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Chapter 1




Detective Inspector Marilyn Rose groaned, rolling onto her left side, hand searching the nearby beside cabinet for the damned alarm clock. The beeping pierced her skull, cutting through the fog in her brain, before she slammed a hand down onto the snooze button with a grunt of satisfaction. Releasing a second groan, she rolled onto her back, staring up at the grey concrete ceiling for a moment as she contemplated the next step. Light streamed around the curtains, revealing moats of dust swirling through the air.




Rubbing her tired eyes with the palms of her hands, Marilyn stretched her body out, feeling the creak of joints refusing to accept the abuse she put them through for much longer. With a few pops of her bones, she pulled back the covers, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed and resting them on the cold floor. Blinking the sleep from her eyes, she caught a glimpse of herself in the single mirror she owned, cast into a corner for the odd occasion when she might need to check her appearance. Not that she had much reason to check her appearance these days.




With thick black hair, greying around the temples with age and stress, bright green eyes and a narrow scar tracing a line along her jaw, Marilyn sighed at her reflection. Her eyes were the best part of the whole mess. A bright green, captivating a lot of people over the years, refusing to dull with the passing of time within the colony of Mars. Her hair was giving up, once the envy of a lot of new officers, wishing they could push it into a neat plait like she did, looking easily amazing with little effort. Now, it was greying, growing rebellious with mistreatment. Pale skin showing the livid pink scar on her cheek, along with one tracing a line from beneath the light vest she wore to sleep, down past the waistband of her underwear.




Stretching her arms out, she yawned at the world. Maybe not the best start to the day, but she couldn’t say it was the worst. Looking around the room, she released a long breath, scratching her belly for a moment, before deciding she needed a shower and some bathroom time to face the day. Walking across the room, she glanced at the alarm clock, taking note of the time and trying to keep from getting more pissed off than she already was right now. They had people for the morning shift. Why the hell did they need her to get to work for seven o’clock?




“TV, play news,” she said, walking from the bedroom and into the bathroom. “Volume thirty,” she added, setting about the normal routine of waking up.




After dealing with the normal human functions, she slipped into the shower, letting the warm water wash some of the aches from her muscles. Running fingers through her hair, trying to force herself awake at this unreasonable time of the day, she let the water wash over her for a few minutes. Soaping down her body, she washed quickly, before stepping out of the shower and drying off.




Another day.




Another load of hassle to deal with.




Walking into the bedroom, she rifled through her draws and dressed quickly, selecting the normal black t-shirt and cargo trousers. Pulling on her socks, she wandered through into the kitchen and living room area. Apartments on Mars were not known for being spacious. With the people huddled together against a hostile world, space for living was given over to the bare minimum, leaving a lot to be desired. If, of course, the people of Mars had ever known anything different to the small apartments and tower block living. Something Marilyn was used to by now. Her whole life had been spent in an apartment similar or the same as the one she currently occupied.




Stretching her body, she listened in to the news, proclaiming more doom and gloom for the people of Mars. With a well practised move, she set the coffee maker going, before heading for the small fridge and pulling open the door. A brief look over the contents didn’t fill her with joy. A few slices of imitation bacon, along with some butter and a couple of yogurts waiting for her to be in the right mood to eat them. With a sigh, she pulled out the milk and imitation bacon, closing the door and checking the rolls on the counter by the coffee maker. A few were still good. Although, she made a mental note to get some more when she finished her shift.




The anchor woman was speaking quickly, detailing the death of the notorious gangster Brandon Kelly, throat slit under mysterious circumstances. Not that anyone was crying over the death. Just another asshole killed by some other asshole, trying to take control of whatever he happened to be in charge of at the time. They would never catch the person responsible. Watching for a few seconds, images of the gangster flashing across the screen, Marilyn tried to block out the memory of his death. A moment to protect those she loved. A lot of people were suspected, but she was not one of them. Which was probably a good thing right now.




Taking down a frying pan from the rack above the small hotplate, she set to work frying bacon, pushing the thoughts of Brandon Kelly from her mind. The coffee machine beeped, pulling her attention to the cup of hot black liquid, waiting for her to add the normal four sugars and milk. Retrieving the mug, she added the final touches and stirred, keeping an eye on the bacon and turning it occasionally. With a careful sip of coffee, she cut the rolls in half, before spreading butter on the inside. With the salty smell of cooking bacon, Marilyn nearly missed the ring of the doorbell.




A second ring caught her attention, sending a wave of annoyance through her as she walked down the short hallway and checked the camera outside. The young lad stood by the door, glancing around the hallway, foot tapping as he waited for her to open the door. Light brown hair, cut short for ease, along with the strange amber gold eyes, barely covered by the large pair of glasses he wore. With his slim build and geeky appearance, a lot of people underestimated him. A mistake they soon regretted.




“Issac,” Marilyn said, pulling open the door and frowning at the younger man before her, looking slightly embarrassed by the older woman watching him from a nearby doorway, trying to pretend she was minding her own business with limited success. “How many times have I told you,” she said, grabbing his arm and pulling him inside, throwing a smile at the woman opposite. “You can just meet me at the station.”




“Eighty-three,” he replied, pushing his glasses back up onto his nose, while juggling a bag carrying more bacon and rolls in the other hand. “Actually, eighty-four now,” he added with a shrug. “Still…”




“I’m sure I can handle the walk,” Marilyn retorted, not really feeling the energy to have a proper argument with him. She understood the reasons. With the loss of his mother, Marilyn had taken on a new significance in his life, filing a gap she wasn’t sure she was qualified to deal with. Yet.




“Walking is the dangerous bit,” he said, meeting her eyes and trying to keep the red from washing through his cheeks, burning his throat at the same time. “Do you know how many people died while they were walking each week?”




“More or less than those getting shot by a sleep deprived superior officer?”




“I would have to check the numbers for that,” he replied with a frown. “Probably more, because less people have superior officers.”




Providing Issac with her best blank stare, brain trying to deal with his normal strangeness this early in the morning, Marilyn gave up. Blinking away her confusion, she released a long sigh, transforming into a yawn about halfway through.




“I was passing by anyway,” he added, searching for an excuse as normal. “Thought I would stop by and pick up something to get us through this ungodly hour,” he finished, holding up the bag with a weak smile.




“Do you want a bacon roll?”




“Please,” he replied, trying to keep a smile from his lips. “Just….”




A second ring of the bell caught Marilyn by surprise, drawing her attention away from the young man.




“Who…” Marilyn inquired.




“Lacey was…”




“Waiting for you at the shop like normal,” Marilyn said, giving him a glare which had broken some of the toughest gangsters on the planet. “Like she usually does when you’re both on shift.”




“Maybe.”




Walking along the hallway, Marilyn opened the door and smiled.




“Good morning,” Lacey said, brushing a lock of silky black hair from her face, soft almond eyes filled with worry. “Issac said…”




“I’ll find that out later,” Marilyn said, catching the look from the woman across the way, barely keeping the judgement from her wrinkled features. “It’s called a three way, Mrs Meadows,” Marilyn added, rolling her eyes. “I’m sure your husband can explain when he gets back from Haniggans,” she finished with a sweet smile, pulling Lacey into the hallway and closing the door behind them.




“Sorry…”




“Coffee is ready,” Marilyn said, walking along the hallway and catching sight of Issac flipping bacon and buttering rolls. “Ask Issac about the wait time on bacon rolls,” she added, striding through the kitchen to a small cupboard by the fridge. “Make yourself comfortable,” she added to Lacey with a smile.




Despite the pair bringing more chaos to her life than she would normally have liked, Marilyn knew deep down she loved them really. After forty-one years, she didn’t have kids herself, apart from a pair of adoptive children she looked out for after her best friend had passed away. Except, they were off to the military and Earth, leaving Marilyn filling the gap with the odd pair currently in her apartment. Both were slim, geeky in their own way, but still damn good officers of the law. A strange family of sorts, but one Marilyn felt oddly comfortable around.




“So,” Issac said, slipping bacon into a roll and adding more to the pan. “I was looking in Marques this morning,” he said, glancing at Lacey with a grin. “I think I can set you up with an amazing army.”




“Really?” Lacey said, leaning her elbows on the table, fixing him with a look Marilyn would probably have to explain to him at some point. A curious mix of wistful thoughts and patience. “One that can beat yours?”




“I said a good one,” he scoffed, shuffling around plates on the narrow worktop. “Not exceptional. No, God like,” he corrected, adding a third round of bacon to the pan. “Such as mine.”




Tapping in a short code, Marilyn opened the cupboard to reveal a safe behind, weapons of various kinds neatly slotted into place within. After a moment of thought, she selected a PXK9 pistol, sliding back the rack to check the action, before placing it onto the table behind her. Retrieving six magazines, she placed them on the table next to the pistol, before adding a box of nine millimetre bullets. After a few seconds more contemplation, she lifted out her worn MXK5 assault rifle, checking the action, before setting it on the table next to the pistol, along with seven spare magazines and a box of 5.56mm bullets. With a last look through the safe, she selected a combat knife and weighed it for a moment, before adding a set of knuckles dusters instead.




“Going to war?” Issac said, looking over the arsenal sitting on the table. “And not just on the tabletop.”




“Most days yes,” Marilyn replied, settling into the chair opposite Lacey, slotting bullets into the magazines, while Issac supplied bacon rolls and coffee all around. “Better to be prepared.”




Taking a bite of the bacon roll, Marilyn loaded up her weapons, grabbing a set of tactical webbing from the nearby chair as Issac took a seat and watched her closely. Pushing magazines into various slots, Marilyn took another bite, sipping her coffee, before settling the webbing into a comfortable position around her body. Lacey smiled, delicately sipping her own coffee and nibbling at the bacon roll.




“If you guys want to grab something a bit better than…”




“We’re okay,” Issac said, pulling aside his black jacket to reveal his own MXK5 rifle, along with six extra magazines. Lacey did the same, smiling as she let her red jacket fall back into place, before taking another sip of coffee.




“Better to be prepared,” Lacey said, meeting Marilyn’s gaze, a small smile pulling at the corners of her lips. “Although…”




“Grab yourself some knuckles dusters if you want,” Marilyn said, taking another bite of her bacon roll, savouring the salty sweetness. “I’ve got more than I really need to be fair,” she added, gulping down her coffee and waving the mug at Issac for a refill.




“Thanks,” Lacey said, finishing her roll and standing. Taking the mug from Marilyn, she refilled it quickly, passing it back, before heading towards the safe.




“Grab a pair for Issac,” Marilyn said, finishing her own roll. “Useful thing to have,” she added, pulling her boots from beneath the table and slipping them on quickly, before tying the laces. “Might encourage him to learn how to punch people.”




“You really think I have it in me to punch someone,” he said, shaking his head as Lacey refilled his coffee with a smirk, before heading towards the safe.




“That’s why Marilyn said to learn,” Lacey said, rummaging around within the safe, occasionally releasing an excited noise Marilyn wasn’t sure she wanted to explain to anyone.




 “I’ll have you know, I have the hands of an artist….”




“We don’t want to know what’s under your bed,” Lacey said, placing a heavy set of brass knuckles before him with a sweet smile.




“A few spare parts might come in handy,” Issac replied with a shrug, taking another gulp of coffee. “You just have to be discreet,” he added, biting into the roll. “And remember to label the bags properly.”




“Very funny.”




“At least he didn’t keep the whole body,” Marilyn said, sipping her coffee and smiling at the pair of them. “So awkward to explain as an officer of the law.”




“True,” Lacey said, providing Issac her sweetest smile. “Plus,” she added, leaning into his ear with a theatrical whisper, “Necrophilia is illegal.”




“What about zombies?”




“No consent,” Marilyn replied, slipping her pistol into the holster on her thigh, before slinging her own rifle across her shoulder. “So, covered by sexual assault.”




“I hate when you two get together,” Issac said, rolling his eyes and turning his attention back to his coffee. “Always ganging up on me.”




“All out of love,” Lacey replied, retaking her seat and slipping the set of brass knuckles into her jacket pocket, along with adding a few more magazines for her own PXK9 pistol. “We just want to make sure you know people care about you,” she added, resting her hand on Issac’s own, smiling at him brightly. “Some of us worry.”




“Mostly me,” Marilyn said, glancing between the pair of them. “About both of you,” she added. “Just to clarify.”




“Thanks,” Issac said, failing to keep the grin from his lips. “You know I love both of you too,” he added, “Like I would take a bullet for you. Not give you a kidney or anything.”




“You wouldn’t give me a kidney to save my life?” Lacey said with mock horror. “I thought I meant the world to you.”




“I would give you someone’s kidney,” he added.




“But not your own,” she replied, “Where did the romance go?”




“I would prefer to die intact.”




“Might want to consider a different profession then,” Lacey replied, shaking her head, eyes wide with shock. “Would you let someone stab you for me though?”




“A bullet isn’t enough?”




“I just want to establish boundaries,” Lacey replied, resting her hand gently on his.




“Try not to die for a long time,” Marilyn said, rolling her eyes and standing quickly, grabbing the plates and shoving them into the dishwasher. After a short search, she grabbed three travel mugs, filling them with coffee, before handing them out around their little group. “Better to stay alive. Both of you.”




“Easy for you to say,” Issac said, “You already managed it.”




“And I plan on sticking around a lot longer, that’s why you should listen to me,” Marilyn replied, grabbing her own jacket from a nearby chair and shrugging it over her shoulders. Grabbing a radio from the worktop, she clipped it to her webbing, before turning the dial and letting the bad news roll over her. “TV off,” she said, shifting her jacket into a comfortable position. “Shall we?”




“I don’t know,” Lacey replied, glancing at the door. “I wouldn’t want Mrs Meadows thinking Issac had failed us with the three way.”




Choking on a mouthful of coffee, Issac fought back the tears in his eyes, glancing between the pair.




“Wha….”




“I told Mrs Meadows we were having a three way,” Marilyn replied casually, adjusting her jacket. “Thought it might give the nosy bitch something to think about later,” she added, face devoid of any emotion. “Better than her hydroponics garden. I’m considerate like that.”




“We wouldn’t want the neighbours to have a bad impression of your sexual prowess,” Lacey said with a straight face. Something Marilyn was struggling with. “I mean, if the whole cop thing doesn’t work out, she would be your type of clientele.”




“I thought necrophilia was illegal?”




“Not when I’m profiting,” Lacey said, pinching Issac’s cheek lightly with her right hand and managing to keep a dead serious expression. “Now, I made Mrs Meadows some promises,” she added, pulling him a little closer. “And, Mummy needs a new set of pumps.”




Marilyn broke, shaking her head as she laughed, Issac staring at Lacey with fear in his eyes.




“So, your neighbour now thinks I’m a pervert?”




“More of a gigolo,” Lacey replied, releasing him.




“Leave him alone,” Marilyn said, walking along the short hallway and smiling back as the pair joined her. “She thinks I’m a sex fiend,” she added, pulling open the door. “You’re both just caught in my wicked web.” She paused for a moment, turning back to them. “Not sure that sounds any better.”




Walking out into the long hallway, light streaming through the windows on the left, Marilyn smiled at Mrs Meadows. A lot of people might have thought she was being petty, but there was a lot of history. Too much to explain to Issac and Lacey. Still, she always got a warm feeling by annoying the other woman, making everyone in the building her source of entertainment, when her husband rarely returned home sober or alone. Just another lost cause on a hostile planet.




“Surprised you can walk straight,” Marilyn said to Issac, winking as he flushed red across his throat and cheeks.




“Surprised any of us can,” Lacey replied, trying to keep the smirk from her face as Issac hurried passed the elderly woman. “Very reasonable prices,” she added with a grin. “I can get you his card if you want…”




Stepping inside, Mrs Meadows slammed the door with a glare, leaving Lacey standing alone in the hallway.




“That was rude.”




“This,” Marilyn said, placing her arm around the younger girl’s shoulders. “Is why you are my favourite.”




With a flush of red across her caramel skin, Lacey glanced down the hall to where Issac was waiting, holding the elevator, face matching her own.




“Don’t worry,” Marilyn said, following her gaze. “I’ll do everything I can to help you,” she added, patting her on the shoulder and releasing her from her grip. “Shall we.”




“Yes.”




“Maybe we can stop by Marquee’s before we get to the station,” Marilyn added, shifting her jacket around. “Let Issac geek your brains out a bit.”




“Danny the owner did want to speak with a senior officer about something,” Lacey said, following Marilyn down the hall. “Something about a robbery.”




“Well,” Marilyn said, glancing between Issac and Lacey. “I think I better pay him a visit.”


Chapter 2


Marilyn stepped out onto the street, holding the door open as she watched a few people milling around, mostly heading off to their various jobs. No one looked their way. With the dim light, filtering down from the massive dome above their heads, blotting out the strange Martian sky, everyone was hurrying to get their day started. Glancing at her watch, Marilyn yawned, before sipping from her travel mug.


“It’s too early for this,” Issac said, stopping on Marilyn's right, while Lacey took up position on her left. “Mornings should be against the law,” he added, releasing a low breath.


“Agreed,” Marilyn said, motioning for them to follow her along the concrete pathway, cracked in places from too many years of use. Buildings rose on either side, mostly tower blocks, reaching up to the grey dome above them. “But for now, we just have to make it through one morning.”


“Would rather take a gun fight,” Lacey grumbled, shifting her jacket to get more comfortable and checking the people around them.


“Amen sister,” Issac said raising his travel mug in mock salute, keeping a steady pace as they slipped between the buildings, heading for the edge of the residential district and out to the recreation area. “Hopefully, the new commander won’t be a morning person.”


“We’ll always need night shift,” Lacey replied.


“True,” Marilyn said, turning the dial on the radio clipped to her webbing. After a moment, she pressed the call button. “Dispatch, this is Inspector Rose, reporting on duty with Detectives Greenburg and Abbott,” she added, releasing the button to hear the acknowledgement. “Heading to reports of a robbery at Marquee’s, we’ll be in for the meeting with the new commander, over.”


“Understood,” replied the dispatch officer. “Don’t be late, over.”


Releasing the radio, Marilyn led them passed crowds of kids, screaming and running, parents trying to get them under control in the hopes they might actually make it to school on time. A vague hope. One Marilyn had never shared with them. However, she’d watched on as Casper and Lexi, her sort of adoptive children in a way, had caused her best friend Clara Blake havoc. Moments she remembered well. Yet, now long gone with them leaving for the military and Clara passing away.


Lacey dodged a small child, darting passed her as a mother issued a breathless apology and gave chase. Issac caught one by the back of the shirt, lifting the small boy off the ground, before passing him back to a grateful mother. Shaking her head, Marilyn strode around the corner at the end, marked by a small green tree, planted by someone to provide a little bit of colour against the bland grey of the living areas.


“Morning Manny,” Marilyn said, passing a small cart selling what could only be described as street food. “Business okay?”


“All good, thank you Inspector Rose,” he replied, smiling yellowing teeth brightly beneath steel grey eyes, matching closely with the shock of hair on his sweaty head. “Early for you,” he added with a puzzled look, checking the watch on his wrist.


“Tell me about it,” Marilyn muttered, forcing a smile. “Anything going on?”


“No problems here,” he replied, turning away to serve a worker in blue overalls, probably off shift from slinging slabs around to fix the shielding on the dome outside or grabbing something to keep him going through a long shift. Either way, his needs were greater than their idle chat.


Passing into the recreational district, Marilyn slowed slightly, trying to take in the crowds gathered around the small patch of AstroTurf, watching the large loaders shuttling goods down from the massive cargo vessels in orbit around the planet. Tension seeped through the air, teasing at something bigger waiting just out of sight, but everyone was too spread out to be ready for a hunger riot. With the extra security, people were thinking better of raiding the main loading bay these days, deciding they would rather spend their time breathing instead.


“This way,” Issac said, pulling them away from the main area and along a short row of shops, boasting colourful signs and a patchwork of varying services. From massage therapy to accounts. Probably a front for one of the gangs, providing a way to get money back into the system. Still, they looked to be doing a good trade with customers filtering in and out, adding a sense of hope to the economic shift promised by the most recently installed CEO of Mars.


Marilyn followed close by, keeping an eye on the pair as they headed for the shop near the end, a heavy yellow sign proclaiming it to be Marquees, purveyors of the finest dreams and fantasy in the solar system. Something Marilyn wasn’t so sure about, but maybe they had a different idea of fantasy to her. Although, the massage place would probably be closer.


Walking through the doorway, Marilyn followed Issac across the surprisingly spacious room, filled with people huddled around various tables set up with mock battle scenes Marilyn couldn’t place. Maybe it was part of the fantasy. Looking at a few scattered pieces on one side of a table, carefully crafted and painted with a level of care and dedication Marilyn could only admire, she decided there must be at least six ways to end the battle. Unless, there were rules she didn’t know about.


“Good morning, Issac.”


The voice was boisterous, pulling Marilyn from her contemplation of the tabletop game taking place next to her, back to the room around her.


“If it was, I would still be in bed,” Issac replied, walking up to the large man and hugging him. In terms of physiques, they were polar opposite. Issac was slim, slightly shorter than the beast of a man before him, matching only their broad grins. Neatly styled black hair covered the other man’s head, light violet eyes taking in Issac, before turning their attention to Marilyn and Lacey.


“Very true.”


“Morning Danny,” Lacey said, smiling at the big man, but not hugging him as Issac had done. Maybe it was something you had to earn. Or, maybe Danny had caught the sparks between the pair. “This is our friend, Inspector Rose,” she added, nodding towards Marilyn. “Maybe she can help you with the robbery.”


“Good morning Inspector Rose,” he said, voice keeping the same level of excitement, moving closer and extending a hand. Marilyn took it, shaking, before she glanced around the shop.


“Impressive set up you have here,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t take too long to get to the point of why he wanted to speak with a senior officer. Surely Issac or Lacey would have been sufficient to deal with a robbery.


“Thank you,” he said, smiling brightly. “Granted, not everyone’s cup of tea,” he paused, glancing around at the various groups. “But, we’ll always keep an open mind with anyone who walks through the door.”


“A pleasant change,” Marilyn said, keeping her eyes on Danny. “So, what seems to be the problem?”


“If you would like to come with me,” Danny said, motioning Marilyn through the shop towards a door at the back, “I will explain everything.”


“Lead on,” Marilyn said, quickly glaring at Issac, trying to act casual while she was being taken away. “I’m sure my colleagues can keep an eye on things here for a moment.”


“Take your time,” Issac said, smiling



























































































































