t particularly interested in his ongoing investigation into the vigilante. In fact, he suspected they only humoured him now. Sometimes they treated him like the retired colleague who needed something to occupy himself with, and so allowed him to “keep busy.” After all, Jax was doing the authorities a favour in that the crime rate across the world had plummeted—as had her “Most Wanted” status, which had dropped to the thirties in the list. Other times, Pedroni wondered if he was the token representation of the law trying to do something to stop her.

      In the last eight months, he had travelled to almost every corner of Earth, skipped across space as far as the Bacchus Dome, and to the numerous space stations and ports betwixt and between. In the two months since Bacchus, though, Jax had been suspiciously quiet. Pedroni could only surmise that she needed time to recoup. And call it a hunch or a gut feeling, but he suspected that, rather than the physical hurts she had sustained, her emotions might be the reason, like it had been for him. She wasn’t one to play the damsel in distress card, but he couldn’t disregard the wistful dip in her tone the last time they’d spoken. When she’d called him. And he’d been pretty certain, then, that she’d also been crying.

      After Bacchus, and the mountain of report filing and damage report claims that needed sorting, Pedroni had been buried in the dull admin side of investigative work. His immediate supervisor, Chief Inspector Aoki, had ordered him to take a two-week holiday, one he’d gladly taken. Call it a sabbatical or self-preservation, but Pedroni had found the break helped him sort out his wavering, and conflicting, emotions regarding the bane of his existence. One thing remained certain: he remained as unclear as ever about where he stood with Jax Marlin. But the spark between them was mutual. And it was real.

      There was an attraction between himself and Jax. Though polar opposites—she, the criminal, he, the cop—they were drawn to each other like magnets. That he was so in tune with her seemed absolutely normal, though unsettling. He was glad he’d been chosen to chase her, not some eager, uncaring cop who wouldn’t think twice about just shooting her dead instead of capturing her. The world needed her, despite what she was and her methods. And he needed the chase; knowing that she was out there, waiting, ready, taunting him to catch her, injected him with a thrill he’d never before experienced. And he needed her—like a drug. And he’d come to accept it. There was no point fighting it any longer. The addiction was real. He wondered if it might be the same for her. Then again, perhaps he was being far too hopeful that she even cared.

      She was a criminal. He was a cop.

      But she’d given him a Welsh love spoon. It hadn’t helped his emotional turmoil in the least. It continued to hang over his front door in Vancouver, where she’d placed it. The traditional object comforted him each day he glanced at it before going to work. It made him smile; made going to work each day bearable. And even made the derisive snorts of laughter behind his back, from his colleagues, tolerable.

      Now, at the tail-end of the 24th century, spring, approached. But, instead of witnessing the glorious wonder of nature waking up from snowy sleep, he found himself on the Ring of Fire pleasure station, way out by the fringe colonies of Mars. In his opinion, it was no better than Bacchus with its in-your-face, sexually charged atmosphere. He had the worst luck and seemed destined to be thrown into uncomfortable situations—deep space being one of them.

      On Bacchus, he’d had to strip down to almost nothing in order escape the clutches of an amorous woman. As the name suggested, revelry and excess was the norm. On Ring of Fire, the atmosphere and services catered to a more refined and selective customer. Patrons were not overtly aggressive in their sexual advances since the resident AI, present throughout the station, made sure all needs were met and all wishes granted—for an extortionate price.

      Pedroni’s only wish was that he’d finally lay his hands on the elusive Jax Marlin.

      His modest hotel suite, in the economy levels, overlooked a virtual realm where subtle erotic shapes and colours merged and twisted together in rhythmic pulses. Low, driving, mood-altering music played in the background. Sweat beaded under his collar. He had an intense, overwhelming desire to kiss someone. Swallowing hard, his throat burned. With effort, he slammed a palm over the control button so the window blacked out the view. Then he ordered the music to be silenced. He couldn’t afford to get distracted; he was too close.

      But the lingering effects of the mood music seeped the image of Jax into his psyche—not that she’d ever left his thoughts. Her hair, fathomless black, straight, cut with sharp angles and edges that exposed her long pale neck and accentuated her elfin face. Her lips, full, with a rosebud pout that would curl at the right corner into a playful smirk. And those angled eyes—large, golden orbs like fine single malt whisky, framed with thick lashes and coy brows to complete her Eurasian appearance.

      Exotic.

      Dangerous.

      Vigilantes usually are, he reminded himself.

      And her voice, smooth and clear, with a lazy British lilt. Cultured. And sultry, with a hint of playful tease, like the time she’d mocked him back on Bacchus. She’d called him her “copper” like a woman called a man her lover.

      With a sigh, Pedroni moved away from the window and hauled up his overnight bag from the floor. He rummaged inside before pulling out his ICSP-issue stunner that he’d been forced to relinquish and store in the cargo hold during the long trip. He checked the charge, heard the familiar whine as it primed to ready. Flicking on the safety, he slid it into his shoulder holster. With his weapon at his side, everything was better, safer. He didn’t need a weapon for Jax. She wouldn’t hurt him. He knew that. She’d saved his life. But could he hurt her if he had her in his sights? No. Never. The weapon was for everything else, like the disturbing mood music.

      And no weapon in the universe could chase the growing attraction he had for Jax. He’d been a little disappointed she hadn’t placed any peonies in his room, like she’d done on Bacchus. Or like the one she’d placed on his pillow at his home in Vancouver. The memory of it made his lips twitch into a smile, and warmth spread in his chest. That peony was now safely pressed between the pages of his great grandfather’s Sherlock Holmes hardcover book.

      What was wrong with him? That was the other thing that nagged him to no end. He had a job to do: bring in Jax Marlin, vigilante, criminal. He was a professional. He may be on a space station touted for its uber-extreme fantasies. but that was beside the point. And it had nothing to do with the vivid images of Jax running amok in his mind right now.

      Or the fact that she’d kissed him.

      His collar prickled at his neck, and he swallowed.

      There was the music again! He rubbed the heel of his palm to wipe the perspiration from his forehead. Where was it coming from? He’d turned it off.

      Listening, he realised that the seductive beat came from the entire hotel; it pulsed under his feet. Great. Pedroni shook his head and blew out a breath. He would purchase some earplugs to obliterate the suggestive music. He didn’t need music to feed his obsession with Jax. Kiss or no kiss, it was getting out of hand. No wonder his colleagues smirked and found amusement every time he mentioned her name. One had gone so far as to say he was in love with the vigilante. Come to think of it, those comments had escalated since she’d taken to sending him her trademark calling card of a silver handcrafted marlin. And the signed note sealed with a scarlet lipstick kiss from her lips. She’d even drawn a little heart over the “i” in his name.

      But there was no denying it. She helped. Of late, she’d shut down several crime syndicates, stopped and killed the leading terrorist known as The Queen, and prevented her cohorts from forming an alliance while on Bacchus. Her success had only elevated his standing as a case-closer and a primary on high-profile cases, despite the fact he’d lost her each time. His career flourished, keeping his name in the spotlight alongside hers.

      Because of that, HQ had reinstated his budget—but not his team.

      She may be helping the authorities, but to Pedroni she was still a criminal. Though he warred with his obsession towards her, she was what she was. A vigilante, the worst kind of criminal. And that was wrong.

      It was only a matter of time before she went out of control. And all the media kept saying was: “The Marlin Strikes Again.” He wouldn’t even be surprised if she started wearing a mask and cape.

      With a groan, he sat on the too-soft bed and picked up the room’s relay link. Focus. Time to give his old friend a call.
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        * * *

      

      Jax Marlin curled a corner of her mouth and smiled as she studied her copper. He wasn’t attractive in the conventional sense, but he wasn’t unattractive—at least, not to her. She found him rather dashing in that reserved, broody way. His serious dark eyes, thoughtful, glittered with interest at everything. Cop eyes. Cop focus. And the wavy dark hair, a bit unkempt. The silver streaks only added to his pensive manner, and complemented his angular face.

      Under the guise of a recharging companion droid, wearing nothing but gold body paint, Jax stood motionless against the wall across from the hotel’s lounge, one hand pressed against a power outlet. Pedroni sat on an armchair, obvious as a neon sign, waiting. He kept tugging his jacket lapels and tapping his foot, making a point of averting his eyes from other hotel guests who were in varying states of undress and plastering a deep, disapproving scowl across his features. “Uncomfortable” was the word that came to mind.

      A service droid affected a sway to “her” hips as it walked, and approached to ask if he desired anything while he waited. Pedroni sent it away with a polite smile and a firm shake of his head. His voice, when he spoke, was low—not deep, just low and even, lightly seasoned with the sounds of New York. Jax liked to hear it. A pleasant sound, like how a man would speak when relaxed. Though she knew his voice could be harsh and scathing, its tone always calmed her.

      Jax smiled again as the dull pain of emotion pulsed through her chest. Why did this copper affect her so? He was an ordinary, run-of-the-mill, by-the-book cop who was probably focused only on her and wouldn’t think twice about putting her away. Like every other copper. But she couldn’t stop thinking of this copper. He was a shining star, a bolt of warmth that never failed to sear into her, and he even looked like wholesome goodness. Though his nose was a little big, it suited him and gave him an intellectual air. His mouth was a neat line with a small peak in the upper lip, so it appeared like he was always about to say something. Mmm, and those lips tasted of a woodsy, cedar-filled forest.

      And the way he smiled so easily, polite and honest, with a naïve air judging by the way he interacted with the people around him—even that service droid. A true gentleman. But the ingrained suspicious nature that was pure copper was indelibly there. It was in his genes. He couldn’t help how he acted; she didn’t think he even realised his own manner. It only went to his advantage; it made him trustworthy and earnest.

      Earnest Pedroni, with the dogged determination of a bloodhound, unwilling to give up the scent of his prey. Unwilling to bend or even see other colours besides black and white. Cop colours. Give up? Not a chance. She reckoned he didn’t even know the meaning of that. He was a lot like her in that respect. He had a job to do—much like she did. But he was like an overprotective father, and there had been no mistaking the absolute concern in his voice when they last spoke. There’d been something else in his tone as well, like how someone cared for their lover. It made her skin pebble and heart rate skitter. Is that why she adored him so?

      Without warning, her mind skipped back into her past, and her chest ached as her heart raced. So much blood, so much screaming, so much pain. Such senseless violence…rage.

      She blinked, clenched her jaw, and focused on Pedroni. The chaos inside her calmed.

      Her copper rubbed his chin, and she imagined hearing the bristly scrape of stubble. He wasn’t a large man. Rather petite, in fact, nudging on the generous side of five-nine. His movements were measured, careful, and smooth. But when prompted into action, he was deadly and swift. She’d witnessed firsthand how fast he could move. A skilled fighter.

      But he was in desperate need of a lover’s care. She smiled at the memory of how his face had felt, the way his high cheekbones crested his face into interesting angles. The way his eyes had burrowed deep into hers. The softness of those lips…

      Pedroni’s face lit with recognition and Jax shifted her eyes to see what had grabbed his attention. A portly man approached the inspector and extended his hand. Her copper stood in greeting; they shook hands. Such a gentleman.

      Hmm. She creased her nose as instant dislike for the newcomer needled her. But who have we here?
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        * * *

      

      “Inspector Ryder.”

      “Inspector Pedroni. Oh, wait…Special Inspector now, isn’t it?” The large man huffed out a wheeze, thumping his chest with a chubby fist. “Sorry to keep you. Bloody glide was out of order. Can you imagine?” He sat across from Pedroni and the armchair groaned under his weight.

      “It’s been a long time, Ryder.” Pedroni decided to ignore the other man’s tardiness. He could’ve at least called to say he’d be late. Thirty-five minutes. That surely warranted a simple call. The last time he’d seen Ryder had been a decade earlier—a much slimmer, fitter version of the man seated before him now. Pedroni was glad his sister hadn’t married Ryder. “I see the Ring agrees with you.”

      Ryder nodded with a grin; his cheeks rose high from it, obliterating most of his eyes. “Plum job, this is. Not much happens this far out, not when sex and fantasies are the only things on your brain. People keep to themselves here. From time to time, oh, you know, the lines get a bit blurred thanks to the extreme nature of the…activities. But—” Ryder shook his head and affected weariness. “—violent crimes still warrant investigation. We had three deaths this rotation. Nothing serious, though, just jealousy and all.”

      “Three?” Nothing serious? Death is always serious. When had Ryder become so jaded? “As opposed to?”

      “As opposed to the odd one or two every other rotation.”

      “Impressive.” Pedroni wanted to sneer, but held himself in check.

      “Oh, yes,” Ryder replied with seriousness. “Three this rotation. Absolute mayhem.”

      “This rotation?” Pedroni let it slide. He had no idea how they calculated space station time, months or yearly cycles, so rotation was a completely foreign term. It was bad enough that his internal clock was messed up, and the last time he was in space was still not long enough ago to be labelled a distant memory.

      “Oh, yes. Happened during some ritual orgy or swapping. All three in one go—they recorded it, so that’s how we know what happened. Apparently the swapping partners weren’t in agreement beforehand about who they were being swapped with, and then one ended up being too long with one woman and⁠—”

      “Right. So, you contacted HQ, said you think Marlin’s here? You didn’t elaborate, but you seemed certain. Was this it? These killings?”

      Pedroni suspected, like many in law enforcement, that Ryder was already in the loop and eager to jump onto the high profile case. News of his pursuit of The Marlin, as the press called her, had spread far and wide. The large inspector had seemed overly interested, and insisted Pedroni get to the Ring as soon as possible.

      “Yes. I mean, no, not those deaths.” Ryder frowned and blinked. It seemed he wanted to spend more time talking about the jealousy-related murders than going straight into business. “Yes, this Marlin woman you’re after. Interesting case, isn’t it?”

      “Very.” Impatience slipped out. Pedroni disguised it with a small cough. “Almost a year, and I’m still chasing. She’s a smart woman, always a step ahead.”

      Ryder chuckled. He had twitchy brown eyes that tended to dart around everywhere while he spoke. Pedroni had always found that habit irritating. He preferred direct eye contact.

      “Vigilante, right?” Ryder continued, still not getting to the point. “You know, I don’t know why you bother. She’s doing us all a favour.”

      “You know me.” Pedroni let out a sigh. “Listen, time is against me. You said you had some information about where I might find her.”

      “Oh, yes, yes.” The other man waved a hand, more to fan his clammy neck than anything else. His skin did have a pasty sheen. “Not just that, but the reason she might be here. See—” He leaned closer. “—I’ve heard there’s a very suspect individual staying with us here, on RF. Nasty man, if what I hear is true. A man by the name of Nathan Moor.”

      Pedroni’s eyebrows shot up. “Moor!” The name was known well enough. Nathan Moor, the Earth industrialist, suspected of human trafficking, cloning, and whatever vile crime there was to be done. The last he’d heard, Moor was in the wind. So, it appeared he’d come to Ring of Fire to hide out?

      “The very same,” Ryder replied with a deep nod, and tapped his nose. “Nothing has been confirmed, but my sources say a big whale checked into the penthouse suite—and on the Dream Fire Level, too. Booked it out for five rotations straight. Only the most secret of secret things are conducted up there. The AI grants every twisted and nasty little wish in those rooms, virtual or otherwise.” Ryder leaned in until he was inches from Pedroni, and whispered, “Even with…animals.” He straightened on a shudder. “I’m waiting for confirmation on his ID, but those can be rejiggered like cosmetic surgery. Still, my sources are pretty certain it’s him. And aside from that, your girl was rumoured being spotted on Lunar Station taking a connecting flight to Mars. That’s right next door! Now, I say your girl is here. I think she’s here to stop Moor. We’ve also had numerous arrivals this past week, all single women fitting the description of your Marlin.”

      Despite everything Pedroni had against Ryder and his opportunist ways, he was still a sharp cop. Ryder also had a nose for gossip—the juicier, the better. If Ryder said Nathan Moor was on RF, then chances were he was. And if he’d been informed of a possible Jax spotting on the stations, and if Pedroni knew anything about Jax, then she was definitely here for Moor.

      “I want in.” Ryder dropped all pretences.

      “Marlin is my case.” Pedroni tensed, his hackles rising.

      “Not her, fool. Moor. I want Moor—when she brings him down. Do you even know what his arrest will do to my career? I could make chief inspector for this sector in a flash.”

      “What makes you think Marlin wants him?”

      “Don’t be daft, Pedroni. The Marlin is here for Moor. I’ve studied the files on her. He’s just her type of criminal. And when it goes down, he’s mine. This is the Ring. My turf.”

      “Go right ahead, he’s yours.” Pedroni had no desire to claim bragging rights on Moor; he only wanted Jax. “But don’t get in my way, Ryder. I’ve had enough of eager cops getting in the way, just to get to Jax.”

      “Ohhh.” Ryder jerked his head with surprise and a slow smile spread across his fleshy lips. “Jax is it, now?”
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        * * *

      

      Jax finished her workout session with yoga stretches and deep breathing; it helped to clear her mind in a way the brutal mixed martial arts routine didn’t. Being so close to her copper never failed to leave her agitated. She’d been unable to leave any flowers in his room, and that irked. For once, she didn’t have the drop on him, having found out too late that he’d come, and had no idea which room he’d be assigned. Guilt punched her. White peonies were her copper’s favourite. Perhaps she could sneak in and leave one on his bed.

      “That would freak him for sure.” Her shoulders sagged. “Oh, Jaxy.” So much for relaxation.

      She hopped off the coffee table she’d been balancing on to do her yoga poses, and grabbed a beer from the small fridge. Cracking open the top, she took a deep swig, then let out an impressive burp. “Concentrate, Jaxy.” She affected Granny Fish’s tone, and even scowled like she would.

      Jax had secured a room on the Mist Ring Level, three floors under Nathan Moor’s and an entire wing away. Too far to do any proper surveillance on the sick bastard, but she didn’t want to move any closer. It was better to surveil from afar and remain discreet. Regardless, the AI kept harassing her with gooey requests and invitations to make sure her needs were met. In the Mists, she was granted only one wish a day. The first wish she’d asked for on arrival was for the dear AI to shut the hell up. She had enough trouble with her copper clouding her mind, and having a computer-generated intelligence hovering around, prompting more fantasies about Pedroni, was the last thing she needed.

      Jax pulled out her data tablet and scrolled through her file on Nathan Moor. Besides being a human trafficker and an all-purpose criminal of the nasty and perverse variety, he had a particular appetite for snakes. Preferably snakes inside women.

      “Nasty sod,” she mumbled, and took another swig of beer.

      She studied Moor’s face, or the last known image the police databanks had of him. Middle-aged, on the young side, with silver-streaked dark hair cropped short and neat. Square face, tanned, with an aquiline nose, long and thin, over a sensuous mouth, he resembled a Greek sculpture. The only thing wrong with his face were his eyes—cold, dark, and deep-set. His fit body, tapered like a diver’s, was poised as if ready to fight—a boxer’s stance. More like a thug’s, Jax sneered, a common street thug’s.

      Jax pulled up another image and placed them side-by-side on her screen. This new image had been taken the day before, when she’d spied Moor walking onto his terrace. He appeared the same, perhaps a touch older. Didn’t he think the authorities knew he was this far out? How stupid could one get? Cocky, that’s what he was. And over-confident. He probably had a few coppers on his payroll—he seemed the type, and it would explain why he hadn’t been apprehended yet.

      If her sources were correct, he travelled with a bodyguard entourage of four, one of them an android. He also preferred his women athletic, agile, and aggressive so he could beat them into submission, then stick a snake into them and watch as they screamed.

      “Easy-peasey. But the only beating will be coming from me. Boy, will he be surprised.” Jax chuckled, and reached for the room’s relay link to call the front desk. She was going to ask for an upgrade into the Smoke Level. Then ask that annoying AI to grant her a wish.

      She needed to be spanked.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I still don’t understand why you’ve dragged me all the way here,” Pedroni complained, averting his eyes from the topless woman standing before them. “This has nothing to do with me catching Marlin.”

      Inspector Ryder chuckled at Pedroni’s discomfort. “Don’t be such a prude. It’s a job for these men and women. Oldest profession in the known universe.”

      “Whatever,” Pedroni muttered. Being hijacked by an excited Ryder in the middle of the night, to be taken to a brothel several wings away, was not how he’d planned on spending his first night on RF. Spacelag assaulted him at every level of his being, and he’d almost passed out on the glide-ride over. Had it not been for Ryder’s insistence that Jax was on the Ring, he’d be home, in bed, sleeping.

      “You’re such a grouch, aren’t you?” Ryder turned to the topless woman and didn’t bother to disguise his wandering gaze. “Now. Where is Anika?” Ryder pronounced each word slowly.

      Pedroni eased out a controlled breath and clenched his jaw. She was a prostitute, not stupid or hard of hearing.

      “She’s not well.” The topless woman shifted her weight onto her other leg and huffed with annoyance. Her breasts heaved like a surging wave. “Look, sorry about this. The shift warden got over-excited and reported it before she had the full story. She thought Anika was attacked. Turns out she just slipped and fell.”

      “Mmm.” Ryder didn’t seem convinced. “Slipped and fell, I see. Witnesses say she was bleeding profusely. From her bum.”

      “She…fell on some broken glass.”

      “Not buying it.” Ryder pushed her aside and barrelled his way through the entryway.

      “Hey!” The woman teetered on her platform heels, arms flapping as she tried to regain her balance.

      Pedroni reached out to steady the woman, then followed Ryder with growing irritation. Why was he even here? “Ryder, enough now. What’s going on?”

      The topless woman trailed after him, parroting the same question from behind.

      “Moor is what’s going on.” Without breaking stride, Ryder marched down a narrow corridor, poking his head into several doorways until he came to one that was locked. He rapped on the door. “Moor has a taste for beating up prostitutes. If you’d done your homework, you’d know why we’re here.”

      “Damn it, Ryder. Moor is not my concern. I thought we understood each other…” Pedroni’s voice trailed away as the door opened and they were greeted by a near-hysterical woman.

      “Get out!” she shrieked. Her face was covered in fresh bruises and welts, one eye squeezed shut with a line of blood oozing down her cheek. Her wide lips were split in two places, and her teeth were stained red. “I said no visitors. Damn it, Meesha.” Anika peered around Ryder’s massive bulk to the woman behind them. “You called the cops?”

      Ryder raised his meaty arms. “Calm down, Anika, calm down. Inspector Ryder of the RF ICSP. I know what’s happened to you. Here now, you can tell me. Who did this to you?”

      “You don’t know anything!” Anika jerked away and shuffled backwards. She gripped her robe around her. It was obvious walking caused her pain, as she clutched at her lower abdomen. “I fell down on the glide earlier today.”

      Pedroni scanned Anika’s room. A folded towel, smeared in blood, rested on a chair. Several discarded balls of tissue lay strewn about the room, also bloody. From an adjoining room, water collected as if Anika was about to have a bath. The room smelled of fresh and old blood, a musky, coppery staleness that lingered beneath a layer of antiseptics. He focused on the distressed woman again and noticed a line of blood running down the inside of her leg. He pressed his lips into a tight line. The woman needed a doctor. Fast.

      Pushing Ryder out of the way, Pedroni approached Anika. The gawk of mistrust and anger on her battered face was obvious enough, as was the terror. “Anika, please, you need to lie down. Try not to move. You’ll only bleed more.” He turned to the topless woman, still behind them, chewing her acrylic nails. “Meesha, is it? Send for a physician.”

      The woman blinked. Fear pinched her face. “One’s coming.”

      Pedroni turned to the injured woman. “Anika, just lie down. Here…” He pushed away some clothes off a small cot and beckoned her over.

      With some reluctance, Anika shuffled over, her face contorted from the effort. But she’d calmed down somewhat, and gave him a small nod. Ryder huffed and squeezed himself farther into Anika’s small room. Pedroni noted the other man seemed upset with him for taking over. Ryder’s eyes roamed around the room while Pedroni tended to Anika.

      “It was Moor, wasn’t it?” Ryder snorted. “He did this to you, didn’t he?”

      Pedroni grimaced, and sent the inspector a withering scowl. Now wasn’t the time to harass the young woman. She was in no shape to go another round; she was exhausted, and seemed grateful to be lying down.

      To Pedroni’s surprise, Anika nodded. “If that’s what his name is. Dude from the Dream Levels. The sick perv.” She sniffed and pulled the robe around her again. “Shoved a snake up my ass, he did.”

      It was Pedroni’s turn to blink. “He did…what?”

      “Yeah, you heard me. First he beat the living crap out of me, out of the blue, just wham! I tried to fight back, and he liked it. I thought it was part of the game, so played along—until he tried to strangle me while he banged me from behind. I mean, really strangle me! I was starting to black out, I panicked and tried to get away…and then…then he shoved a freaking snake up my ass. And he just stood there, laughing.”

      Meesha, still in the doorway, gasped. So did a few others now congregating behind her. “I’ve heard of him. The other houses—they’ve reported similar things.”

      “The others?” Ryder jerked his head to her. “Why hasn’t it been reported to Security?”

      Meesha sneered at him. “We keep our business to ourselves. Like you didn’t know.” She rolled her eyes.

      Pedroni rubbed his chin. “It’s happened before? Other girls from other…establishments have been attacked? Ryder, that’s more than enough for you to pay a visit to Moor. At least, back on Earth, it would be. What’s the policy here?” Having experienced the run-around on Bacchus, Pedroni thought it prudent to ask first.

      Ryder shifted his bulk and acted like he wanted to prop his rump on a chest of drawers. “Discretion. That’s what our policy is. We just can’t go barrelling in on the word of these prostitutes.”

      Meesha straightened and heaved in a breath. “We’re a licensed association of professional companions, thank you very much. We all have our degrees and certifications. You just wait ’til he starts on the paying guests.”

      “Tomato. Tomahhh-to.” Ryder rolled his eyes now. “You’re still prostitutes.”

      Pedroni sighed. Why’d I think it’d be different here? He levelled his eyes on Ryder. “These companions are protected by basic human rights—as we all are. Nathan Moor is a known criminal. Now you say he’s here on RF, and you know his…fetish. You want him brought in, yet you hesitate when the opportunity presents itself? You’d rather he endanger the lives of more women than act? Have you lost your mind, or has living here this past decade made you soft? With all the outstanding warrants on Moor⁠—”

      “That doesn’t apply here! This isn’t Earth. This is RF. I still have to respect the policies here.” Ryder’s eyes darted around the room. “RF has a very exclusive clientele—most have immunity. Waivers and contracts are signed, that sort of stuff. Plus, Earth laws don’t apply here since, technically, we’re not on Earth, or even Mars. We’re in free space. Whatever happens here is usually overlooked. Unless a life is taken.”

      “Overlooked?” Pedroni gaped, and glanced from Anika to Ryder. “Immunity my ass. Even Bacchus didn’t tolerate this kind of behaviour. What kind of sick place is this?” He shook his head as bile rose inside him. This was the reason he had transferred from New York’s violent crimes division to work for the International Criminal and Security Police, where he could pick his crimes and never have to deal with senseless violence ever again. And now this idiot before him worried more about policies and the exclusive clientele than what lay right before him? This was an act of sheer, outright violence. How could anyone ignore that?

      Jax!

      A sickening drop hit his belly as the realisation hit him. Jax planned to stop Moor. He glanced at Anika; battered and torn, yet she stared up at him with gratitude.

      Jax could handle herself; he’d witnessed it firsthand. She was a lethal human weapon. But why did he have this bad feeling she was going to lure Moor into beating her? What if he was too strong? What if she ended up⁠—

      He marched over to Ryder and gripped his lapel. “Where is this Dream Level?”
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        * * *

      

      “Wait right here.” The burly man who had opened the door gave her the once-over before jerking his head to his companion. “Tell our patron she’s here.”

      Jax twitched her leather crop against her thigh. Like the consummate dominatrix, she had outfitted herself in a black leather bra and micro pants, fishnet stockings, and knee-high boots with needle-thin heels. She returned the inspection the big man gave her with a lazy glance, then let her eyes wander about the room as if bored. The man snorted a soft chuckle and grinned with malice, as if he knew something she didn’t.

      On cue, the resident AI in her new Smoke Level room had asked what she desired. What else could she ask for but a night spent trading spanks and whippings with the most powerful man on the Ring? It didn’t take the AI long to pair her up with Moor and three others. She selected Moor. The AI had already scanned the preferences she had listed upon checking in, including her physical attributes and stamina. She had made sure she performed her martial arts exercises in front of the AI’s ever-watchful cameras—mindful to keep it toned down. While her skill level was superior, if the AI knew it, she might not be compatible with Moor or anyone else.

      The other man soon returned, and beckoned her to follow. Jax was led down a sweeping corridor with fabricated wind and smoke, down a wide set of stairs, and, through fluttery layers of diaphanous drapes, she entered Nathan Moor’s boudoir. In the centre of the room lay a massive bed strewn with throw pillows in fiery shades. The red sheets were silky and smooth, with a slight rumple as if someone had reclined there a moment. Low side tables sandwiched the bed, one with a bottle of champagne chilling and a single glass, the other with a large, obsidian box.

      The room smelled of exotic spices, rich and heavy. Cinnamon, cardamom, anise, and something else. Something wicked. Perhaps a narcotic. Were she not about to meet a dangerous man, her curiosity would’ve been piqued.

      She didn’t see him at first, but an intense prickle at the back of her neck alerted her to his presence. His breathing. He stood, almost invisible, behind some of the sheer drapes that ringed the room. The fabrics shimmered a fiery gold, distracting the eye, and the light breeze wafting through them turned the room into a dreamy, sparkling fantasyland. Jax shifted her attention away from him, unfocused, and saw him a little clearer in her peripheral vision.

      He watched her, head lowered like a predator about to pounce.

      Jax relaxed her body, calmed her mind, and pretended to show interest in the room’s décor.

      He moved, a graceful lope, swept the drapes aside with a lazy arm movement, and approached her. Like a snake, the tip of his tongue appeared, the only sign he was excited to see her. Her stomach flipped in disgust despite her calm. Her inner devil hissed, the little voice begging her to unleash her wrath. The desire to kill him coursed through her.

      But he has to suffer first.

      She affected a seductive smile. “So, you wanted someone to play rough with you?”

      Moor mimicked her smile, revealing the tips of his even, white teeth. He didn’t reply. Instead, his eyes dragged down her body.

      His dark eyes gleamed well before his body tensed and his arm swung. She was ready for it and braced for impact.

      The pain, while sharp and hard, was manageable. Jerking her head to the side, she feigned a yelp, acted surprised, and staggered back. Then she grinned. “Do that again. I like it,” she purred, and wiped a little drool off her lips with her tongue.

      He did.

      She returned the favour, hitting him much harder than he’d have expected. Moor blinked, faltering a bit as he rubbed his jaw.

      Jax grinned, and tapped her riding crop against her thigh.

      With a sneer, he gave her a rough shove. She flailed backwards, laughing. He slapped her face and she pushed him back with a shriek. A thin smile spread across his lips and his breathing deepened.

      Oh, yeah. He likes to hear screams.

      She took a step closer, hoping to goad him. With the riding crop, she brushed the tip down his cheek. He flinched and yanked it away. The crop now in his grasp, he swung again, catching her across her neck with the leather strips. That stung enough to warrant a genuine scream. Jax diverted the sudden anger spiking through her and pretended to show fear. She noticed her reaction had the proper affect—if the growing bulge at his groin, straining against his pants, was anything to go by. He swiped the crop at her again; it smacked across her upper arm, and she hissed in pain.

      Jax leapt at him and pounded his chest with a series of feeble punches, using the heels of her fists. Laughing, he grabbed her wrists and flung her across the room and onto the bed. Diving on top, he straddled her. They wrestled for a bit until he had both of her wrists, grasped in one of his large hands, above her head. With the other hand, he slapped her face.

      She acted out a frantic struggle, thrashing, shrieking and cursing, kicking her legs. “Stop it!” she begged.

      Moor continued to laugh, his breath now coming harder, eyes glazing over. Jax thought he might be drugged to heighten his pleasure. She wouldn’t put it past him.

      He grabbed a handful of her hair to keep her head still, then yanked it back to expose her neck.

      She grimaced. Okay. That hurt.

      Moor leaned in and licked her neck with a slimy tongue. She had to suppress a cringe. His teeth gnawed at her skin, rough and hard. The saliva trickling down her neck was revolting.

      Wriggling and twisting in his grasp, playing out the resisting, scared victim, Jax wasn’t sure how much more she could endure. She planned to wait until he brought out the snake, but when his hands grabbed the front of her bra and started tugging savagely, she decided it was enough.

      With a guttural growl, Jax channelled her strength to her core, braced her legs against the bed, and arched her back with a quick hip thrust. With his attention on her bra, he lost his balance, and almost toppled over her. Using the bed like a trampoline, she flipped her legs up, wrapped them around his head, and pulled him backwards. Gasping in surprise, Moor scrabbled for purchase, instead gouging holes into her fishnets as he tried to pry her legs loose. His neck stretched as his head tilted back. He tried to bite her calves but she squeezed tighter. She pulled down harder until his back was pressed against her thighs, his legs spread open before her. With a sharp, downward jab from her elbow, she hit home at his crotch.

      Moor pealed out a roar, his body went rigid, then sagged. With a shove, Jax pushed him away and rolled off the bed. Without missing a beat, she let out a fake scream so that anyone listening wouldn’t suspect anything amiss. While Moor may have told his lackeys to ignore any screams, that didn’t mean they were to ignore his screams.

      Still writhing in pain, Moor clutched his groin, his face mottled in pure anger as he glowered at her. Reaching out, he grabbed the top of one boot and tugged. His other hand shot out and punched at her gut, which she deflected by curling her body inwards. Whatever drugs he was on, he was recovering too fast.

      Jax spun out of his grip and slammed the side of her fist across his face. That angered him more; he shook it off and surged up from the bed with a growl. They collided, and fell to the floor like wrestlers. A punch to her face sent a spear of pain up into her head. She hadn’t been ready for that one. Twisting, she deflected another blow, then brought a leg up and around his neck, and squeezed. He gagged. Pushing her leg down, she brought his head to the floor, reared up, and slammed a fist into his sternum. His body jerked from the impact. She released him, spun around, punched under his jawbone, and heard a crack as his teeth snapped together. He froze, eyes wide, and moaned in pain. Unrelenting, the next blow hit his ear. His eyes lost focus. He staggered and slumped to the floor. For good measure, she punched him in the other ear. He dropped hard, face first, lowing like a cow.

      Jax hopped to her feet and stalked the room, eyeing the black box. She flipped up the lid to confirm her suspicion, and slammed it shut even more quickly. The snake.

      She grabbed Moor by the shirt collar and hauled him up. Groggy and discombobulated, he blindly grabbed at her and hissed slurred curses. She propped him up on the edge of the bed then kicked him with her stilettoed heel. He fell back onto the bed, eyes wide as he tried to focus. Drool fell from his mouth and he retched a little. Digging into her boots, she pulled out a knife and proceeded to strip him of his clothing none too gently—the tip of the knife nicked and cut here and there, drawing thin red lines of blood. Her inner beast begged for a skinning, relishing the idea of gouging the knife deep into his flesh. Jax resisted the urge, and controlled her breathing.

      Moor held the side of his head, mumbling, incoherent, and propped his weight up on a shaky elbow. Disbelief and confusion etched his face. With a roundhouse punch, Jax hit him in the eye. He yelped and slumped back, helpless, as she bound him with his own clothes. She yanked free one of the many gauzy drapes and stuffed the end into his mouth to muzzle him. Using the remaining length, she wrapped it around his neck, tight enough that he almost choked, and other parts of his body to secure him.

      Stepping back, she admired her work.

      He lay on his belly, arms bound at his back, mouth gagged so he could only managed muffled yells. His legs were spread and bent up by his sides, like frogs’ legs, each tied behind the knee with the drapes that looped around his neck. If he moved too much, he’d choke himself.

      His backside was split wide before her.

      She eyed the black box with a satisfied sigh. It was time to teach Nathan Moor a very painful lesson.
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        * * *

      

      Rolling her shoulder—sore from being thrown to the hard floor by Moor’s security droid—Jax left the room.

      And froze as Inspector Pedroni’s level voice filtered down the corridor. She glanced around. There were two options: go back into the room and hide, or bolt to the far end of the corridor.

      Another voice piped up—the chunky man from the lobby. She didn’t like the look of him. He wasn’t genuine. Not like her copper.

      Turning, she bolted. The plush carpeting silenced her footfalls, but the stiletto heels almost twisted her ankles. She cursed under her breath. The corridor was quiet, the entire floor secluded and sequestered away from the other vacationers. Discreet doors presented themselves at intervals; each uniquely stylised to suggest the exclusiveness of the amenities offered inside. When she was a good distance away, she slowed her pace and ducked into the first exit she spotted—an emergency stairwell.

      On the way down the stairs, she eyeballed the AI’s watchful surveillance camera and gave it a cheeky kiss. As she turned the corner of the landing to take the next set of stairs, she flipped her middle finger in the air.
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        * * *

      

      Pedroni had seen a lot in his lifetime, especially in his two decades as a cop, but while what lay before him was vile, to say the least, the bile refused to rise. Neither did he find any reason to feel pity.

      Nathan Moor, prostrate like a praying fanatic, bound and gagged, moaned steadily. The man appeared to be in agony, given the tears that fell from his eyes. Tucked under his groin and belly was a bronze throw pillow. From his backside emerged the head of a large black snake. The rest of its body embedded in an orifice far too small for its thick body, it writhed with discomfort, trying to slither out. Its mouth opened and closed as it gulped for air, the thin forked tongue flicking in spasms.

      A vague stench of faecal matter pervaded the air, and Pedroni flared his nostrils. A thin trickle of blood dripped, staining the pillow and sheets; from where it came, it was difficult to tell, since the man’s entire body was covered in scratches and bloody lines. Moor heaved and convulsed like a woman in labour. Upon closer inspection, Pedroni realised the snake was also tied to Moor’s penis and testicles.

      “Bloody hell.” Inspector Ryder gasped in shock, frozen by the sight on the bed. “The man’s…choking.”

      “I’d say that’s not all he’s suffering from,” Pedroni replied.

      As if aware others were in the room, Moor made a noise; it sounded a lot like “please.” Pedroni couldn’t muster any compunction to assist. Instead, relief washed over him. Jax was safe. He was a little disturbed that she could do this to a human being, regardless of the man’s reputation as a sadist. But, yet again, she’d dispensed a punishment befitting the crime. A flash caught his eye. Hanging from around the neck of the champagne bottle, chilling in the cooler, a silver marlin. A half-drunk glass of champagne, with a bright red lipstain on the rim, sat next to the bottle.

      Jax.

      If the collection of unconscious bodyguards in the suite’s living area hadn’t been evidence of that fact, the marlin hanging from the bottle shouted it to the world. Or at least, to him.

      He needed to act fast. She’d been here only moments ago. This mess before him was not his problem; Ryder had staked his claim.

      “I need access to the security feed.” Pedroni gripped Ryder’s fleshy arm.

      Ryder scratched his head and blinked while his eyes darted around the room in agitation. “Uhh… Speak to the head of security, level four. But you won’t find anything in the rooms or the floor. Privacy is tight up here.”

      Pedroni turned to go. “She had to arrive via the elevators. She’ll be on one of them.”

      “Wait.” Ryder waved an arm towards Moor but kept his eyes averted. “What about…?”

      “He’s yours, remember?” Pedroni clapped him on the shoulder and grinned. “Better call the EMTs. Until then, best not move him. That snake seems poisonous, don’t you think?”
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        * * *

      

      The beginnings of a powerful headache squeezed at the base of Pedroni’s head. An hour with the head of security only showed Jax entering an elevator on the western side of the Dream Level floor, then leaving via the stairwell on the eastern side. There were brief images of her walking along the Smoke Levels, but either she had a stash of clothes in every corner she turned, or manifested into a different person altogether. Pinpointing her proved difficult.

      Somewhere after the Smoke Level, she’d vanished.

      “Impossible,” the head of security had insisted.

      The AI was smart; it saw everything. A quick check proved no one using the name Jax Marlin, or her known fish-based aliases, was on Ring of Fire. Even her facial image came up spotty.

      However she’d done it, she’d disappeared again.

      Pedroni entered his half-lit room, closed the door and leaned against it. He closed his eyes and groaned. Whether from lack of sleep, from what Jax had done, or from losing her again, he wasn’t sure, but all he wanted was a long hot shower and a few hours rest—maybe some whisky to help him along.

      He tossed his jacket over the back of an armchair in his micro living area. Rubbing his face as he walked, he headed toward the bed…and almost yelped when he saw the white peony resting on the pillow.

      Instinct made him draw his weapon. He spun, searching wildly about the semi-dark room. Jax stepped out from the shadows and stood before him.

      She smiled. “Special Inspector Pedroni.”

      Dressed in all black, with a neat vest top and comfortable slacks, she appeared understated and reserved. Even her hair was smoothed out, hanging limp against her face. Her cosmetics were minimal, with only a hint of lip colour in something pale and shiny.

      “Jax,” he stammered as his heart leapt to his throat. He was imagining this for sure!

      Her smile broadened, and she tucked her arms behind her back, the embodiment of poise and charm. “I waited so long for you to come back. Dinner’s gone cold now.” Her lips tweaked with a coy grin. “What kept you, my copper?”

      Her maddeningly perfect British accent was intoxicating. Pedroni lowered the weapon and frowned. He’d lost his train of thought, and his voice.

      “Was that horrible man keeping you back?”

      “Which…horrible man?” he replied at length.

      She giggled, and tipped her head at an angle. “See. I love that you have a sense of humour.”

      He shook his head. “Why did you do that to him?”

      “He deserved it.” Her shoulders twitched; she raised a hand and rubbed her neck. In the dim lighting, Pedroni saw a thin, angry line on her pale skin. His frown increased.

      “Did he…?”

      “He tried. I’m stronger and faster. But you know that, don’t you? I was never in any real danger.”

      “Don’t be cocky.” It slipped out before he could stop himself. Her eyebrow rose, and a pout formed. He cursed to himself; he sounded like a worried parent. He cleared his throat. “So, are you here to turn yourself in?”

      She laughed. “You’re such an optimist, aren’t you?” Drawing a step closer, she studied him with intense interest. Then her amusement faded until a shadow of a smile remained. “Why did you let that fat idiot take the credit for Moor’s capture?”

      “You know why,” he almost snapped. Almost. Turning away, he pressed his fingers over his brow and rubbed. His brain was going haywire; he needed to think. Jax Marlin was here! In his room! “I don’t care for high-profile arrests. My case is with you.”

      “I do this for you, too. You deserve the recognition.”

      “I don’t care for that. Just stop it. My case is with you,” he repeated, and gritted his teeth.

      “Well, you know I can’t let you arrest me. We’ve had this discussion before. And I won’t survive in a cage.”

      “Why did you kiss me?” he blurted, then stopped, open-mouthed, horrified he’d said the words out loud.

      She grinned, and his face heated. “As I recall, you were unconscious—or sort of. I was trying to resuscitate you.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I can’t help it if my tongue slipped a little.” She giggled.

      “Jax.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her closer. Her hand pressed against his chest to keep the distance. He caught a waft of her scent, clean citrus shampoo and soap.

      He had her. He could slap restraints on her, take her into custody. No problems. So why couldn’t he move? This was the second time he’d physically held her. Why, then, couldn’t he just wring her arm behind her back and cuff her?

      Her face drew close to his, and the hand against his chest relaxed. To his dismay, he eased his grip on her arm. She smiled again, with the same wistful sadness he’d seen when she kissed him back on Bacchus. He remembered her shock, her grief when she thought he might be dead. The way she had cradled his face, kissed him with such tenderness. When he had stirred, she’d deepened the kiss. He might as well have died that day.

      Then, she’d left.

      And here she was again. In his grasp. And the only coherent thing shooting through his brain was that he wanted to kiss her again. Whatever this thing was, it had gone past obsession. It had gone past anything he’d ever felt towards a woman.

      “Just…” he said, hoarse. “You have to stop doing this.”

      “I can’t.” Her voice sounded distant, quiet. “You know I can’t. I have to stop them. There are bad people out there, and if I don’t⁠—”

      “You can’t stop them all. One day…” He closed his eyes.

      “I’ll stop as many as I can. Or die trying.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Why?” She leaned closer. “Tell me?” Her breath brushed against his face like a narcotic and furred his mind.

      “Jax. Why do you do this? Who did this to you? Was it those people who killed your family? Did that make you want revenge?”

      She sighed, a soft, buttery sound. “Always with the questions. My family is dead, a long time now.”

      “You were only seven when…I understand the trauma of seeing⁠—”

      She took his mouth firmly and kissed him. His hand trailed up and clasped the back of her neck; his other arm tugged her body closer. The weapon in his hand almost slipped from his grasp.

      Sensations, both delicious and painful, seared through him in waves. His chest wanted to explode; his belly quivered with delight. As she pressed against him, a low moan escaped her lips as her tongue roamed his mouth with an irresistible hunger. Pedroni found it difficult not to respond. Was he even resisting? She tasted exquisite. This moment was surreal.

      But wrong!

      With great effort he pushed her away.

      “Come with me. We can stop them together,” Jax whispered.

      Pedroni shook his head; his world spun, and he could barely focus. “You know…you know I can’t do that.”

      “Why not? It’s a matter of perspective. My side is just as straight and narrow as your side. We’ll still be on the same side.”

      “You’re a vigilante, Jax.”

      “You’re the same, only the law abides by it.”

      “What you do is against the law.”

      She turned away, slipping from his arms. “You just can’t see the similarities. You’ll always be a copper, bound by your rules and your law. Restricted.” Jax took a step back, then another. Sadness washed over her face. “Don’t you want to be happy?”

      “What makes you think I’m not?”

      Jax snorted a short laugh. “You’re the most depressingly sad man I’ve ever met. Why do you think I feel so sorry for you?”

      “I don’t need you to feel sorry for me.”

      “Someone has to.”

      “I can look after myself just fine.”

      Jax tipped up a shoulder. “If you say so.”

      Pedroni chuckled and shook his head. “You know, you’re the kind of woman my mother always warned me about. A tricky woman who twists things around and messes with your head.”

      “And you always listen to your mum?” Jax smiled. “Aren’t mothers tricky women themselves, always twisting things around so their little darlings do their good little deeds?”

      He nodded, smiling. Jax was going to get away again—he knew this. He couldn’t find it in himself to stop her. Some days, it was as if the very chase kept him motivated, alive. Did he want her? To run away with her? Hell, yes! But it was wrong. It went against everything he believed in—like breaking a divine oath.

      “How are you, Jax? You look…much better than the last time I saw you.”

      Her smiled widened and she lowered her lids, as if self-conscious. “I’m well, thank you. Recovered.”

      “That’s good to hear,” he whispered.

      Jax moved away, easing back as if she floated. “Well. I’ll see you around then, my copper.”

      He watched her go, slipping away from the semi-dark room and into the shadows. With a soft noise, the door engaged from a side exit into the adjoining room. It closed with a gentle hiss.

      She was gone again.

      Pedroni moved to the bed and picked up the peony, brought it to his lips and let the soft petals brush against them.

      He smiled.

      He would chase her to the ends of the world, until the end of time, if it meant getting another kiss like that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            — The Marlin Strikes Again —

          

        

      

    

    
      Jax Marlin berated herself for falling in love with the inspector. She’d fallen for him the moment she’d laid eyes on the unassuming copper. Kissing him once had been a naughty little tease. Impulsive, but still a tease. Kissing him the second time, well, that was just asking for all sorts of trouble.

      She blamed it on the space station, the atmosphere and the mood-altering vibes they’d been subjected to. After all, that second time, he didn’t have to kiss her back with such fervent hunger. The memory of it made her belly wobble and a spot in her chest ache.

      With effort, Jax shook away thoughts of kissing her copper. She stared into her coffee mug and made a face. A beer would have been preferable, but it was customary to drink hot beverages in the morning, and it was early. The welcoming aroma wafting out of the coffee shop had been irresistible, and she needed to keep her wits about her. Perhaps a nice sugary pastry to nibble on for breakfast might be in order.

      The coffee wasn’t bad; she’d just never perfected how she liked it. Black was bitter, sugar made it flat, and cream made it too much like dessert that demanded more sugar. She decided it was best when other people drank it; they made it seem like such a delicious addiction. And that scent, rich and heady, with a comforting warmth that conjured cosy images of people laughing and enjoying each other’s company.

      Glancing around the tucked-away shop, Jax felt a bit out of place, but it didn’t bother her. She’d done her best to blend in by wearing a plain black leather jacket—on the worn-out side—that was long enough to reach the tops of her matching knee-high boots. A neat taupe sweater and old jeans finished her look. She’d scrubbed her face clean of cosmetics, but people still glanced her way with interest. The Coffee Den swelled with intellectual types who wore neat clothes in scholarly colours, and engaged in engrossing, thought-provoking conversation. Maybe she didn’t look academic enough. And how people managed to string together words so early in the morning always amazed her. She preferred silence, where she could hear her own thoughts. Even when she’d been at university, she’d been more of a listener than a talker, and her professors had all wondered if she was even learning, since she rarely participated in discussions. Her circle of friends had been small, and if she’d had her way, she wouldn’t have had any. But people were insistent creatures, demanding interactions and social stimulation. She’d decided to have friends then, to blend in, but she’d loathed them, finding them dull and shallow. Empty vessels make the loudest noises, her gran would say.

      Jax stared at the patrons in the coffee shop and watched how they interacted. They made it seem easy, natural, normal. When she had suffered through working as a receptionist and had “colleagues,” she’d tried to fit in. But again, she’d found them dull and tiresome. Even the romantic encounters she’d had were just that: encounters that never lasted beyond a night. She’d considered making connections and commitments, learning more about humans, but knew herself too well: she could never be honest with them, a trait “friends and lovers” all demanded.

      I don’t need friends.

      Jax reaffirmed that statement as fast as a war-class cruiser jumping into hyperspeed. Vigilantes didn’t need friends. Ever.

      She already had her gran, and the close group of adopted family. What more did she need? Jax cleared her throat and tried another sip of her bitter coffee.

      Pedroni. Always in her thoughts, but maybe now she needed a lover.

      She shifted her body and focused on the task at hand, dismissing the trendy intellectuals in the room. Thinking of her copper always made her melancholy and needy, which were weaknesses. But sweet Special Inspector Michael Pedroni had taken up permanent residency in her mind. On the outside, he was dull as a doorknob, but on the inside, endearing as a shivering, rain-soaked puppy. A salve for her soul, an anchor in the tempest.

      Stop it! Focus.

      Jax eased back in her banquette seat, the faux leather upholstery creaking under her. Staring out the window, it afforded her the perfect angle to spy on the nondescript apartment building across the street. Each unit had red concrete steps leading to the front door, a few with empty flower boxes on the windowsills. She stared at the apartment with 14C affixed on the faded brown front door.

      Amid the chatter of patrons and the high-pitched sucking squeal of the cappuccino maker frothing up milk, a voice pinged her awareness—the human waitress, delivering the slice of apple crumble she’d ordered and a shaker with extra sugared cinnamon for dusting. This coffee house preferred human service staff over service bots. Jax didn’t care either way, but wished the server would turn it down a notch.

      The waitress trilled out some more happy noises, attempting to converse, and—to Jax’s horror—refilled her mug. She would never drink it all, and no amount of cinnamon could kill the bitter taste of black coffee.

      The waitress walked away with a bouncy, carefree gait, unaffected by Jax’s sullen thanks. Two waif-thin men beside Jax were in a serious discussion about micro-fusion and nanite technology. She eyeballed them. They drank some foamy, chocolate-dusted beverage. If this surveillance gig lasted much longer, perhaps she would have one of those. She liked the extra wide mug it came in, and the crazy tribal motif that was the coffee shop’s trademark. Jax imagined that wide mug filled with a stack of pancakes, swimming in syrup and butter with no chance of it spilling over. She could eat it with a spoon; it would be like a pancake stew. She should nick a mug.

      Jax returned her attention to the building, just in time to see the front door of 14C open. The paedophile was on the move.

      She placed one of her many alias debit cards on the corner of the table, and a holoscreen popped up. She tapped her fingers while the transaction went through, no longer amused with the cool graphic of stick-men dancing in a spinning motion to count down the transaction time. They cheered and poofed into a cloud of smoke to indicate the credit transfer was complete. She’d witnessed another table where their credit had been declined, and the tribal cartoon men all turned around and let out a loud collective tribal fart to show their dismay.

      Pocketing her debit card, Jax left the table with a final, longing glance at the extra-wide mug with the tribal designs.

      Once out on the street, the air assaulted her with a sharp bite of cold. Spring promised to be in the air, but it seemed winter hadn’t got the memo yet. Either that, or Weather Control had fallen asleep on its own ass again. Jax screwed up her mouth, pulled her long coat around her and decided she didn’t like this city. For a university town touted for its forward-thinking 24th-century lifestyle, it struck her as backwards as hell. Crime, the hushed, disgusting kind, ran rampant in this small, outskirt town near Seattle, and no one seemed to notice. If they did, they didn’t show it. She might as well have been back home in London. At least the coppers at home cared a little bit more.

      Her eyes followed the paedophile as he stopped at the end of his street to wait for the walk signal. Traffic wasn’t too heavy this time of the morning, and only a thin trickle of air traffic polluted the streets from early risers heading to work from out of town. On the road, an intermittent flow of commuter vehicles dominated, their hover vents blasting everyone on the sidewalks with hot gusts of air.

      The P preferred walking to work, affording him the chance to ogle young children on their way to school. Jax seethed at the thought, and her inner devil bristled, urging her to grab him now and bludgeon him into oblivion.

      Nasty, freaking paedophile.

      No. Jax forced the devil inside back down, making it wait. I have just the medicine for him.

      Had she not been in the area sorting out some street thugs that had vandalised a gated community for the elderly, she would never have heard of The P. She’d been monitoring the police chatter—an idle hobby—one sleepless night a month ago. Her encounter with Inspector Pedroni while on the Ring of Fire space station had rattled her into insomnia, and so she spent her nights reliving the kiss, and his passionate response that had her quaking in her bones. If he’d insisted one more time that she stop what she did, and if the promise of more kisses like that had been on the table, she’d have happily done so. The same could be said if he’d followed her that night.

      She could quit—for him.

      Maybe.

      Keeping focus was getting harder with Pedroni running rampant in her thoughts. And the more she thought of him, the more her demon twisted through her gut, as if pacing. But Pedroni always took the forefront. Everything had started to unravel after the Bacchus Dome, and she’d come back to Earth and hung that Welsh love spoon over his front door. For two full months, horrifying embarrassment had plagued her that she’d actually done something so stupid, so juvenile. He’d noticed, too. Of course he had—he saw everything with those cop’s eyes. He knew she’d been in his home, especially since she’d also placed a peony on his pillow. But he’d thanked her for the flower, and hadn’t acted any different.

      And yet he chased her. They had both sworn oaths to stop crime. It was their calling. But he was a copper to the core, and dear Pedroni would never allow her to continue being a vigilante. He didn’t understand the difference between justice and punishment.

      A hover-truck burped hot exhaust as it drew to a halt before the paedophile. He crossed the street, the back of his head exposing his thinning brown hair.

      Jax followed at a discreet distance. Judging from her surveillance of The P the past three days, he would continue down this street, stop at a bakery, and purchase a ham and Brie croissant for his breakfast. He’d eat it as he crossed the street and walked to the kindergarten, where he’d linger, dusting off the crumbs from his fingers and thrusting his hands into his pockets. What those filthy hands did to himself while hidden in the depths of his pockets, Jax didn’t want to know. The mere thought of it was enough to make her want to lop his hands off—and other parts of his body.

      The P would pace for a while, then dig out a pocket relay to check the time—acting as if he waited for someone. He’d pretend to call someone, checking the screen on and off with a frown—all the while eyeballing every young child arriving at the school with their parents or guardian. Then he’d walk away, towards the university, where he taught as a science professor.

      Later in the day, The P would arrange it so he took his lunch when kindergarten was over, and sit on the low wall of an old post-war, pre-fab house opposite the kindergarten. His line of sight would give him an undisturbed view of the children being collected by the same parent or guardian that had dropped them off that morning.

      She’d been lucky to come across him when she had, since police surveillance on the paedophile had been cancelled after he filed a harassment suit. He’d claimed he hadn’t done anything—correction, that he hadn’t been caught doing anything. One child’s parent had filed charges, claiming her daughter had been assaulted by “the man waiting by the school”. There had been six previous claims, all from the same kindergarten, and all describing the paedophile as their suspect. Of course, the police had no proof, and no real evidence of how he abducted his victims, assaulted them, then left them naked and abandoned on the streets. And they couldn’t do anything about him if he was waiting for a friend just, as it happened, by the school. After all, he was free to wait or have his lunch wherever he chose.

      In other words, the police did not care. And the law favoured the guilty.

      A search through his house while he slept proved he didn’t keep mementos or take pictures of his victims. But it did prove he kept detailed information on all his victims and what he would do to them to satisfy himself. He even gave them special names, and it mattered not what their gender was.

      Seeing his notes, Jax had gagged at the details—and the urge to butcher him as he slept had consumed her. Her devil had thrashed, blinding her with rage, staining her mouth with bile, and demanding to be freed. To kill him outright would assuage her anger and disgust, but it wouldn’t teach him a lesson. Bad people needed to be taught lessons. He needed pain. Sheer, blinding pain and death-wishing suffering in order to understand his crime and punishment. He had to suffer the same ordeal he’d put his young, tender victims through.

      His notes matched with the police reports she’d hacked from the young victims’ sealed files. For three nights, Jax had diligently searched his entire house and, as an indulgence, watched him sleep as she lightly ran the point of her knife over his body. He never knew she’d been there, never once sensed her presence. Foolish man.

      He had no secret hiding places; he was careful. But not careful enough to keep his stash of surveillance notes too well hidden—in the liquor cabinet of all places. He’d chosen an old-school method of a notepad and pen, even sticking in printouts from the media feeds about the victims. Hidden in plain sight. Perhaps he’d grown a little complacent since the police had backed off. She took pictures of his notes and of him sleeping, and uploaded them to a secure server to info-dump later.

      After it was done.

      Jax had discovered how he targeted his victims. The relay communicator contained a vehicle scanner app. He’d been stupid enough to purchase it online, and she’d found a record of the sale. She uploaded that bit of incriminating evidence as well, shaking her head with disdain. Police work wasn’t hard, so why did they make it seem like it was? All you had to do was care enough. The rest was easy. And if the evidence didn’t stick, you made it stick.

      At least her copper cared. He was different.

      But he still followed the rules, because they mattered to him.

      Having a vehicle scanner wasn’t illegal; many private companies and parking hubs paid a small fortune to purchase them, and used them to track illegally parked vehicles on their compounds. But, considering his unforgivable habit, it only proved he was just a dumb criminal at heart, leaving a debit card trail as long as her arm.

      So, The P would scan the parent’s vehicle registration numbers and pull their information. Most of the victims had been from beyond city limits, meaning The P didn’t poo in his own back yard. He was careful, distancing himself from the crimes. But that would not save him when she was finished with him.

      As midday approached, Jax moved into position. From her vantage point in a park across from the kindergarten, she watched The P eat his lunch. Jax posed as a statue, changing her posture every now and again. A collection tin at her feet had a few coins tossed into it. A little way behind her, a mime performed to a large crowd that had gathered. She sneered. Mimes always got all the attention. People passed her with amused expressions. Some tossed a few coins in her tin; she winked in appreciation. A couple of university students trolled by, snorting with jest, telling her she’d moved. She flipped them the bird.

      The P stuffed the wrapping from his to-go lunch into his pocket, and stood. He rubbed his chin with something like agitation and stared after a pale green city car—one of those fanciful, but affordable, bubble-shaped ones that young, single people or couples loved to drive. It had just enough oomph to elevate two metres from the ground, and just enough room for a baby seat or extra piece of luggage in the back. This one held a little girl, no more than four, with a balloon of coffee-coloured hair and caramel skin. She giggled high, the sound carrying over to where Jax watched from the park. The girl’s mother, with the same colour hair but in dreadlocks, seemed young enough to be the girl’s older sister. Both mother and child laughed at something as they piled into the tiny vehicle.

      The P made an entry into his relay, then walked away with one last furtive glance at the green car, and made his way back to his work. Judging from yesterday’s surveillance, Jax knew he wouldn’t leave the university much before five in the afternoon. His semester’s roster confirmed he had classes every day until 4:00 p.m.

      She’d have some free time to run a check on Green Car family.
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        * * *

      

      The Green Car family lived ten minutes out of town in a bright, trendy new housing complex with colourful detached units lined up in regimented rows, their micro lawns immaculate. Some boasted a single sapling propped with a bright green post. In a few decades, Jax imagined, the scrubbed-clean appeal would fade and the rows of houses would be overshadowed by trees, of every description, too big for their tiny lawns. Even the fanciful wrought iron fences and gates would become beaten and rusty.

      It was after six in the evening. Going on a hunch, Jax had decided to forego following the paedophile from work, and headed straight to Green Car family instead. Theirs was a coral house with white trim, very feminine in appearance, even down to the pink tricycle parked in the front yard. The garden fussed with an explosion of spring flowers in pots straight from the garden shops. Jax imagined they would be planted out over the weekend, like a happy family project. No trace of a Mr Green Car or another Mrs.

      To avoid being spotted, Jax had suited up in her camo gear. Dull black, skin-tight, it covered her from head to toe, absorbing light and blending well with the evening shadows. Soon, with the onset of full dark, she’d be invisible. At her hips, and slung over her shoulder harness, was her usual stash of weapons and gadgets, even her grappling gun. Tucked under the shoulder harness, her airboard. A girl can never be too prepared.

      At a house across the street from Green Car family, she found a crevice between the two-tiered plasti-shingle roofing to stretch out across. In the darkening light, she was nothing more than a shadow from the overhanging eaves. Her hiding place afforded her a clear view into Green Car family’s living and dining room. If she craned her neck a little, the corner of the kitchen presented itself.

      Jax shook her head, a wry expression on her face, unable to understand why people didn’t invest in drapes.

      Let the whole world see your lives, why don’t you.

      She sighed. People simply ask for trouble. They think they’re safe. That the world is good and…

      Her mind jerked back to her childhood, the night when she grew up fast and her life had changed forever. Her family had had drapes, and doors locked tight to keep the dangerous outside from coming in. But that didn’t stop the violence from entering, from destroying her world. All that evil, all that blood and screaming…

      Blinking, Jax shoved her past back into the corner shelves of her mind and focused on the other part that gnawed with warning. She had sensed the paedophile’s frustration, his reined in desires, his need to unleash power. He reeked of a man coiled and ready to strike, desperate. His manner that afternoon had sent her warning senses skyrocketing. He wanted his needs sated.

      Jax knew all about needs.

      She suppressed a shudder, unable to lock her past away entirely, unable to keep down her devil. The men who’d raped, then killed, her teenage sister were not into little girls. Her life would not have been spared that night if they had been. Violent and murderous, drunk with power, her mother had fared no better and their…hands…and her father’d never had a chance. Anything to wield their dominance over their victims, they had used. But that was a lifetime ago. It was over. It was past her now. She had been a different person then. She’d been called Jacinda. And those three thugs were now dead. Everyone was dead. Except for the devil inside her, the raging monster that pulsed at the slightest prod.

      “Bugger this,” she muttered, squeezing her eyes shut to obliterate the memory. “Stop it, now. Stop.” When she opened them, her mind had cleared, and the paedophile lurked in the shadows of Green Car’s front curb.

      “Gotcha.” Jax smiled beneath her black mask.

      He wore a plain dark grey overcoat, a black scarf, gloves, and soft shoes. One of his coat pockets bulged with something. He glanced around and cast his attention down the street, letting it linger for a while on the six rows of houses on each side. He then turned his attention to the other end of the street. All around, the young residents were busy getting started with dinner. Most stayed indoors, away from the uncomfortable chill of early spring, setting their tables or catching the evening news with a pre-dinner cocktail. The scent of various culinary delights flooded the air of trendy Calico Avenue.

      Jax watched as The P eased the gate open and sidled his way to the darkened side of house. He moved with the grace of a ghost, and disappeared from view.

      Time to move.

      Peeling out of her hiding place, Jax rolled across the roof and, with an easy twist, grabbed the edge of the plasti-shingled roof and hung from the side. Letting go, she dropped soundlessly to the ground between two windows. Inside, the couple talked about their day at work, snorting with laughter as they slandered someone called Mina.

      The twilight deepened, making Jax invisible as she skirted the side of the Mina Slanderers’ house. Wasting no time, she darted into the open, sailed over their railing, crossed the street in eight quick strides, leaped over Green Car family’s railing and crouched amid the flowering pots. From inside, the little girl chattered happily to her mother, tittering with a high giggle to emphasise something.

      Such a happy child. Jax smiled. Not a care in the world. She intended to keep it that way.

      Following where The P had disappeared, Jax made her way along the side of the house. A single light escaped from a small window that belonged to the house next door, a bathroom, and illuminated a portion of the narrow pathway. Jax glimpsed the upper half of a man as he showered, vigorously washing his hair. Moving forwards, she spotted a boxed enclosure against the dividing wall between the two houses. It appeared to be the shed for the maintenance bot and various gardening tools; a shiny new rake rested against it.

      But where had the paedophile disappeared to?

      Pressing her back to the side of the enclosure, Jax peered out. The backyard—what she could see of it—was even smaller than the front, and the dividing wall only a smidgeon higher than the sidewall. A few shrubs, decoratively skirting a wooden deck the size of a bar stool seat, tried their best to grow. A scatter of toys and a few chairs finished the backyard.

      All the houses were the same, which meant that, at the other end of the backyard would be another small enclosure for the composting unit, which offered an even better hiding area for a lurking pervert. It no doubt also offered a tantalising view of the little girl’s bedroom.

      Jax slithered around the maintenance enclosure and peered around the corner of the house. She spotted the composting shed and, if she narrowed her eyes and unfocused a little, the unmistakable form of a man crouching in the darkness.

      Gotcha!

      She didn’t need him to act out his desires. The very fact he was here showed his guilt, and that was enough for her. The little girl inside need never know of the imminent danger that lurked right outside her house.

      Jax darted out, a dark blur in the night, and torpedoed her body into the paedophile’s crouched form. A startled oof rushed from the man, and the side of his head cracked against the wall. She grappled him around the neck and slammed him to the ground with a dull thud. He struggled, as an afterthought, but she could tell the smack across the head had disoriented him enough that he didn’t know which end was up. The darkness wasn’t helping either, she reckoned.

      Like an arena wrangler, she had him prostrate within seconds, auto-restraints slapped across his wrists and a muzzle cone jammed into his mouth. Mechanical cords whipped out from the cone’s sides and wrapped around his face to hold the muzzle in place. If he tried to scream, which he did, the cone’s tip would activate and drive itself farther down his throat. If he continued, he’d slowly choke. If he were smart, he’d learn to shut up. Either way, she didn’t care what he did—the more he suffered, the better.

      She needed a fast out, and was glad she’d brought her airboard. Always be prepared! She hadn’t expected to actually find the paedophile, but her hunch had directed her well.

      With The P securely bound, she reached behind her back, pulled out her board and dropped it to the ground with a soft thump. Hauling up The P, she attached a lightweight harness with a towline clasp between his shoulder blades. Jax hiked him up, turned him, pulled out her tow-hook from her back and attached it to the man. She punched a button on her chest and the line reeled in, bringing the paedophile in until she carried him like an oversized backpack. Despite her slight frame, and his added weight, he wasn’t the heaviest person she’d carried.

      Jax stepped onto the airboard and, with her foot, tapped its side. It came alive with a soft puffing pop. It wheezed, straining under the extra weight, but Jax leaned over her knees a bit to balance her centre of gravity, and the board shot forwards. It sailed by the side of the house and skimmed, just, over the top of the railing. Within a matter of seconds, Jax and her prisoner had zoomed down Calico Avenue and disappeared into the night.
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        * * *

      

      The paedophile had squirmed and gagged the whole way over. Once, he’d almost toppled them both off the airboard with his antics. She’d had to stop behind a building alongside a busy main street near the city and deliver a few hard elbow jabs into his ribs. Once sufficiently subdued, she’d continued on. They reached his house without further incident, and she dumped him into his basement. She would leave him there for a few hours, bound and gagged, and let fear and terror permeate his psyche.

      She returned late in the night with a service droid in tow, its model and make long discontinued. It was truly robotic in its appearance and style, with exposed metals and mechanics, and two beady green lights for eyes. She’d programmed this one with specific instructions, and disabled most of its safety features. Jax then dragged the now-exhausted and visibly upset P up the basement stairs and dropped him on his parquet living room floor. He mewled through his nose, the only sound the muzzle cone allowed him to make without choking him further. He was a quick learner, which pleased Jax. He’d learn his lesson well.

      Ignoring his mewling, she pulled out a small knife—which agitated him further—and cut away all his clothes. He’d done the same to his young victims, so she had no doubts he would understand the poetic justice involved. Then she rolled him over and unbound his leg restraints. He bucked and kicked, which she dodged easily as if avoiding an amorous fly. He tried to stand, but she punched him between the shoulder blades and he crashed down onto his knees. His efforts caused him to gag, thanks to the muzzle cone, but it subdued him enough so she could continue with her work. He cried in silence as his body shook and trembled.

      Gripping the back of his neck, she pushed him forwards in one swift motion. His face smashed against the floor and he groaned in pain as blood trickled from his nose. She beckoned the droid over and instructed it to hold his head down. It obeyed without complaint, staring at Jax with fixed attention, waiting for further instructions. Its meshed, grilled mouth gave it a macabre, skull-like grin.

      The P struggled in desperation as realisation about his impending doom settled into his awareness.

      “Now,” Jax kept her tone level. “You’ve been a terribly disgusting man, haven’t you?”

      The P thrashed, terror in his bulging eyes. His breath came in sharp gusts; snot and blood sprayed the floor. He mewled again, this time much higher.

      “You have to be punished. You know that, right?”

      He tried to shake his head, but was unable to do so beneath the robot’s iron grip, its powerful metal fingers digging into his cheek. He convulsed as he began to sob.

      Jax made a face. “You’re a vile man. You’ve hurt too many little people. I can’t let you do that anymore. Now, I could castrate you—” She flicked his exposed testicles with her knifepoint. He wailed through his nose and arched his back, trying desperately to move away. “—but that’d be too easy.” She blew her hair from her eyes. “So, I’ve called upon my friend here to teach you a lesson. Now, it will hurt—terribly—but you do understand that, in order for you to learn your lesson well, there must be pain, and lots of it. Do you understand?”

      He continued to wail, sob and gag. With considerable patience, Jax repeated her question, over and over, until, at last, he nodded. Her devil cried with happiness, eager to see more suffering, more violence, more pain. But she ignored its call, knowing this job needed time and care to complete.

      “Very good then.” Jax stood and ordered the droid to begin. She pulled out her data tablet and opened the file she wanted. With a tap on the screen, she uploaded the paedophile’s incriminating notes and files to all news agencies, school administration offices, the parents of the victims, and police stations within the city limits. Even the man’s family, who she’d traced during her background check.

      Jax turned one final time to see the paedophile struggling in desperation; he gagged and wailed as the droid inserted its fingers into his backside. If he died, she wouldn’t lose any sleep over it. Nor, she imagined, would his victims or their parents. The point was that he would be permanently damaged, much like his victims—only worse. Much worse.

      She had programmed the machine to continue its duties for exactly five hours, with a thirty-minute break after each hour. That was, according to The P’s notes, akin to what he’d done to his young victims. She left behind some saline patches, which she instructed the robot to apply to the man to ensure he stayed hydrated.

      When the droid had completed this task, and if the paedophile still showed signs of life, it was to flip him over and hit him repeatedly on his genitals for another thirty minutes. That would be the interest portion of his lesson. After this, and if he continued to live, and the police still hadn’t arrived, it was instructed to transmit an emergency call to the authorities, after which it was to erase its memory and shut down.

      As she reached the front door, Jax hung a silver pendant of a handcrafted marlin on the doorknob. She wouldn’t leave a note this time; the authorities would know who had visited.

      The Marlin strikes again!

      The media houses would have another field day at the expense of the police’s ineptness. Good! She wouldn’t be here in the first place if they’d done their job right. Perhaps she should visit the police chief and have some words with him. But why waste her time? The world would see what fools the police had been, and all the evidence she’d dragged out so easily.

      Jax wanted to change her pattern, if only to spare her copper this ugliness. Not every criminal she stopped was for Pedroni. There were many her copper knew nothing about. Pedroni, she suspected, detested criminals like the paedophile, and it was the reason he had distanced himself from the violent crimes of his hometown of New York. Why he now chased her, and only her. But that was all right. She would do the horrid things to make sure he never had to.

      But, by hanging the marlin, she sent a message to disgusting criminals across the world. She would find them. And stop them.

      No. She shut the door and walked down the front steps. No notes for this one.

      She couldn’t let her dear Pedroni be soiled by such vileness; he was too decent. Let the common coppers come and find the paedophile, take the credit and puff themselves up, grin for the cameras and bleat on about how difficult the chase had been, how long it took for them to catch him. Then slander her name because of her methods, and warn their blind citizens that her way was not the right and lawful way. And then, in the same breath, tell the public how they’d vow to stop her because she’d gone too far. It was enough to make one’s eyes roll.

      But Pedroni would come, which was unfortunate, to be thorough in his chase, and miss her once more. Her copper would understand; he was intuitive that way, and why she didn’t leave him a note. That disgusting man needed to be punished, plain and simple, and this was not the time for something so personal or cheeky as a note. This was business. This was payback for every innocent person he’d hurt.

      She would make it up to her copper and send some peonies; his favourite.

      Running her hands through her hair, Jax shook her head as she walked down the street of this backward university town. The image of the perverted creature wailing in his living room, like a cleansing wash, had already evaporated from her thoughts as she headed towards the coffee shop.

      She quite fancied a frothy cappuccino in a pretty, wide-mouthed mug with tribal designs.
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