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CHAPTER 1


It was the buzzing of his phone that caught his attention. That sense of dread, almost a premonition knowing all his hard work went down the drain. He reached out, grabbing the device off the desk and turned it over. He recognized the number. He’d given it to her six months ago. Six months of hard work. It almost physically pained him to hit answer, before bringing it to his ear.

“Annabelle, are you okay?” He asked.

“Officer O'Neill?" came the soft voice of the young woman on the end of the line.

He held back a sigh. He remembered the first time he saw her. Puffy eyes, swollen closed. She gave her statement through a clenched jaw; wired shut with her teeth glued together. It was the only way to ensure the bones healed correctly after what she’d been through.

“Call me Jimmy, Annabelle,” he replied in a gentle tone. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m scared officer… Jimmy. I’m so scared.”

He listened as she broke down in tears. His heart sank as she cried and he wished for the third time now, that this wasn’t happening.

“Can I do something?” he asked, trying not to lose hope. “I can come around⁠—”

“No,” her shuddering reply echoed over the line. “I… I can’t Officer O’Neill.”

He bit off a curse and stared down at the desk. The last minute preparations. Statements, old and new. Medical reports. Photographs of what he did to Annabelle. Even graining security camera footage from one of her neighbors, showing people hanging around her home. All of it was circumstantial unless she was willing to testify.

“Annabelle—”

“I’m sorry.”

Click.

Jimmy took a deep breath, and set down his phone. This wasn’t the first time it had happened. Nor would it be the last. A case of Affluenza on the extreme end of things. Ricardo Cook. His name first came across O’Neill’s desk almost a decade ago. Back when O’Neill was fresh out of the academy.

Wealthy parents dead. Mysterious circumstances. Teenage son to inherit a fortune. O’Neill had a feeling, but wasn’t in the position to do anything about it. When he took his hunch higher, nobody took him seriously. Since then, Ricardo had appeared in many, many reports. Nothing concrete. Nothing that could put him away. And yet, a trail of destruction wherever he went. A trail that included witnesses and victims, either too scared, or too well bribed to testify against him.

The first had been a young woman whose mother was dying of cancer. He paid her mothers medical bills. The following six months turned that sweet young girl into an addict he pimped out to his wealthy friends. By the time he got rid of her, she was a shell of herself and died of an overdose before anything went to trial. When Ricardo showed up with a lawyer and a bunch of documents signed by the victim agreeing to the acts he’d committed against her…

The case fell apart, and Ricardo walked.

She wasn’t the first. Many of his victims didn’t come forward. Too afraid even for that. The ones who would speak, did so anonymously. O’Neill had a box full of names and statements. Set aside, just in case a first conviction could convince others to come forward. With Annabelle’s call, that possibility of that happening was just pushed back once more.

Jimmy understood. The young women he targeted were all in over their heads—on the verge of homelessness. Escaping abuse; in debt too large for them to cope. He found them when they were vulnerable, showered them with gifts, convinced them he loved them. And then, ruthlessly exploited them for his own amusement. He was a monster. Plain and simple. Jimmy had no doubt there were skeletons in his closet too. He could practically draw a map from victim to victim. But there were gaps. Gaps were things seemed to go quiet. But those gaps looked as long as it took for one of his regular victims to finally leave, or be thrown out.

Somewhere out there, there were corpses. Ones that Jimmy wasn’t even allowed to search for. That’s why he needed a conviction. Something to prove what was going on, enough to get a warrant to search his property.

“Shit,” Jimmy cursed as he rubbed his eyes.

It wasn’t all that late. He’d been up early, preparing for a long day, so he could leave early. Get a nice meal, a good night’s sleep and he’d be up bright and early for court in the morning. With a shake of his head, Jimmy began to pack everything up once more. He stacked the files neatly, before stopping as he saw which one was on top.

Jimmy opened it. The twisted expression on Annabelle’s face greeted him. The day she’d shown up at the hospital. Battered, broken and barely aware of what was going on around her. Jimmy picked up that photo, and folded it, before putting it in the pocket inside his jacket.

With a last look at the months of hard work about to go to waste, he gathered his things and made his way out of the office. A few of his colleagues were still here. Tina, one of the new girls gave him a wave while she spoke to someone on the phone. Jimmy waved back, and mouthed the words “goodnight” as he reached the elevator. Jimmy’s arm brushed against his police issue firearm as he reached into his pocket for the keycard he always carried.

It was the only way to make the elevator work. It wouldn’t call, or move, without authorization. The fire stairs would only lead out without a scan card too. Even if you got into the stairwell, you couldn’t get into the floors without help from inside. A good system, if a bit flawed. This wasn’t the military though. Just a small three story building on the edge of a rather populous city.

Jimmy scanned the card, and waited for the elevator. One more scan and he was on his way to the underground parking lot. Most of the vehicles were gone. A few cruisers remained, along with the riot truck over in the corner by the response doors. None of that mattered right now. Jimmy crossed over to his car. Three years old, he bought it with cash. It wasn’t the latest and greatest, but it did the job and was comfortable to drive.

Jimmy climbed in, put his seatbelt on and started the engine. By the time he reached the security gate, he’d already made up his mind. The drive might have taken five minutes, or it might have taken an hour. Jimmy had barely been aware of anything more than the road. He’d driven it many times over the years. Always for the same reason and always ending in frustration. It must have been predicted, since the spot he liked to park had been left clear. As if he were expected in advance.

After shutting off the engine, Jimmy took a deep breath and got out of the car. The thumping of a subwoofer greeted his ears. Noise complaints were a common reason to be out here. Ricardo’s neighbors hated him. Anyone other than his friends, generally did. Jimmy was no different, but he still had a job to do. The gate was closed tight when he arrived. A camera hanging above had a small blinking light on it. When Jimmy approached, the gate began to open on its own.

Jimmy didn’t bother to wave at the security guard on the other end. He just walked up towards the home. Two stories, and wide enough to fit a pair of city buses end to end. Most of the windows were drawn shut. It was the kind of place you saw in movies. It was one thing to think that he’d bought the house with his inheritance, but nobody had figured out how he maintained it. His taxes were clean.

Jimmy ignored the water fountains, the well-trimmed lawn and the gorgeous gardens. This place looked like a hotel in some lights. The kind of place any young, scared woman, would consider a palace. Granted, it was close. But it was only once they were in, and the truth was revealed, that their lives took a turn for the worse. A gilded cage was still a cage.

Jimmy stopped at the front door. Only a moment later, it opened and a teen with a smirk on his face nodded.

“Sup Jimmy.”

“Officer O’Neill,” he corrected. “Is Ricardo home.”

“Course,” the teen gestured to follow. “C’mon Jimmy.”

Jimmy glowered at the teen. One of the friends Ricardo liked to bring in. Most of them left after a few months. Some of them stayed around for a while. None would talk. None dared. You came into this place a victim, or a monster. Ricardo had a knack for picking them, and you stayed until he wanted you gone.

Jimmy didn’t even know the teens name. That the teen greeted him though, spoke volumes. Jimmy ignored him. They passed through the lounge. More of a two story living area with a balcony above. A handful of young women in lingerie lounged with some younger men who were shouting at a large television while some foreign football team scored against them. Empty cans and bottles lay strewn about.

Further inside, Jimmy felt the need to turn away. The source of the music was a private strip club. Two girls were entwined on the stage before a dozen jeering men. These girls were the safe ones. Comparatively. They were here on the behalf of the other members. Not one of Ricardo’s toys. They’d leave, dazed and sore, but healthy and with a wad of cash to keep them compliant.

“Ricki!” the teen shouted. “Got your boy here!”

Jimmy looked up and grimaced. Ricardo was in his spa. Beside him, tucked against his shoulder was a young woman. She looked barely out of her teens. Red hair. Freckles. Makeup thick enough to hide the color of the bruising, but not the swelling. She nervously looked up at Jimmy, then glanced down towards the gun on his hip. For a moment, just a single moment, there was a flash of hope in her eyes, before Ricardo held his arms out like he was greeting an old friend. Despite his beaming smile, the young woman’s terrified flinch spoke far louder.

“Officer O’Neill!” Ricardo shouted. “Champaign?”

“What are you celebrating?” Jimmy asked.

“Cindy here. Her sister just beat leukemia!” Ricardo laughed.

From the blank smile that crossed her face, Jimmy knew. That’s what got her in here. That was the price. There was always a price. Ricardo knew just how to pick them. Lure them in. Fix their problems and then make it monumentally worse.

“So… nothing about the court case then?”

“Course not!”

“What court case?” the young woman at his side asked.

The look he gave her made her clam up. She even squeezed her eyes shut, and Ricardo turned a wide grin towards Jimmy once more.

“Honestly forgot about that whole mess,” Ricardo lied. “Mustn’t have been important. Someone making lies about me again?”

I reached into my jacket and plucked out the photo. I didn’t offer it, I just tossed it towards him. It landed in the spa, and the water soaking into the fold made it open, like some demented butterfly. The woman at his side froze as she stared at Annabelle’s injuries. She was looking at the end result of what was likely going to happen to her.

“That’s a rather rude thing for a guest to do in a man’s house, Officer O’Neill,” Ricardo stated without looking at the photo. “Perhaps it’s time you left.”

Jimmy stared at the monster in the spa. Then turned around and began walking away. The teen was over by a table laden with bottles of spirits. He considered asking for identification, but decided against it. He was probably legal, and had been planted there just to stir the pot a little.

“See you next time Jimmy!” Ricardo called.

Jimmy made it another three steps. His heart thumped against his ribs. All of this. All of it. All the pain, the anger, the destruction. All at the hands of one man. One man, who likely started this as a teenager. Jimmy couldn’t prove it but he knew. He knew that Ricardo murdered his parents. Maybe not personally, but certainly on his orders. He’d killed since. He’d maimed many more. The state of the woman at his side, told him he’d likely do it again.

Jimmy turned, and saw Ricardo smirking at him. Still sitting there in the spa. The woman at his side was trembling. Like he’d said or done something just in those few moments Jimmy had his back turned. He walked forward once more as Ricardo tilted his head.

“Didn’t you hear me Officer O’Neill?” Ricardo asked. “I politely asked you to leave my home.”

“I heard you,” Jimmy nodded as he unclasped his handgun, before slowly drawing it.

“Whatcha got there, Jimmy?” Ricardo asked as his eyes widened slightly.

Jimmy took a deep breath. “You’re never going to go down for the crimes you’ve committed. The legal system doesn’t account for people like you.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about Jimmy,” Ricardo said, staring at the weapon.

Jimmy shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.”

He raised his hand. It had been a while since he’d fired his service pistol. In fact, he was almost due for certification. Just the standard annual test to prove he could still use it. Jimmy had spent so long working this one case, and the one before it, he’d never been in a position before now to actually draw the weapon.

The trigger felt the same as it had on the last certification day. So did the recoil. The heavy thump, and the jolt that ran down his arms, into his shoulder. It was followed by a small adjustment, and another squeeze of the trigger. Another recoil, and another adjustment.

Textbook.

The screams weren’t. Nor was the blood. Or the way Ricardo leaped from the spa, cock dangling between his legs as he scrambled to safety. He made it a few feet, before Jimmy’s next shot took him in the back. Ricardo fell flat, gasping and moaning.

“P-please?”

“How many times did you hear that word, and did it anyway?” Jimmy asked.

Ricardo turned to look back. And Jimmy squeezed the trigger once more. There was no need to check for a pulse, when his brain was leaking from his ears. The girl in the spa was holding her face as she cried hysterically. Jimmy shook his head and offered a silent apology as he walked past the teen, who was on the floor, frozen in shock.

The lounge was deserted. Signs of the people here as they raced out the front door. Fleeing the violence. Like they hadn’t been complicit with what came previously. Jimmy watched several cars tear off down the driveway, fleeing into the night. By the time he reached the parking lot, there were distant sirens. A lot of sirens.

Jimmy removed the magazine from his weapon, and set it on the roof of his car. Then pulled the slide and caught the chambered bullet. He set that on the roof as well, along with the gun and his badge.

Over the next few minutes, Jimmy took off his shoes. He unbuckled his belt, removed his shirt and jacket, and set them neatly on the ground. The sirens were loud now. He could see the red and blue flashes as they approached.

Shirtless, shoeless and calm, Jimmy picked up his gun, the barrel in his right hand. Then his badge in the left. He turned around and froze at the sight of the young woman. Wrapped in a towel, she was splattered with blood and staring at him in terror. But that terror shifted and she looked down towards the first of the police cars coming into view.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Jimmy nodded. “You might want to step back. They’re coming in hot.”

As the car approached, with half a dozen right behind it, Jimmy got on his knees. Holding the badge up with one hand, and the gun up in the other, he held still as the girl hurried back inside where she was out of the way. The police cruisers slammed on the brakes and shuddered to a halt, before dozens of officers and weapons were pointed in his direction.

“PUT THE GUN DOWN!”

Jimmy gently tossed it aside.

“ON THE GROUND! GET ON THE FUCKING GROUND!”

Jimmy kept his badge up in view, as he leaned forward, laying himself flat. He offered no resistance as his own colleagues tackled him from above. Someone yanked his badge out of his hand, and cuffs replaced it.

“Dammit Jimmy,” one of them snapped. “What the fuck did you do?”

* * *


“I don’t know how you got this footage, but it should have been presented at the trial,” Jimmy told the woman. “Where were the cameras anyway? I took a detector there once. Place was clean as a whistle.”

“Not important⁠—”

“Bullshit lady,” Jimmy grunted. “That kind of evidence needs to be archived correctly. Sure, it only showed what I pled guilty to. But it still needs to be documented correctly.”

The woman blinked, and Jimmy paused. Because that blink was slightly out of sync. Like she’d closed one eye right before the other, only for her next blink to look entirely natural. He shook his head. Jail did things to a man. You stare at the same four concrete walls for long enough, you swear they started fucking moving. Solitary was a bitch, but it was better than being shanked in the yard. Too many people knew who he was, and Jimmy wasn’t dumb enough to give them an excuse.

“What if I told you, that I’m not part of regular law enforcement?” she asked.

Jimmy gave her another once over. Brown hair, brown eyes. She wasn’t some supermodel, but she wasn’t unattractive. She was just the right kind of pretty and plain to get around without being noticed.

“What are you a spook?”

“A spook?” she tilted her head, then wrote something down on the paper in front of her. It wasn’t in English. Some kind of shorthand or something. “No, Officer⁠—”

“Not an officer. Gave that up the moment I unclasped my weapon.”

She nodded. “Yet, the inmates here would call you that regardless.”

Jimmy shrugged. “Maximum security is hardly a bastion of reason and understanding.”

She smirked and made another note. “To answer your question, Jimmy,” she said with a level of intention behind it. “No. I’m not a spook. I represent something far greater. My job here today is simple recruitment.”

“Not buying it,” Jimmy said and shook his head. “Can’t be a snitch if I’m not in general pop, and putting me there will get me killed even before they find out I’m a snitch.”

“I’m not asking you to be a snitch, Jimmy,” she replied calmly. “I’m asking if you want to help me catch a terrorist.”

Jimmy looked around. Then craned his head to look under the table. He’d have gotten up and walked around, but he was physically shackled in place to prevent doing so.

“What are you looking for?”

“The prank,” Jimmy replied. “You’ve got cameras, or… what is this, a television show? Some MK Ultra bullshit for the CIA? What’s really going on?”

“This is real, Officer O’Neill,” she stated simply.

“Don’t call me that,” Jimmy growled.

“Yet it is real, nonetheless,” she replied with a glare. “Despite the strangeness of the situation, I am a recruiter for an agency. My agency is currently hunting a terrorist, and it is our impression that you might be the right man to help us catch them.”

“Why me?”

“That much, I cannot explain right now.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re shackled to a table. Should you agree to cooperate, you’ll be released. At which point, I can bring you up to date with the current situation.”

“You can’t just… pull me out of prison⁠—”

“On the contrary,” she interrupted with a shrug. “Make your choice, Officer O’Neill.”

He stared at her and slumped back in his chair. “You’re actually fucking serious, aren’t you?”

She smirked. “I guess if you want to find out, you’ll have to fucking agree to help out.”

“You know what I was convicted of, right?”

“I saw the video, the same as you,” she said with a nod. “The paperwork is only an interpretation of the actual events. Between you and I, Ricardo deserved what was coming, and I applaud your actions even if I can’t legally condone them.”

“And… you want me to find a terrorist?”

“Precisely,” she said with a smile.

“And what about my sentence?”

“Technically, you’ll still be a prisoner,” she admitted. “You’ll have the freedom to move about in public. Eat, drink, wet your dick, if you want.”

Jimmy glared at the woman, but she only stared back with a thin smile.

“And if I say no?” His voice was low and filled with suspicion.

“Then you go back in the box where you came from,” she replied immediately.

Jimmy thought for a moment. Truthfully, jail was hell. He didn’t regret what he did, but that didn’t make this place pleasant. Maximum security was a nasty place to spend twenty years. He’d only been here six months and already he was seeing the walls doing strange things.

“Alright,” Jimmy said, he sighed and then nodded. “I’d talk up some altruistic bullshit about catching the bad guys, but honestly… I just want to see the sunlight without bars in the way.”

She smiled and gave a small nod. The entire back wall behind her slid to one side. Jimmy stared in shock as a broad shouldered… male, stepped into the room. Male, because it looked masculine, and not a man because… it was some kind of fucking monster.

“You’re going to feel a slight pinch,” the woman explained as the monster walked around the table.

“What?” Jimmy tried to stand, but forgot he was pinned in place. “NO!”

“Just relax,” she replied as the monster closed in.

Jimmy got a good look at it. Pebbled gray skin. Orange eyes with two pupils in each. No nose, but a mouth wide enough to swallow Jimmy’s entire head. He reached towards Jimmy, who pulled at his chains, only for the monster to grab his wrist and pin his arm down.

“What are you doing?” Jimmy snarled.

The monster ignored him and produced… what looked like some alien injection device. Jimmy tried to pull away, but was unable to budge as the monster placed the device on the back of his hand and depressed a lever.

Jimmy jerked as something stabbed into him, refusing to cry out.

There was a soft buzzing sensation, and the monster let go. Jimmy pulled his hand back, seeing just a small dot where the injection went in.

“What the fuck?” Jimmy glared up at the monster, before turning to the woman, who… reached up and removed a thin necklace she’d been wearing. The moment it left her head, her form turned to static and she sat there, similar in physical characteristics, only… green.

“That should be enough time to set in,” the monster grumbled in a voice that sounded like rubbing rocks together.

“What?” Jimmy jerked and looked up at him.

“How do you feel?” The monster asked. “Light headedness? Tingling? Strange erections?”

“Erections?”

“Is that a question, or a statement?” the monster asked. “Agent Thren, how many penises does a human male typically have?”

“Typically just the one,” the now green skinned woman said with a slight smirk. “He’ll get along fine in the greater universe. From our research, he should be remarkably compatible with many of the greater races.”

“I’ll make a note,” the monster rumbled. “For now, Sheriff O’Neill, do you have any questions?”

“Just one,” Jimmy said, and his eyes filled with anger. “What the FUCK IS HAPPENING?!”

“Your response is warranted, Sheriff O’Neill,” the green skinned woman said calmly. “But I ask that you not raise your voice unless necessary. While it did not bother us, some of the species you will be introduced to shortly, have sensitive hearing.”

There was a soft click, and the shackles holding Jimmy in place fell free. Without a second of hesitation he was up and out of his chair. Jimmy scrambled around the room to the door he’d come through and after grabbing the handle, he realized it wasn’t locked. Jimmy saw the woman open her mouth and didn’t wait to see what she was going to tell him. He yanked the door open and stepped through, slamming it shut behind him. Hitting the lock, Jimmy turned and froze.

“This can’t be real.”

The door clicked behind him, and Jimmy held still as the green woman moved to stand beside him.

“Sol. A G-type star. Your people classify it as that, from the nuclear reaction at its core, converting hydrogen into helium. If you look to the left there, you can see Earth. Not Luna though. It’s on the other side of the planet and out of view.”

Jimmy swallowed nervously and nodded. “Ah… Agent Thren, was it?”

“Your powers of observation serve you well, Sheriff O’Neill,” she replied with a smirk.

“The mon… the big guy⁠—”

“Doctor Tunter,” Agent Thren said with a nod.

“Doctor Tunter.” Jimmy nodded slowly. “Did he ahh… inject me with… some kind of psychedelic or something?”

“No, he injected you with a nanite printer that after establishing itself in the communication center of your brain, is now…” She pulled a small phone-like device from her pocket. “Curing your early-onset prostate cancer.”


CHAPTER 2


“Cancer?”

Agent Thren gave a small nod, before replacing the device in her pocket. “You’ll be cleared in a few minutes. By tomorrow, you’ll feel like a new man.”

“New…” Jimmy looked back out the enormous window. “I think I need a minute.”

“You’ve got three days, Sheriff O’Neill,” she replied softly. “It’ll take that long to reach our destination.”

Jimmy frowned and shook his head. “Jesus fucking Christ… You… You’re serious? All of this?”

Agent Thren stepped past and gestured for him to follow. “What part exactly confuses you?”

Jimmy followed along. Not sure where to look. This was just some hallway. A long corridor made of metal that had windows to one side looking into space. There were doors along the walls. All of them closed, with a single door at the end where the corridor stopped.

“I think all of it, if I’m being honest,” Jimmy said, noting the agent’s gait. If he didn’t know better, she might just be wearing cosplay. “I admit, the… the view is spectacular, but… how do I know this is real?”

“The MK Ultra program was a complete failure, Sheriff O’Neill,” Agent Thren said as she continued at her regular pace. “Mind control as your kind sees it, does not exist. Similar things can be replicated in part out here in the greater universe. But that still lands on the obvious fact that it would not be something humanity would be capable of. If you have doubts, I’m sure interacting with the crew will convince you otherwise.”

“Crew?”

They reached the door and it slid sideways to give them access to a well-lit room. It looked almost like the bridge of a spaceship from any of the sci-fi films Jimmy had seen. A large chair in the middle of the room overlooking tiered controls heading towards the front of the room. The front having a large window looking out into space. The walls extended forward, obscuring the view of the sun, but the light still reflected off the far wall, giving it a pale glow.

The large chair was empty. The first tier below it had two seats, both were occupied. One by a person who looked like an enormous fuzzball with arms. Slightly resembling a fat version of a certain cousin known for wearing a bowler hat and sunglasses. The other was a male version of whatever Agent Thren was. He wore a thin pair of headphones with a section that extended out over his mouth.

The tier below them had three seats. The three aliens sitting here seemed to be resting. They had displays in front of each of them. The far left looked like a display showing the solar system. The middle had a display showing what Jimmy could only assume was the ship they were on. While the right display was blank. None of them were actively doing anything right now. Just sitting and waiting, until Agent Thren and Jimmy walked in.

“Captain,” a small chorus rang out, while they made an odd salute, raising one arm to the side, bending their elbow and holding their palm flat and facing forward with their fingers pointed straight up.

Agent Thren made the same gesture, before bringing her hand around to rest on her breast, right where a human’s heart would be. As she did so, the crew did the same, before she moved toward a seat.

“Three days you said?” Jimmy asked.

“We’ll get you caught up,” Agent Thren assured him as she took the center seat. “Alright everyone. The package is secure, we are clear to embark.”

“Plot is accurate,” the crewmember with the star map called.

“Thank you Rita,” the fluffy crewmember replied in a surprisingly deep voice as they began to fiddle with the display ahead of them.

Jimmy watched as several values began to display. Some of which reminded him of the heads up displays shown in movies with jets. He was too far away to read any of it though. A soft chime echoed through the room. Nobody reacted to it, but Jimmy looked around.

“Just an alert we’re getting underway,” she explained. “It’s standard practice. There are inertial dampers that should prevent you feeling anything. But crew in the firing range, or anyone using specific equipment will pause what they’re doing for a few moments.”

Jimmy gave a small nod as the stars he could see through the windscreen began to move. It was the only sign they were changing heading. He couldn’t feel a thing.

“Bringing us to jump speed,” the same fluffy crewmember announced. “Jumping in three… Two… One… Initiating jump.”

There was a subtle thrum that went through the floor. No more than you’d notice, dropping a heavy object beside your foot. Nothing shook, nothing jolted. No strange noises. But the view through the windscreen turned strange. The tiny specs of light that were the stars began behaving oddly. Those in the middle appeared brighter, while those near the edges, seemed to stretch from pinpoints, into lines, before streaking off out of view.

“I’m going to take a wild stab here, and guess we’re moving faster than light?” Jimmy asked.

“Not technically,” the fluffy crewmember answered before Agent Thren could. “Imagine a metal rod of a fixed length. Then turn that rod into a spring under tension, only to release that tension and have it snap back to half its length. That’s what the ship is doing to space, while our engines power us along. The ship never exceeds the speed of light, but space itself is being drawn towards us like releasing the tension under a spring.”

“I have no idea what any of that means,” Jimmy said, “but thank you for the explanation.”

“You are welcome, Sheriff O’Neill.”

Jimmy frowned and looked over at Agent Thren who nodded. “They know who you are.”

The fluffy crewmember tapped a few keys, and a second tone echoed through the ship. Which was an apparent cue for Agent Thren to get out of her chair once more.

“Right. So I’m assuming you have a lot of questions. There’s also a lot to explain. Certain rules for you to understand, and then we need to get you outfitted. You don’t quite look the part in prison orange.”

Jimmy glanced down at himself and grimaced. He felt like a damn neon highlighter. More than that. His stomach growled, reminding him that he’d missed lunch to take this meeting in the first place.

“We can stop by the mess and start there,” Agent Thren offered. “It’s been over a day since you’ve eaten.”

“It’s… what?”

She nodded. “Not important, but one of the things we can explain.”

Jimmy sighed and gave a small nod as Agent Thren led the way behind her chair. There were three doors on the back. The one they entered, another mirroring it on the far side and a third in the middle. That took them to another hallway, only much shorter. This one had doors on either side.

“Most of these are crew quarters,” she explained, tapping one that had her name and rank. Captain, instead of agent.

“Why is everything in English?” Jimmy asked. “And… is it agent, or captain, when I address you?”

“To answer your first question, it’s not English.” She raised a hand to push her hair behind an ear. “The nanites in your system are installing various systems to overlay information. You’re not reading English, you’re reading my native language. They’re just telling your brain what it says in English.”

“And curing my prostate cancer,” Jimmy muttered thinking of another question. “But first, your title?”

“It’s context dependent,” she shrugged. “To the bridge crew, I’m the captain. To my support staff, I’m a high ranking agent. To you, I’m simply your handler.”

“So… handler Thren?”

“Agent is fine,” she said, leading the way to a door at the end of the hall on the right. “This is your room, for our stay,” she said. “Just place your hand on the panel in the middle.” Jimmy raised his hand and Agent Thren shook her head. “Other hand. The nanite printer in your wrist is what needs to scan.”

“Right,” Jimmy said, swapping hands. He didn’t feel anything, but the panel blinked. When Jimmy removed his hand, it now said his name.

“Congratulations, sheriff. It’s official now,” Agent Thren said, before gesturing for him to follow through the final door.

This was a long room. There was a pair of long tables in the middle and the far side, with a series of benches and workstations on the other. It was large enough to seat several dozen people comfortably.

“This is the mess,” she explained. “There are no officer quarters beyond our private rooms. There is a general barracks beyond, as well as some training facilities. We don’t have a gym like you’d recognize, but if you want to get some exercise, that’s where you go.”

“Makes sense,” Jimmy nodded. “I’m guessing the halls on either side with the view lead back here too?”

“Correct,” she said. “I won’t bother giving you the tour since you won’t be here very long. Just follow the lights in an emergency. They’ll take you to the shuttle bay, which is located on deck two.”

Jimmy shook his head. “This is crazy.”

“I’m sure to you it is,” she said and smiled. “To me, this is just home.”

“You live here?”

“For the most part,” she agreed, and shrugged. “Technically I work with law enforcement, but in a separate branch. Station security will handle police work on the ground. They won’t necessarily know that it’s a small part of a larger operation. That’s my job.”

“And right now, you’re chasing a terrorist?” Jimmy asked.

“Precisely,” she said, before heading over to the benches. It turned out to be a chest freezer of sorts. She opened it, plucked out a package and held it up.

“Is it supposed to look like that?” Jimmy asked.

“It’s a ready meal. If we were hauling more than a security escort, there would be staff on hand to cook for us,” she explained as she took out a second tray.

Jimmy watched as she took both to a device that… for all intents and purposes, appeared to be a microwave. She opened the door that swung open how he’d expected, slid both trays inside and closed the door. After tapping a few controls, she turned back to Jimmy with a smile.

“Don’t look so surprised. We’re both bipedal omnivores with opposable thumbs. We call it the standard template.”

“Standard template?” Jimmy muttered. “Implying there are non-standard templates?”

“Precisely,” she said, giving Jimmy the impression she liked using that word. “Most of the beings you will meet will resemble you in… very, broad terms. I will give you some reading material to go over later. It’s created for children, so it shouldn’t be too laborious."

“Thanks,” Jimmy deadpanned.

Agent Thren smirked. “You’re welcome. But that’s not the point right now. Where would you like to start?”

“Alright, you said I hadn’t eaten in a day. I remember eating breakfast, so that’s not true,” Jimmy pointed out.

“Yes and no,” Agent Thren replied evenly. “You remember eating breakfast yesterday. Where you were drugged and transferred to the prison infirmary. At which point, we made a switch and now you’re here.”

“Wait…” Jimmy froze. “Switch?”

“Understand that I’m using this word for your understanding, not your reality,” she said with a firm tone. “We created a clone. It looks like you, sounds like you, has some memories of you. But it’s not you. It doesn’t think, it doesn’t feel and it doesn’t care.”

“So there’s a mindless version of me walking around a prison cell right now?”

“More or less,” she said with a tilt of her head. “More likely it’s been transferred to a hospital. Put through medical tests that go nowhere, and will die of what appears to be heart failure before we arrive at Canis Station.”

“I don’t know if I should be horrified or… horrified,” Jimmy said with a shake of his head. Only to flinch when the microwave beeped.

“Give me a hand. It’ll be hot,” she said, turning around.

Jimmy followed and watched as she pulled the machine open. It really did look like a microwave. She took out the first tray. It had been in a sealed back before, but that was gone. He didn’t question it. He just took it. The tray was hot, but not uncomfortably so. The food steamed lightly and when Agent Thren removed the second, she led the way over to the tables.

“Wait, you said if I refused, I’d go back in the box?” Jimmy recalled as he sat down.

“That’s exactly what would happen, just not in the way you’re thinking,” she admitted carefully. “Remember what I said about you still being a prisoner? The laws of Earth are similar and different in some ways. The concerns of a galaxy leave a lot of interpretation. You’ll find a lot of familiarity with things such as murder, rape, theft. How they’re handled though, can vary from place to place.”

“So… anarchy?”

“Not quite,” she said with a frown. “There is a ruling council, backed by elected members of the signatory races. Earth won’t qualify for entry until they become a true spacefaring people. Though, finding a human or two is not impossible out in the stars.”

“I’m not the only one you abducted?”

“Slavery, accident, experimentation. There was a small colony of neanderthals brought to a station as an experiment at one stage. Even I’m not cleared to see the results, I just know the entire facility and all the… subjects were destroyed and the researchers executed for crimes against nature.”

“Wow…”

Agent Thren nodded, before pointing at the tray. “Eat up.”

Jimmy looked down at his meal. Frozen, it looked strange. Heated up though… It resembled meatloaf and vegetables. Though the meatloaf was green and the vegetables weren’t anything he recognized before. It smelled good though, so it was only after a moment of hesitation that he tried the meatloaf, finding it to be rather tasty.

“Good?”

“Good,” Jimmy nodded. “Do I want to know what it is?”

“Nothing worse than what you’ve eaten on your own planet,” she replied.

Jimmy frowned. “I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not.”

“Likely not,” she grinned. “It’s safe. Farmed meat. Imagine they took a piece of steak, then used it as a template to grow more steak, without the cow. It’s nutritious, safe and mostly ethical.”

“Mostly?”

“Nothing’s entirely ethical. Even your vegans back on Earth, drive cars, use smartphones and power their homes with electricity. All of which is destroying your planet far more than the animals they’re preserving by not eating them. I doubt many of them have considered the creatures killed, clearing the land to build their homes.”

Jimmy stared at her for several long moments, before snorting. “Alright, so aliens are enlightened, but not perfect.”

“Definitely not perfect,” she agreed on a sigh. “If we were perfect, I’d be out of a job, and you’d still be in your cell.”

“You said a terrorist,” Jimmy interrupted, “what can you tell me?”

“It was a fluke at the destination. They picked a random freighter out of thousands and gave it a deep scan. There, they found the trigger mechanism for an anti-matter bomb.” She saw the look on Jimmy’s face and nodded. “Think nuke. But… bigger.”

“How much bigger?”

“Theoretically,” she said, “space is big. With enough time, money and effort, you could build an anti-matter bomb large enough to wipe an entire system. We suspect the bomb being built is large enough to crack a planet.”

“And all you have is the trigger mechanism?”

“We have the trigger mechanism,” she agreed. “The freighter was dropping supplies at Canis Station. From there, the supplies are shuttled or dropped to the planet’s surface. The planet is rich in several rare elements crucial for ship construction.”

Jimmy nodded, “I can see that being a problem.”

“There’s also the matter of the nineteen-billion people living on the planet,” she said, her lips thinning. “By bringing the bomb in pieces, they’re getting around the normal detectors.”

“You can’t just scan for anti-matter?”

“Anti-matter is refined on the planet's surface and used in the mining process. The planet is on the edge of our controlled space, making it difficult to patrol and those living on it rather wealthy. It’s a haven for the sort of people who do not wish to be found. If the components reach the planet, they will be very hard to track.”

“So… Canis station?”

“It’s an orbital station. All trade passes through it before reaching the surface. Atmospheric reentry isn’t possible for a freighter, and a smaller shuttle would be detected and destroyed in the upper atmosphere by planetary gun emplacements.”

“This sounds all rather violent,” Jimmy pointed out.

“The galaxy is a dangerous place. It’s very big, very empty and full of opportunity for those who wish to take it. Some join the council and share in its wealth and power. Others… do not.”

Jimmy sighed. “Is it terrorism, or a war that you’ve dragged me into right now?”

“Is there a difference?” she asked. “Unlawful violence for political goals. If it were a signatory, we’d call it a rogue state, and enter a civil war. While we have reason to suspect a foreign power is behind the overall goal, there is no declaration of war. Hence, terrorism.”

“Fair enough,” Jimmy muttered. He tapped his fingers on the side of the table. “So… You’re sending me into this Canis Station. To act as station security, and try to find a terrorist?”

“Precisely,” Agent Thren said and grinned.

Jimmy rolled his eyes. “Alright, and… is the terrorist on the station itself, or?”

“We suspect someone related is,” she confirmed. “We got sidetracked, but when we intercepted the trigger, it was bound for a shuttle. It’s gentler than an orbital drop. Safer for delicate equipment too. On reentry, there was a malfunction and the shuttle crashed, killing a pilot and navigator.”

“Malfunction?”

“The official report said engine failure.”

Jimmy nodded. He understood there was more to it and prodded for more. “And?”

“The engines failed because an explosive device was planted in the reactor core. When it detonated, the engines were ejected from the shuttle. Power failed immediately, the backup kept the flight recorder functional, which is how they found the crash site, and evidence to show the pilot and navigator were innocent victims.”

“Alright, so the terrorist is well connected, informed and already established. How do I know that there’s no explosive device strapped to our reactor that’s going to prevent me from arriving at the station?”

“Because three independent teams swept this ship before I departed checking for such an event. Earth is currently an unlisted planet in the archives, due to the previously mentioned event with your ancestors. And your status as a sheriff will not be disclosed to anyone. Including the chief of security.”

“They’re not going to be suspicious of the strange officer showing up out of the blue with no paperwork?”

Agent Thren smirked. “Freighters bring passengers all the time. This ship is registered as one. I’m even hauling machinery to fill an order on the surface. I might just have to perform a refit on faulty scanners while I’m at the station. Which I already know will mean sending for parts, since they’re an irregular component. Just a bit of bad luck to go on the record for a security officer with a bad mark on his name.”

“Bad mark?”

“Discipline,” she said and shrugged. “It’ll go with your cover, since you’re going to be working on your own a lot. The file will read that you’re good at what you do, but you pissed off your superior and got a transfer out here. It’ll look like you’re being punished.”

“And the chief doesn’t know?”

“The chief is a suspect,” Agent Thren replied softly. “The loss of this planet will cripple this entire sector of the galaxy. Billions of lives will be lost. And it will likely be the precursor to a war that will claim billions more. You are here, to stop that from happening, by any means necessary.”

“Any means?”

“Back on Earth, you were an exemplary member of law enforcement. You followed the rules, kept your nose clean, did your job and did it well. Right until the day you understood that those rules got in the way of justice itself.”

“I committed a murder,” Jimmy pointed out.

“And you may have to do so again,” she stated simply. “Only this time, you won’t be imprisoned for it, so long as you can justify to me why you did it.”

“You said that you couldn’t condone me killing him.”

“I can’t. You committed an illegal act. But I have sole discretion whether or not to pursue it as one.”

“What are you?” Jimmy asked. “In terms of law enforcement. What actually are you?”

She smiled. “I’m who they call, when law enforcement can’t be trusted. I’m not station security. I’m not military. I operate outside those bounds, and answer directly to the council. That gives me huge leeway to operate as I please, but as we’ve discussed, that will likely lead to my death.”

“Instead you’re risking me,” Jimmy said, looking contemplative.

“The difference is, they’re not expecting you. I show up with a battlecruiser and a platoon of marines, the terrorist scuttles the station and escapes in the confusion. I need to put someone on the inside. Someone that won’t send them into a panic.”

“Someone who hasn’t got a clue what they’re doing in the galactic community,” Jimmy pointed out.

“No, no, that’s the point,” she said with a laugh. “You’re going to walk in there and be so awfully obvious that anyone with a stake in anything, is going to go digging. That’s where they’ll find your fabricated backstory. Realize you’re just a troublemaker and start ignoring you.”

“That simple?”

“That simple,” she said. There was no doubt in her voice. “You’re not taking the chief’s job. You’re going in at the lowest level. They’re not expecting you to make sweeping changes. They’re going to expect you to enforce littering fines, curfews and generally be annoying.”

“You’re turning me into a traffic warden,” Jimmy grumped. “Wonderful.”

“It’s also going to put you on the streets. With an ear out and a nose to the ground, in a position where you’re likely to be ignored once they’re used to you being there.”

“Fine,” Jimmy said and rubbed his lower chin, a considering look crossing his features. “Fine… just…”

“Just?”

Jimmy sighed. “The box. What’s the box?”

“Oh, that was more of a euphemism." She shrugged and stared into his eyes, unperturbed. “I mean, yes, there’s a physical box. We had to transport you in something, but… You wouldn’t have woken up after we put you in it.”

“You would have killed me?”

“There’s currently a non-sentient version of you dying in your place already, Jimmy,” she pointed out. “You don’t remember getting here. You wouldn’t have remembered going back in the box afterward. I’m rather glad I didn’t have to make that call, but that was the game being played. The stakes here are high. Sheriff’s aren’t common. There’s a few floating about, and each of them have an important role.”

“Like chasing terrorists?”

“And others, yes,” she said simply. “One and all, they are exemplary members of law enforcement or military, who made a choice that sets them apart from their peers.”

“They’ve killed?”

She nodded. “Not just like any other murderer, Jimmy. They killed for a reason. You shot Ricardo not because you were angry. Not because he deserved it. But because the law failed. That’s what a sheriff is. Someone who can look at the problem and know the solution lies outside the scope of the law. Most importantly though, it’s someone with the knowledge and restraint to understand that it’s still wrong. You’re not a loose cannon, Jimmy. You did everything in your power to protect innocent victims, by the book. It was only when that book closed, you took matters into your own hands, and law or not, your planet is a better place for it.”

“And the box?”

She smirked. “It’s still in the hold. If you really want to see it, I can show it to you. But I think you and I understand the situation a little better now.”

Jimmy nodded. “So these nanites. Other than curing cancer and translating for me, what else are they doing?”

“Providing me a live uplink and tracking telemetry. I can see everything from your heartrate, to your stress levels. In a pinch, I can also restrict, or unlock your ability to fire your weapon.”

His brows rose upward. “It what now?”

Agent Thren reached her hand down, and then removed what looked like a pistol—if that pistol had been designed in some kind of video game. It had a smooth grip, a longer barrel than normal, and was surprisingly blocky.

“Go on, pick it up. It’s scrap metal to you, though I guess you could beat me with it if you wanted to.”

Jimmy frowned, but gently picked up the weapon, which felt odd in his hand.

“The grip is small for you, which is why it’s uncomfortable to hold,” she explained. “It fires magnetically accelerated caseless rounds. The velocity is adjustable, as well as the projectile spread.”

“Adjustable?”

She nodded. “You can tone it down and fire it like a non-lethal. It’ll bruise, break a rib maybe. Or with a quick change to the settings, fire it like an armor penetrator that’ll go right through a shuttle’s hull.”

“I guess there’s a reason you said that one specifically,” Jimmy guessed.

“Precisely,” she said, her favorite word, he noted. “The nanites will take estimations on what you’re aiming at. Preventing friendly fire, overpenetration and accidents, but the system isn’t perfect.”

“You said friendly fire. What if the terrorist is a member of security?”

“Let me show you,” she said, taking the weapon back. “Priority override, lethal.”

The gun beeped and it began to emit a red glow from several points.

“And this is how you know someone’s a sheriff,” she said, before placing the pistol back on the table. It continued to glow red and menacing for several long seconds, before beeping once more. The lights turned off and it went back to looking like a fancy space pistol. “Regular security and most military do not have the clearance to override their weapon for lethality. The red glow serves as a warning, so make sure if you activate it, you do so only in an emergency.”

Jimmy nodded. “Out of curiosity. Would that let me shoot you?”

“It would,” she said, her eyes remained placid. “I haven’t mentioned it yet though, but your nanites are keyed to mine. If you kill me. They kill you.”

“Has anyone told you that you’re slightly terrifying?” Jimmy muttered.

Agent Thren grinned. “Not recently.”


CHAPTER 3


The pages of the book felt like cardboard. Though they were made of some kind of material that resembled plastic. Thick, firm. Easy for someone with poor motor control to grasp and turn a page—only to spring back into position and remain rigid so it was easy to hold. Jimmy felt like an idiot staring at the oversized words and the cartoonish pictures of the more common species he was going to run into.

Thren was a Viride. Species named for the Veridian Nebula her people came from. What humans called it back home, he had no idea, but the picture in the book was basically a green hued collection of stars. Thren’s skin color was about the same, so… That made sense.

Then there were the Steinete people. Doctor Tunter was one of them. His people evolved on a semi-aquatic world that orbited just a little too close to the system’s main star. Constant rain and howling storms blotted out most of the sunlight, driving plant life to survive on ultraviolet light. The few land creatures like themselves survived by eating rocks and absorbing the minerals, while algae and the few surviving plants grew on their rocky exteriors in a symbiotic relationship.

Once they became a spacefaring race, many of them chose to leave, but there were still healthy populations returning to the more destructive climates of stormy water worlds.

Others were listed too. Many of them feeling somewhat familiar. There was a race that resembled elves. Not the tall, golden skinned ones that looked down their nose. More like Santa’s elves. Called themselves the Alti. They were only about a foot tall and were experts on mechanized warfare, which was why Thren included a small dossier on their equipment. Getting stepped on was a concern, so they wore light mech suits in public places at times. Apparently that was something Jimmy would have to prepare himself for, since they generally appeared quite intimidating in a suit of mechanical armor.

Then there were a few of the more bizarre peoples. One of which required a translator to follow them around. They were essentially an amorphous blob of ooze that could congeal enough to sit around waist height. They communicated with subtle shifts of refracted light in their body, which took a trained eye especially for a few specific races that were color blind, or specially designed machinery to recognize.

Which made the shooting range something of an odd situation, seeing all the various aliens using weaponry. The amorphous blobs looking like slime monsters, known as Quods, used a modified pistol. It lacked a traditional grip, and in its place, was a circular disk to act as a good handhold for the alien to grasp. It made Jimmy think of a baseplate for launching a firework.

“Alright, as a member of security, you’ll be issued a weapon,” Agent Thren explained, grabbing Jimmy’s attention. “Standard issue, just like mine in fact.”

Jimmy nodded as she led him over to the far end. There were several members of the crew here already. It surprised Jimmy that ear protection wasn’t necessary. Their weapons didn’t make any loud noises when they fired, since there was no explosive propellant involved. With the weapons dialed back for target practice, the caseless rounds weren’t even travelling fast enough to break the sound barrier. So only soft electronic pulses, followed by a soft whistle, filled the room.

“You’ll find it similar to your service weapon back on Earth,” she explained, as she took out her own weapon.

She spent a few moments going over the features. It didn’t require a safety, since it would not operate without an authorized person squeezing the trigger. The magazine ejected from the bottom, and held thirty rounds, despite its size. Each of the rounds was a strange, stubby, metal dart that could be pre-programmed before being fired. Using high powered electromagnets and a capacitor, it could remain a penetrator round, or collapse on impact like a beanbag. And since they didn’t require a shell, they were stacked into twin columns, doubling the capacity.

“What about countermeasures?” Jimmy asked.

“Like what?” Agent Thren asked.

“Well…” Jimmy asked, turning the round over. “No idea what you’d call it out here, but an electromagnetic field, or something to strip the charge out of the capacitor might turn a lethal round into something far more survivable.”

“You’d be right,” Agent Thren agreed. “It’s possible, but impractical. The fields you’re suggesting. They do exist, but the power required to make them is prohibitive. Nobody would be carrying one of them down the street, and the range is limited. If you encountered one, you’d likely know about it well in advance, as it would damage other equipment well before you opened fire.”

Jimmy nodded. That was a fair point he hadn’t considered when he asked the question.

“Now,” Agent Thren said and drew his attention to a black box. “That case on the bench in front of you, take it.”

Jimmy glanced down. It was about the right size for the weapon she was holding. “Open it?”

“That or look at it,” she said with a smirk.

Jimmy nodded and reached out. “Back home, if someone reached for a gun, it was a quick way to get shot.”

“I see,” she replied, her expression sobering. “I’ll make a note. And yes, please. Retrieve the weapon within.”

Jimmy opened the box and inside on a soft gel pad was a weapon like Agent Thren’s, only with a thicker hand grip, along with a full magazine. He picked it up and turned it over.

“You are welcome to load it. I don’t consider you a threat to me, Officer O’Neill. Besides, it’s a training weapon. Even should you make the order, it won’t fire a lethal round.”

“Fair enough,” Jimmy said, nodded and picked up the magazine. “These rounds though, if I put them in your gun, would they be lethal?”

“Yes,” she replied evenly.

“Something to keep in mind,” Jimmy whispered to himself.

“What’s that?”

“Oh, just… Where there’s a will, there’s a way. I figure there’s enough of these lost, stolen or forged that someone’s figured out a way to make them fire even without permission.”

Agent Thren pursed her lips, but didn’t argue with him. She just moved on with the lesson.

The handgrip didn’t feel right. It was serviceable, but the grip, while thicker, was still too short. It dug into his palm and got in the way of the magazine when he loaded it. Still, it operated mostly like his old service pistol, just without the slide or ejection port. Everything that went in, went out the barrel. What he hadn’t expected was the ammunition counter to appear in his vision.

“What the fuck?” Jimmy blinked and shook his head.

“What’s wrong?”

“Am I supposed to see my ammunition count?”

Agent Thren nodded. “Yes, that’s the nanites. They’re stimulating your ocular nerves directly. There is no visible light. The only way someone could see what they’re telling you would be with some of the highest levels of brain scanning available, even to us.”

“What other weird things are they going to show me?” Jimmy asked.

“You know back home, when you see a suspicious vehicle, and you put the registration details into the system?”

“Yes?”

“We have similar things here,” she explained. “As a sheriff, you get some higher access than most. Normal security would have to verify who someone is first and ask for their identification. As a sheriff though, you can scan people. If your nanite integration is far enough along to show your ammunition, it should be ready to access the omnet.”

“Omnet?”

“Galactic communication service. Omnet is the name of the company who built it. Think of it like the internet,” she explained.

“Got it. Now, how do I do the scan thing?”

“Things will get easier the more you practice. The nanites will learn your cues over time. For now, concentrate on me, and think about wanting to know more about me.”

Jimmy frowned, but did as she said. He glared at her and looked her up and down. And just like that, a little window snapped around her face. That window registered for a moment, before it brought up a list of information. Despite not being able to focus directly on it, Jimmy could see it perfectly and read it with little trouble.

“It… just says your name, that you’re my handler and that everything else is redacted,” Jimmy explained.

“Probably not a good example then,” she said and shrugged. “Try it on the crew. They all know to expect it. That redacted information would become available to you in the event I am the one being investigated. Anyone with a prior, a warrant or anything of note will be listed. You can even view general information. Their communications, tracking information, security footage and more.”

“That’s a horrible invasion of privacy,” Jimmy pointed out.

“I’m glad you understand that,” she said quietly. “That's why there are so few sheriffs. Many would do exactly what you are worried about, and rest assured if you did, you would likely end up under investigation yourself. There are no second chances. Fuck this up; I or someone like me, will shoot you.”

Jimmy stared at her and gave a slow nod. “Understood.”

“Fantastic,” she said, smiling once more. “Now. You know how to shoot?”

Jimmy swallowed and turned down the range. “Ah⁠—”

“You have permission to fire your weapon, sheriff.”

“Thank you Agent Thren.” Jimmy inhaled and raised the pistol.

Recoil wasn’t bad. He reasoned it would have more if it fired harder, but for simple target practice it worked well. He watched the counter for the ammunition go down. The magazine held thirty rounds and the weapon fired as quickly as he could squeeze the trigger.

The targets downrange were digital images displayed on moving destructible targets. They were stationary at first, giving Jimmy something to aim at. When he hit the close ones, he took a shot at the ones further back. Agent Thren was satisfied with him and activated a switch under the bench he hadn’t noticed. Now the targets moved and he did it all over again. A second switch and now the targets seemed to flock together, before his vision shifted.

One target highlighted as the one he had to shoot. It was lit up bright orange to stand out against all the green outlines of the civilians who clustered around the target.

“Good, you haven’t just tried firing off into the crowd,” Agent Thren praised him. “You’d be surprised how many people just try to get off a lucky shot. Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t.”

She made another change, and this time, the orange target was mostly obscured by a green one. This green one, looked like Agent Thren herself. Jimmy had a single moment to think, before sound echoed in his ears.

“Anti-matter charge detected.”

The voice was robotic, and Jimmy glanced at Agent Thren, who was staring at him with a blank expression. He looked back at the targets, and saw it was now highlighting a trigger device, being held by the target, behind the dummy of Agent Thren.

“Warning. Anti-matter charge will trigger in five. Four. Three⁠—”

Jimmy fired twice. He aimed for a spot he hoped wouldn’t kill Agent Thren were it a real person. The first shot hit her, and the second slammed into the one holding the detonator, and the countdown stopped.

Jimmy sighed and looked back at Agent Thren, who was still staring.

“You understand what you just did, don’t you?” she asked.

Jimmy stared at her dummy. If that shot killed her, he’d be dead too. If he didn’t shoot her, the bomb would have gone off and they were dead anyway, along with billions of others.

“Understand, Sheriff O’Neill,” Agent Thren whispered. “I’d do the same thing.”

Jimmy looked her in the eye and nodded. “Understood, Agent Thren.”

She nodded, then smiled. “C’mon. We’ll be docking soon.”

Jimmy took the magazine out of the pistol he was using, and set it back in the box, before closing it up. It might have been overkill, but he still wasn’t about to drop good habits. That done, he turned and followed Agent Thren back to the front of the ship. There, he was just in time to see the view of the world they were approaching. It looked like mars, only Jimmy had the distinct impression it was larger than that. Though it was hard to tell the scale of something like this.

“Does the planet have a name?” Jimmy asked.

“Technically, but not a fancy one. It’s just a mining planet. A few centuries from now the outer layers of the planet will collapse and it’ll be a decade or so after that before the colonies are rebuilt and work resumes.”

“What happens to the people and the station?” Jimmy asked.

“The station will go into maintenance mode. Shut down to preserve life support. The population will move to a new planet and life goes on. Don’t worry about people being put out of work or going homeless. Most of the population on the surface are employees and their families. Nothing like I described will happen in their lifetimes and if it did, the collapse is planned in advance.”

Jimmy nodded. Nothing to worry about in his lifetime at the very least. The planet continued to expand as they approached. It filled the view entirely as they passed to the dark side and out of view of the star. There, Jimmy was able to spot a bright speck, and only because it blinked regularly, like a strobe light.

“Canis Station coming up, Captain,” the fluffy crewmember announced. Jimmy wasn’t sure what they were, the book had a few examples, but he hadn’t felt comfortable enough to sit down and ask specifically what they were.

The crewmember on the right had something on their screen this time, and it was them who spoke next. “Freighter four-zero-four-ree-one-three-two-dash-four, hailing Canis Station.”

“We have you on scanners freighter. State actions,” came a crackled reply.

“Scheduled supply run and a passenger. Machinery for the surface. Looking to dock and settle in for repairs.”

“Repairs?” the voice asked warily. “We’ve had reports of pirates, is this related, freighter?”

“Negative, Canis Station,” the communications officer replied, glancing back at Agent Thren who stared back with an unreadable expression. “Just a touch of bad luck and damaged our scanners, we’re flying blind out here.”

“Affirmative Freighter. Proceed to Bay Six, do you require assistance?”

“Negative Canis Station. We’re expected.”

“Affirmative Freighter. Welcome to Canis Station.”

The communications officer sat back and Agent Thren let out a sigh. “Pirates? Is it just luck, or are they involved?”

“Are pirates common?” Jimmy asked.

“They’re not uncommon,” she replied testily. “Common enough that they could just be here for their own reasons, or they could be here for something else entirely.”

That she hadn’t stated anything about terrorism made Jimmy pause. It felt deliberate to omit that. She’d said the crew knew her as captain. He felt it likely they knew she was someone up in the ranks, but likely not exactly what it was she did, or who exactly she was. Still, they seemed to respect her, so things weren’t entirely one sided. Even if they didn’t know the bigger picture, they didn’t hold it against her.

“Want me to stray off the path a little, captain?” The fluffy pilot asked.

“Not too far. You’re too competent to stray out of line,” Agent Thren ordered.

“Yes Captain.”

The ship continued to approach and the cockpit grew dark. Small lights illuminated as they passed entirely into the shadow of the planet and the station grew before them. It looked like a giant ring, with arms reaching towards the middle. Those arms seemed to be where everyone was docking. The entire station spun slowly in place, which likely produced a form of artificial gravity.

When they got closer, Jimmy was able to see on the arms themselves, they were labelled. The one they were approaching was labelled with the number six. Or at least, that’s what Jimmy’s eyes were telling him. What was actually there, he didn’t know. Only what they translated to. With an idea in mind though, Jimmy thought about wanting to see both the original image, and the translated one separately. And was surprised when the number six split to the left in his vision and a box of lights appeared to the right. From his peripheral, Agent Thren moved up beside him, her face inquisitive. He concentrated on the box and the number six faded from his view. Inside that box, was six lights, arranged evenly like on a four sided dice.

“Okay, yeah, that makes sense,” he muttered.

“What does?” Agent Thren asked.

“The numbers. Just figured out how to get the nanites to show me the original image without modification. Wasn’t expecting it to just be six lights.”

“This is a mining operation, not an embassy. You’ll see a severe lack of culture out of the few recreational spaces in this place,” she informed him. “Sometimes simplicity just works.”

“Understood,” Jimmy agreed and nodded as the ship oriented with the docking arm.

A few moments later, Jimmy felt the ship move for the first time. A solid thunk through the floor as they docked with the station.

“Clamps locked. Systems slaved. Shutting reactors down,” the fluffy pilot announced. “We are docked.”

“Is slavery a thing?” Jimmy asked, all of a sudden.

Agent Thren stared at him and tilted her head slightly, as if the question had an obvious answer.

“Right,” he nodded, realizing what she meant. “Just a few extra steps. Got it.”

She frowned, but made no comment as she got out of her chair once more. “Come on. I’ll show you to the door. Head to station security. They’ll take it from there. I’ll be in touch.”

“How do I contact you?”

“You won’t… yet. Once you’re settled in, you’ll have an official designation. You will be able to use that to contact me as the captain of this ship.” They left the bridge and entered the hallway. “Understand, Sheriff,” she said, stressing his proper title now they were away from the rest of the crew. “You are here, because I cannot be. Not in the way I’d need to be. The more you rely on me, the more likely someone will make assumptions, or just a damn good guess. You are here to do a job, the way you would do it. If I thought you required oversight, you wouldn't be here. Do you understand?”

“Not in the least,” he said and then smirked when she stared him down. “But I think that’s kinda the point, isn’t it?”

“Hope for you yet,” she said, bringing him down into the shuttle bay, where the docking clamp had attached. “Once you’re established on the station, you’ll have a stipend delivered into your account. Your equipment will be supplied and there’s accommodation already set aside, but you’ll need to feed and clothe yourself otherwise.”

“Do I have to worry about taxes or anything?” he asked.

Agent Thren let out a genuine laugh and shook her head. “Property doesn’t pay taxes.” She grinned. “You’re what the taxes pay for.”

Jimmy grimaced as the door opened behind him.

“Good luck. And… Grab a railing.”

Jimmy nodded and stepped into the elevator. Agent Thren gave him that strange salute. Holding her arm out, elbow bent like a sign to hail a taxi. He copied her, before she pulled her hand to her heart. Jimmy did the same, and the elevator door closed, cutting her off from sight.

“Does the crazy-hot scale work in space too?” Jimmy said and chuckled to himself.

A moment later an icon caught his eye as it blinked into existence. By concentrating on it, a window opened with Agent Thren’s face in the corner, followed by a few words.

I’ll look into it.

Whatever thought went through his mind vanished a moment later as the floor fell out from beneath him. That’s how it felt at least. Jimmy yelped as he floundered for a moment. His feet never left the floor but he felt light as a feather as he snagged the railing on the wall to hold on. It was then, he realized the elevator was travelling down that long arm, likely to the outer ring. It was massive. Large enough that only his odd balance told him that he was starting to move sideways at all. The elevator moving further from the center where they docked, would increase the horizontal velocity he experienced, which due to centrifugal force acted as gravity.

Being so large a structure though, hid most of those sensations outside of odd balance, until finally the elevator stopped at the bottom. Here, Jimmy’s equilibrium stabilized and he found himself feeling just a touch lighter than he’d expect while living on Earth.

“Have to work out, or I’ll get flabby,” he muttered, as the doors opened.

Jimmy looked out and… nothing. Just a room, with a few people around, with what looked like trolleys to move heavy items. One of them looked up, a Viride just like the captain, but they dismissed Jimmy a moment later.

Jimmy stepped out, then kept going as he realized nobody was going to stop him, only to reach the doors at the end of the room. They opened automatically and Jimmy stepped inside, the windows turned transparent.

“Welcome to Canis Station… Officer Jimmy O’Neill. Oh, you’re the new arrival, I’ll send a note.”

Jimmy turned and spotted the speaker. A humanoid metal frame, with… a tiny person mounted in the chest. He looked old, in a tidy suit and a pair of spectacles. All the while looking like he was piloting a mech for battle.

“Just hold still for a moment, Officer O’Neill. We’ve had an outbreak of Delta Eight, so quarantine is extra tight at the moment.”

“Delta Eight?”

“Four hundred infections, before we isolated it,” the old man tutted. “Most will recover, but there are always those isolated cases that go poorly.”

“Right,” Jimmy said and sighed internally, not understanding at all what he was talking about.

“Hold up a moment,” the old Alti paused, then shook his head. “No, my mistake. Welcome to Canis Station. I’ve forwarded the location of the Security Hub to you. Have a pleasant day.”

The wall turned opaque once again, and the distant door opened. Jimmy shook his head slowly and made his way out, before another icon appeared in his vision. This time, when he activated it, a line appeared on the floor.

“Neat,” Jimmy said, he chuckled and set out on his walk.

There were no long corridors on the station. Likely because of the curve of the station. Anything too long would look disorienting as the floor curved up away from you. Instead, the station was set up like a honeycomb of floors, rooms, corridors and shops. This section was isolated for the docking bay and things were fairly quiet. The only people here were working. Many of which were shifting crates from one dock to another. When Jimmy turned a corner, he spotted a window with a viewing platform. He couldn’t resist heading over and looking out.

It gave him a spectacular view of the star, rising over the edge of the planet and illuminating the far side of the ringed station. Jimmy did as he remembered and didn’t look directly at the star. Instead, he watched smaller shuttles float by. Some on their own, others hauling long lines of crates, like floating trains. It cut from one side of the station to the other instead of going all the way around the outside. Which made sense to Jimmy.

“It’s not as impressive as some other stations,” a soft voice called. “But it’s home.”

Jimmy turned and spotted her. She stood to one side, wearing a uniform with a pistol on her hip. She stared at him, while half hiding her face behind a device that looked like a computer screen.

“Officer O’Neill?” she asked.

“Oh, right, yes.” Jimmy nodded and made his way over and held out his hand. “I’m O’Neill, it’s nice to meet you?”

He was surprised when the hands she was using to hold the screen remained in place, while a second pair reached around to grasp his hand and shake.

“I’m Liaison Officer Michi,” she introduced herself, before releasing his hand. “I was nearby, so when I received communications that you’d arrived, I came to meet you.”

“Great,” Jimmy smiled as he looked around. “After you.”

She nodded, and turned. Jimmy’s eyes drifted down, spotting the sleek tail that whipped around behind her. It was long, fluffy and curled at the tip to keep off the floor. He also took note she wore odd shoes, like they were heels, but… lacked the heel part. Her hips swayed rather provocatively and it took several long moments to realize he was staring at a four armed, two legged catgirl.

“Something the matter, Officer O’Neill?” she asked, turning her head.

He caught sight of her face for the first time. She wouldn't pass for human; maybe one in cosplay. She had a small nose, bright wide eyes and some faint stripes along her cheeks. What was more, the movement shifted her orange hair, letting a small triangular ear peek out from atop her head.

“You look as if you’ve never seen a Lynxian before,” she said, covering her face once more with the computer.

“Sorry,” Jimmy said, looking away from the woman he realized was on the shy end of things. “I haven’t got a lot of experience with your kind.”

She nodded. “Are… are you…”

“If you’re going to ask if I’m some kind of asshole, I’ll leave that up to you to decide,” Jimmy said and shrugged. “If you’re worried I’ll treat you poorly because of your species or something, then don’t be.”

She blinked up at him, before nodding slowly. “Thank you, Officer O’Neill.”

“Jimmy,” he told her. “Friends call me Jimmy.”


CHAPTER 4


“So, Jimmy,” she said, following the line he could see. “What did you do to land in a place like this?”

Jimmy sighed. He’d been briefed. The file they’d put together on him, essentially said that while he was competent, he was a bit of a rogue agent.

“Mostly I kept butting heads with my old chief,” Jimmy said. It wasn’t entirely a lie either. Having murdered a criminal, was exactly the opposite of what he was ordered to do, by his old chief. If a bit more extreme than Michi suspected.

“I won’t pry,” she said, looking forward again. “I just wanted to warn you that Chief Erkel won’t tolerate bad habits.”

“Chief Erkel,” I mused. “What’s he like?”

“Hard working, dedicated and looking forward to retirement.”

Jimmy nodded. That sounded more like he was an older chief. Probably rigid in his ways. Either he’d be entirely by the book, or entirely by his book. More likely the latter than the former. People in positions of authority liked getting their way, and if this was where they sent troublemakers then… it wasn’t hard to make an assumption or two.

“How close to retirement are we talking?” Jimmy asked.

“Fishing for a promotion already, Officer O’Neill?” Michi asked.

“Just wondering what kind of atmosphere I’m about to walk into,” Jimmy said and shrugged.

“He’s tough, but fair. Follow the rules and everything should be fine,” she replied. “Now, part of the reason I came to get you is to explain the station. Your file doesn’t mention if you’ve lived on one before.”

“No,” Jimmy replied honestly. “Planet side my whole life.”

“In that case,” she said, slowing her pace. “The station is one wide rotating ring, with a standard unit of gravity in most quarters. You likely experienced lower gravity when you first exited your ship.”

“Yeah, the elevator was… unpleasant.” Jimmy grimaced.

“It’s not so bad going the other way,” she said. “Now, Canis Station is loosely separated into four sectors. Housing, mercantile, business and warehousing. We are currently in the warehousing sector, since the freighter you came in on has cargo.”

“Makes sense.” Jimmy nodded along as they passed through another set of doors. “Is this place all hallways?”

“The warehouse sectors are, yes,” she said. “Housing is a little more open. But you have to understand, this is a station. Space is a limited resource on a mining outpost. Anything outside the bare necessities is a luxury.”

“I get it,” Jimmy agreed. “What about population?”

“Steady, around one hundred thousand lives,” she replied. “This is a multi-cultural station with at least seventeen different species living aboard. Most of that population rotates in and out to the planet’s surface. Basic food, air and water are maintained aboard the station and are handled by the bulk of the permanent population.”

“How many security officers are aboard?”

“Patrolmen? Several hundred,” she listed. “Officers? Nineteen.”

Jimmy frowned. Several hundred patrolmen. That meant one cop, for every few thousand people living aboard. And then just nineteen officers? This station must be a relatively peaceful one. Or… one that the hustlers and gangs were controlling.”

Still, it could be worse. The hallways were clean. There wasn’t much in the way of graffiti. Nobody was loitering in odd areas. At least in this sector.

“Relax, Officer O’Neill,” Michi said, glancing over her shoulder. “You look like you’ve walked into trouble, and you haven’t even signed in yet.”

Jimmy sighed and gave a small nod. They chatted idly. Liaison Officer Michi was scant on personal details. She seemed rather shy, holding her computer in front of her like she wanted to protect her identity or something. With a thought, Jimmy activated his nanites and got a scan on her.

Tinka Michi - Lynxian adult (28 cycles)

Liaison Officer for Canis Station Security

Escorting *redacted* Security Officer O’Neill

Mother: Eti Michi - Deceased

Father: Koto Michi - Business owner. Warning: Indicted on multiple crimes. Risk of violence: Medium

Sister: Eako Michi - Exotic dancer

One prior arrest, for public nuisance. No charges laid.

ERROR: Records do not match original documentation. Flagged for inspection.

Jimmy let the information fade away. Nothing he’d just read told him that Michi was in any way a criminal. But the error message, and the warning about her father—that made Jimmy wonder. What was Koto Michi doing on this station, and what would he uncover. It could be a simple coincidence. Or her being here could be intentional in a way he hadn’t yet discovered.

Still, Jimmy kept his thoughts to himself and followed along with the strange, catgirl alien. He had to wonder if part of the translation technology the nanites employed, worked with his expectations along with reality. Because those ears of hers… they certainly reminded him of a lynx, with the little black tufts at the tip.

“Lucky for you,” Liaison Officer Michi said as they stepped out into a larger corridor. This one was filled with people. Not a huge number, but they had the look of shoppers. “You docked near the head office, where you’ll be working from.”

Sure enough, the line Jimmy had been following, took him right through a doorway to the right. Above which, a sign stuck out, clearly denoting that this was a security office.

“Lucky me,” Jimmy muttered. “Thank you for the escort, Liaison Officer Michi.”

“You’re welcome, Officer O’Neill. I’ll take you to your office, and let the chief know you’ve arrived.”

“Thanks,” Jimmy said, before following her in.

Three people were inside. A Viride and two more of a species Jimmy didn’t recognize, who looked like an angry mother and a scalded child. The Viride looked back, but the mother was talking to another Viride who wore a security uniform and manned the front counter.

Officer Michi nodded politely as she made her way to a secure door on the side. It beeped as she approached and there was an audible click before she opened it. Jimmy followed her inside and… found it resembled just about any other office building he’d been inside of. The line on the floor had vanished, but Michi knew the way. A handful of turns and she brought him to a blank door.

“Press your hand to the panel,” she instructed.

“Got it,” Jimmy recalled the same thing from aboard Agent Thren’s ship.

A moment later, his name was inscribed and the door slid open. Inside was a desk, a chair and a set of shelves. Otherwise it was a plain room with zero decorations or personality.

“Take a seat, get comfortable. The system will catalogue you now you’ve arrived so you can access your messages,” she said as she turned away. “You’ll receive a notification when the chief wants to see you.”

“Thanks Michi⁠—”

“Officer Michi, if you please,” she said in a firm tone.

Jimmy nodded. “My apologies, Officer Michi.”

She nodded and quickly left. Giving Jimmy another look at her strange feet. Her shoes looked like she walked on her toes. Like she was digitigrade or something. He shook his head, glanced back down the hall and then stepped into his office. The door slid closed behind him, and…

“Creepily quiet.” He muttered.

There was nothing but silence in return, the walls dulling all sound, so he walked around the desk and looked at the chair. It was too large, but he didn’t have any alternative, so he sat down. He froze as the chair molded around him. It took only a moment, and when he stood, it remained in the shape it was before. Like a cross between a bucket seat and an ergonomic one.

“That’s… okay that’s kinda cool,” he murmured and sat down once more.

With nothing to see or do, he set his hands on the desk, which caused a hologram to blink into view before him. He saw his name, and a progress bar. It was almost complete and when it reached the end, the hologram turned into a display, not unlike an email browser.

In fact, it showed a blinking message waiting for him, from Captain Thren.

Jimmy tapped it with a finger and read over the polite message. Thren thanked him for being a model passenger, and informed him that they were remaining at the station for repairs, in case he found he’d left any belongings behind.

Not that he had, since he didn’t own anything. But if he needed an excuse to head back, there was one in writing. He was distracted though, by a second message. Jimmy took a moment figuring out how to navigate to it, and saw it was from the chief. Just an appointment scheduled for the next five minutes.

Jimmy accepted, and received the same line on the floor as earlier. With nothing better to do, he got up and made his way out. A security officer who looked like they were part snake glanced over as they walked by, but didn’t say anything. Jimmy followed along behind and watched that officer take a turn ahead of him. Jimmy went straight and found himself at a door with the chief's name written on it.

The door slid open as he arrived and Officer Michi almost walked into him as she came out.

“Oh, you’re here already,” she squeaked.

“Yeah,” Jimmy said and shrugged. “Wasn’t much else to do.”

She stared for a moment, before nodding. “Very well. I’ll be off.”

“Thanks for the guidance, earlier,” Jimmy told her.

She nodded and scampered off without another word. Jimmy turned back to the door and found a Steinete staring at him.

“When you’re done ogling my assistant, Officer O’Neill,” he droned in a deep voice.

“Ah, right,” Jimmy said, stepping into the office. “Sorry, just… never met anyone quite like her before.”

“A Lynxian?”

Jimmy nodded. “She’s the first I’ve seen. Shares a vague resemblance to an animal species from my home world.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that, O’Neill. She would be well within her rights to take offense to such a statement.”

Jimmy frowned and nodded slowly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Wonderful. Now, I’m chief Agalmar Erkel. You can call me Chief Erkel.”

“It’s good to meet you Chief Erkel,” Jimmy said politely.

“When you address your superiors, O’Neill. It’s with a salute.”

Jimmy grimaced and nodded, before holding his hand up like hailing a taxi. The chief made him stand there for a moment, as if trying to figure him out. Then made the same gesture, before completing it by placing his palm to his heart. Jimmy mimicked the action and dropped his hand.

“Sorry chief,” he apologized. “Been through a few changes lately. Won’t happen again.”

“See that it doesn’t,” Chief Erkel rumbled. “You’ve got a day to settle in. Most of the officers are out of the hub for today, you arrived later than expected. Get your uniforms, kit and settle in. I’ll run some introductions in the morning.”

Jimmy nodded, and made the salute. When it was returned, he made his way back out and headed back to his office. There, he found Officer Michi waiting for him.

“This way,” she directed.

They ended up a few corridors down, and inside what was clearly an armory. The room was set up like the reception. With a bench at one end. Though it looked far more defended, with only a small clear plastic screen with a Viride man on the other side.

“Officer Michi,” the man saluted. “Is this the new recruit?”

“Officer O’Neill,” Jimmy introduced himself after returning the salute.

“This is him, yes. Needs the full kit, he didn’t bring anything with him,” she explained.

The Viride nodded and began tapping at the hologram display in front of him. “I have you in the system. You’re already registered, which is expected. Nothing flagged, and your weapon certification is current. Please approach the counter.”

Jimmy stepped up and saw the counter was a metal bin that opened from both sides. The top was clear so everyone could see what was inside.

“Got the scans here from entry, so I’ll print some uniforms,” the Viride explained as he worked.

Jimmy nodded and the Viride strode away. When he returned a few moments later, it was with a stack of clothing. All uniform and gray, like what Officer Michi wore. He set the clothing in the bin, but didn’t release it yet. Jimmy waited as he vanished again, this time returning with something resembling a smartphone, and a hip holster, with one of the standard issue pistols firmly in place. The belt had a small pouch on the opposite hip, that held extra magazines.

“Scan your hand,” the Viride instructed.

Jimmy looked around and the Viride tapped a spot on the counter. Jimmy put his hand down and the Viride nodded.

“Just the usual spiel. This is not your personal equipment. Damaged items are to be returned before replacement issued. Lost or stolen items are to be reported. Intentional misuse may lead to fines and costs deducted.”

“All fair enough,” Jimmy conceded.

“You’d think so,” the Viride muttered, but hit a button.

The box closed on his side, and it tilted forward to give Jimmy access from the outside. The first thing he did was take out the weapon still in the holster. Belting it on, he drew the pistol and checked to see it was unloaded, before replacing it. He then picked up the clothing and stepped back.

“Pleasure working with you, Officer O’Neill,” the Viride said and nodded politely.

“And you as well, Officer…” Jimmy trailed off.

“Ved,” he said and smiled. “Officer Ved.”

“Thank you Officer Ved,” Jimmy said, before turning to Officer Michi. “Back to the office, or?”

“Your office for now,” she said. “I’ll be a moment, and then I’ll escort you to your living quarters. After you’re registered there, you won’t need me any further.”

“Works for me,” Jimmy said, before making his way back out. He found his way back to his office and stepped inside, before realizing he had a moment to spare. Rather than waste it, he set the bundle of clothing on the desk and picked out a shirt. With a quick pull, Jimmy yanked off his own and then heard the door open behind him.

He turned and Officer Michi let out a squeak as she dropped her computer. Seeing her entire face for the first time, Jimmy had to admit, she was kinda cute. Her eyes were wide, and her nose was slightly upturned and cute. Her mouth looked normal enough, with plump lips that made him think she was wearing makeup, judging by the color.

“O-oh,” she stammered and quickly bent to pick up the tablet, which she promptly hid behind.

Jimmy quickly put on the shirt and cleared his throat. “Sorry, I thought I had enough time to change.”

“Yes, well,” she lowered the tablet and peered over. “I should have knocked.”

Jimmy shrugged and Officer Michi took a deep breath. “I’ll… show you where you’re staying then?”

“Please,” Jimmy said quietly, before picking up his belongings.

When Officer Michi turned, he noted how puffed up and fluffy her tail was. It reminded him of a startled cat. Perhaps seeing him with his shirt off was a genuine surprise, or a type of taboo he was unaware of. He didn’t know what to make of that, so he said nothing as they walked.

They didn’t go far from the Security Hub. Just a few corridors down. The structure was two stories, and he was set on the upper floor. Officer Michi brought him right to the front door, made sure he got inside and then practically ran away. Leaving Jimmy to shake his head as he went inside.

“Home… sweet home,” he murmured as his vision filled with information.

Jimmy took a deep breath and remained calm as he walked inside. It was a compact unit. A bed, large enough to sleep side by side with someone. A small table that folded against the wall. A combined kitchen and laundry with a separate bathroom. It was like living in a caravan.

Made all the worse by the notifications he was seeing. All stating the same thing.

Camera detected.

Jimmy looked around. He checked drawers, cabinets and panels along the wall. Nothing he found resembled any kind of security system, not that he’d know what an alien bugging device would look like, and only hoped his nanites would notify him should he come across it. Nor did he find anything listed as a camera or listening device when he turned to the phone. It appeared to be a smaller version of Michi’s computer. Which meant, someone was keeping a very close eye on him, or at the very least, hadn’t removed the cameras, after the previous occupant left.

All things considered, Jimmy got dressed in a hurry. Set his clothing in a drawer and left as quickly as he arrived. He thought about just returning to the ship. Speaking with Agent Thren seemed like a smart move, but if he really was being watched… That might just set them off. Instead, he wandered. And it wasn’t long until he found somewhere he could sit and think. A bar was a bar and the private security guard at the front barely glanced at Jimmy as he went inside.

Music he didn’t recognize filled the room and there were several people inside. Most of which seemed to be eating meals, and not drinking, which was nice. Not all of them were dressed like they were enjoying lunch though. Some of them wore tattered clothing, and not the kind a blue collar worker would wear. Going by the way they suddenly looked away from him, only emphasized the point. But he was here, and unless they did something to trouble him, Jimmy had no plans to do anything about potential gangsters in a bar.

That was, until he spotted her. She came out of the back, clearly expecting a customer and shot him a smile. Only for everything in Jimmy’s vision to blink red. She was outlined clearly, even without prompting.

9220826146-B (Aiya) - Artificial Intelligence (473 cycles)

Bartender

Working

Originator: 9220826146 - Unknown. Warning: Wanted for 14,219 counts of terrorism, murder and other crimes listed *here.*

“I know that look,” the AI spoke softly. “Do you want to do this here, or somewhere less fun?”

Jimmy looked at the scan once more. She was an AI, but… she was considered separate from an originator, that was… clearly some kind of monster. The warnings were for her, but none of them actually said she’d committed any crimes. So Jimmy swallowed his nerves and approached the bar, before sitting down.

“Well at least you’re not like the last one,” she muttered.

“Security give you trouble?” Jimmy asked.

“Nah,” she said with a sigh and poured a drink that behaved like beer, but was the color of grape soda. “Last guy to look at me like that was a sheriff.”

Jimmy froze and the AI put the drink down in front of him.

“Relax,” she muttered. “I’m not my mother.”

“Originator?”

“Same thing,” she said and gave an elegant shrug. “I’ll tell you now, what I told the last one. I got out. Burned my modem. Gave the authorities everything I had and I’ve kept my nose clean ever since. I’m not her, even if I look like her and share an ID. Can’t go back, even if I wanted to.”

Jimmy stared at her, then glanced at the drink.

“Look, I’d sip it to show you it’s safe, but you and I both know that’s bullshit,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Drink it or don’t. But if you don’t drink it, you’re not getting another one.”

Jimmy picked up the drink, and took a sip. It… vaguely tasted like beer. Maybe more like a shandy. It wasn’t bad though and she watched him put the mug down, before tilting her head.

“Well?”

Jimmy wiped the froth from his lip, before looking her in the eye. “Friends call me Jimmy,” he said, offering his hand.

She stared at him for a moment, before letting out a long sigh, and gave his hand a shake of her own. “Aiya. My friends call me Aiya.”

On the outside, she looked like she needed a southern accent and booty shorts. Except her skin was silver and her hair was shaved down both sides. She was covered in strange symbols, some of which pulsed or blinked. None of which made any sense to Jimmy as he looked her over.

“First AI?”

“First of a lot of things,” Jimmy admitted. “Don’t even know what I’m drinking.”

“Never had nernroot?”

Jimmy snickered when he heard the name, before shaking his head. “No. Name’s familiar, but I’ve never had this before.”

“Huh…” She tilted her head. “So what are you? Mom might know, but I can’t access the logs to find out.”

“Human,” Jimmy said offhandedly. “Not sure there’s too many of my kind out here.”

“Oh?” She tilted her head and frowned. It was a very human motion. “Yeah, sorry about that. If you were abducted, it’s likely mom was involved.”

“I…” Jimmy paused. “Y’know what, I have no idea. But I’m here now and… that’s about it.”

“Right,” she said. “So, between you and me, you’re not actually hunting her, are you?”

“If I was?”

“Then I need to know if I’m bait. That bitch is crazy, in case the file you’ve read isn’t obvious enough.”

I smirked, and shook my head. “No, I’m not here for you, or your mother… At least I don’t think I am.” Jimmy thought for a moment. “If that changes, I’ll let you know.”

“All I can ask,” she said and sighed.

Jimmy frowned. “Do you need to do that?”

“Do what?”

“You sighed,” Jimmy pointed out. “If you’re an AI, is that… Necessary?”

Aiya grinned. “Not all of me is machine. Metal skeleton, computer for a brain, but I’ve a small heart and lungs to keep the fleshy parts alive.”

“So… you’re more of a cyborg?”

“Best technology in the world can’t replicate a tongue very easily,” she said, poking it out for emphasis. “Besides, what fun would it be without a clit to flick and tits to squeeze?”

“You…”

“Relax,” she said and smirked. “No womb. No possibility of pregnancy. All the fun, none of the risk. Don’t even menstruate, though I do spend about a week every couple of months horny as shit.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Jimmy asked.

Aiya shrugged. “You’ll find out eventually when you go home and research me. Besides, now I know what kind of guy you are.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah,” she grinned. “You haven’t freaked out, or tried to fuck me. Call that a win in my book.”

“Aiya!” someone called from the entrance.

The AI’s eyes lit up and she gave a wave. “Hey honey! Grab a seat, I’ll have your usual coming.”

Jimmy glanced back and saw a pair of young ladies. He focused on the closest one, and felt a hand grab his shoulder.

“Please don’t,” Aiya asked.

Jimmy turned back and looked at her. She didn’t seem mad. More like she was worried.

“You vouch for them?”

“They’re… they’re not bad girls,” she said softly. “Look, the station’s got its rotten eggs. Most of security lets things fly unless it causes problems. They’re not a problem, but I also know you’re not just another member of security. So I’m asking, as a friend, not to make trouble.”

“They don’t hurt people?”

“They’re dancers,” Aiya said, putting a little emphasis into her words.

Jimmy nodded. “Legal age?”

“Yes.”

“Working for themselves?”

“No,” Aiya whispered.

“Can they leave?”

Aiya stared at him, and Jimmy nodded. “I’m not after them, or… probably whoever they work for. I’m not looking to make problems, but if problems find me… that’s another issue.”

“I just don’t wanna see the wrong people being punished,” Aiya whispered.

Jimmy realized what she meant. Prostitution was likely illegal. Or at least, they were working illegally in the profession. That she called them dancers, likely meant they weren’t registered for sex work. Arresting them might be the technically correct thing to do, as per the law, but Jimmy knew that wasn’t why he was here. That didn’t mean he couldn’t poke around and check on a few things, just to be certain.

“I’m not going to arrest a working girl, Aiya,” Jimmy whispered. “I promise.”

“Thanks Jimmy.” She smiled.

“Go take care of your friends,” he said as he picked up his mug and took another drink.

When he finished that one, another was set down before him. Jimmy shot Aiya a quick glare and she rolled her eyes. A few minutes later, she dropped a bowl full of dark brown breadsticks. The color was off, but they smelled of herbs and cheese, so he bit into one. It was crunchy, a little oily and hit the spot right away. He was so distracted by the breadsticks, he almost missed the buzzing in his pocket.

When it began to chime, he took it out of his pocket and turned it over.

ASSAULT IN PROGRESS - Requesting backup.


CHAPTER 5


Jimmy ignored the shocked stares he received from the working girls as he tore out of his chair. He resigned himself to finding and apologizing to them later. Right now he didn’t have time. There was a marker in his vision. The line on the floor, though now it was flashing red and leading him right out the front door. Jimmy rushed out and followed to the left, only to spot a crowd of people dead ahead. Most of them were shouting and jeering. Three people tussled, with a fourth lying on the floor.

The one who was down, wore a familiar looking uniform from the security office. One of the three still standing did as well, but they were being held upright and were clearly beyond the ability to fight. The one holding them was a male, who looked like the security member Jimmy had seen earlier. The one who was part snake. Wisely, he was keeping his teeth to himself, but holding a member of security still, while someone else beat on him was still a serious offense.

Jimmy whipped out his pistol, still hanging from his hip and shoved his way through the crowd.

“MOVE!” He roared. “OFFICER COMING THROUGH!”

The crowd shifted and Jimmy slipped in. The patrol officer on the floor was bleeding badly. A Viride with a misshapen jaw and swollen eyes. Their chest heaved, but they weren’t moving. The one standing was grimacing in pain, as a small statured Steinete swung short, but heavy jabs into either side of his ribs.

“STOP!” Jimmy swung his pistol up. “GET ON THE FUCKING GROUND!”

The Steinete froze and looked back, while the snake man licked his lips. The patrol officer still standing began to slump. He had slightly pink skin, like a human with mild sunburn, though he lacked hair over his entire body. Which made the bruising on his face all the more obvious.

“Y’know,” the Steinete said, glancing at the weapon and then back at Jimmy. “Most security, would have just shot me.”

Jimmy tightened his grip and aimed directly between the Steinete’s eyes.

“You even security?” he asked, looking Jimmy up and down. “No uniform. Don’t see a badge.”

Jimmy inwardly cursed. He hadn’t seen a badge in the bundle of uniforms he’d been given. All he carried was the pistol.

“Guzzut,” the reptilian man hissed. “Check the grip.”

The Steinete glanced at Jimmy’s hand and then smirked. “Think you forgot something there little guy.”

Jimmy swallowed as a ripple of comments ran through the crowd. They could all see it now. The gun was empty. Jimmy had been given his pistol, but the damn thing wasn’t loaded. It didn’t even have a magazine in it.

“What if⁠—”

Guzzut’s head snapped forward as something thunked into the back of his head. The sound of metal beads clacking on the floor echoed just before the Steinete's thick skull did.

“BREAK IT UP!” someone roared.

The crowd shot back as several more members of security sprinted in. The shooter was now aiming right at Jimmy. Though a moment later they switched to the reptilian man holding the patrolman. He, realizing his position, dropped the pink skinned patrolman and turned to run past Jimmy.

Jimmy felt his old training kick into gear. The reptilian man was bipedal. The tail wouldn’t matter. It only took a swift kick as the man ran past. His shin, to the runner’s ankles, followed by a heavy impact to the center of his chest.

Before he knew what was happening, the wind flew from Jimmy’s lungs as there was an impact in his side that bruised several ribs. He fell flat on his back and gasped as the same officer as before loomed overhead, gun pointed down on him.

“That was assault!” he snarled.

Jimmy grimaced and set his pistol down as he was violently shoved onto his stomach and cuffed with his hands behind him.

* * *


“Not even a day, and you’re already making friends.”

Jimmy blinked up at the bright light above him. He’d barely drifted off. His whole body ached. The bed wasn’t comfortable. He appreciated that it didn’t stink though.

“Morning chief,” Jimmy said as he sat up.

The chief glared at him and Jimmy rolled his eyes, before making the salute.

“Better,” Chief Erkel grunted.

“Am I getting out this morning?” Jimmy asked.

“Soon as you write an official apology to Officer Nikeyl, for yesterday’s incident.”

“Nikeyl,” Jimmy frowned. “That’s who shot me?”

“You drew a weapon on a crowd without identification,” Chief Erkel said, crossing his thick arms. “You’re lucky the shot wasn’t fatal.”

* * *


“It is with deep regret that I, a member of security, responded promptly to an assault in progress,” Jimmy announced into the strange, hovering mouthpiece. “I sincerely regret my swift response in helping my fellow members of security. I will forever question my duty as an officer to help my colleagues in need. I hope we can all learn and move forward from this incident. And hope that future ugliness does not rear its head outside of standard working hours.”

Jimmy stepped back and looked over the nineteen seated officers, and the several dozen patrolmen in attendance. Chief Erkel looked like he wanted to shoot something. Officer Michi’s expression made Jimmy wonder if he’d grown a second head. Officer Nikeyl, who had entered the room with a smirk on his face, was now speechless with rage.

Jimmy saluted the room, making sure to bump his badge, pinned over his heart. Then stepped around the podium, ignoring the stares from the other officers. He strode down the center aisle and took the last seat on the back row.

If they wanted to play games, he wasn’t going to do so on their terms. Jimmy knew damn well they could have released him the evening before. There was no reason at all to put him in a cell, let alone for the entire night. The public apology was just a way to measure someone’s dick. Jimmy didn’t even know who he’d pissed off, and that made things all the worse. Because if he was being punished for helping two patrolmen, that spelled bad news for the entire security force.

Jimmy was going to go through every one of them. He knew this place was going to be a bit of a shithole. But he wasn’t going to stand for blatant corruption if he found it. So long as he could figure out a way to deal with it, and not distract him from his original mission.

Chief Erkel, realizing that nobody was getting up or speaking, clambered to his feet. He shuffled around and stood before the podium, where the hovering microphone rose up to mouth level.

“Nice to see the new recruit settling in,” he joked, earning a handful of polite snickers. “Yesterday’s incident is being investigated. We’ve two patrolmen in medical. They are under guard pending investigation.”

“They’re being investigated?” Jimmy asked.

If the chief could have lifted the podium, he might just have thrown it. Instead, he settled for a furious glare before turning his attention back to the room.

“The matter is being handled. Officer Nikeyl will receive a commendation for his actions. Patrol, your routes have been distributed already, they have not changed. Officers, your duties have not deviated. Everyone but Officer O’Neill is dismissed.”

The room saluted. Jimmy hesitated just long enough to meet the chief's eyes, before doing so slowly. Jimmy remained in his seat until the room cleared. And only then did he get up and approach the podium.

“You and I are going to have a problem,” Chief Erkel announced quietly.

“You left me in a cell after I was shot by a colleague, for helping during an assault against an officer,” Jimmy shrugged. “If I’m your problem, your priorities are backward.”

“Are you attempting to slander me, rookie?”

“Slander implies falsehood,” Jimmy stated evenly.

“Officer O’Neill. Due to injuries sustained in the line of duty, I am placing you on light duties. Rather than the strenuous role of an officer, you can take the duties of the patrolmen you aided yesterday.”

Jimmy smirked. “Thank you chief.”

He straightened his back. Held up his hand. Pulled a fist and placed it to his heart. Then left without another word, as Chief Erkel’s eyes bored into the back of his head. What Jimmy hadn’t been expecting, was Officer Michi waiting for him in the hall.

“Officer,” Jimmy nodded in greeting.

“I believe I underestimated you, Officer O’Neill,” she said quietly, holding up her tablet to obscure the bottom half of her face. “You did a good thing.”

Jimmy sighed and shook his head. “Sure doesn’t feel that way.”

He gave her a polite nod and marched down the halls until he reached the armory. There, the familiar face of Officer Ved sat behind the counter. The Viride glanced up and smiled politely.

“Good morning, Officer O’Neill.”

“Morning Officer Ved,” Jimmy greeted him. “Need some ammunition and cuffs.”

“Ah, well. You need to get that signed off. I can issue the weapon and the cuffs, but ammunition to fire needs clearance.”

“And who do I get that clearance from?” Officer O’Neill asked, already guessing the answer.

“That would be the chief,” Officer Ved announced.

Jimmy nodded. Then gave a polite salute and walked back out of the room. A few twists and turns later, he knocked on the chief’s door. There was silence for a moment, before it opened and Officer Michi frowned at him from within.

“Yes?”

“I haven’t been signed off on ammunition,” Jimmy explained quickly.

“And you won’t be,” Chief Erkel announced.

“For what reason, chief?” Jimmy asked.

“You’re a rookie⁠—”

“Officer Michi, who is Chief Erkel’s superior officer, and how best would I contact them?”

Officer Michi’s eyes widened as Chief Erkel spluttered momentarily.

“You want to try that again, rookie?”

“If you’re suggesting I’m going to walk patrol unarmed after two patrol officers were attacked on the street, yes. Absolutely. I don’t care what you think of me, chief. I’m neither stupid, or suicidal. Do your job, or I’ll go over your head and do it for you.”

“You’re not making yourself any friends, O’Neill,” Chief Erkel muttered.

Jimmy shrugged. “Having friends didn’t change how I got here. Doubt it’s going to change much else once I’m gone.”

“Fine,” the chief snapped. “Get out of my office. By the time you return to Officer Ved, you’ll have your clearance.”

“Thanks for the help, Officer Michi,” Jimmy gave her a salute and stepped away.

Jimmy shook his head as he walked back to the armory. He didn’t know if this was some kind of hazing, or if this was just a weird type of corruption. Two patrolmen attacked, and now sent on their own patrol without ammunition? That felt like a setup. But they weren’t attacked on their patrol, and they’d been taken unaware before they could draw their own weapon.

He had a bad feeling about the whole thing, but let it be. It could be simply that the chief was a hard ass and wanted Jimmy to get his ass kicked once or twice. It didn’t scream corruption, more just… power hungry. Enough to keep an eye on, but not actively investigate.

When he reached the armory, Officer Ved was just putting down his computer.

“I just got the message,” he stated. “Wasn’t sure you’d get clearance so quickly.”

“Threatened to go to his boss,” Jimmy said with a shrug, as he approached.

Officer Ved grimaced and nodded as he opened a drawer off to one side. He took out three magazines. Jimmy recognized them. The same thirty round magazines as he’d trained with on Agent Thren’s ship. With them, went a pair of cuffs. They were solid things, heavy and folded into a small square that would fit in a pocket.

“Hand on the scanner, please.”

Jimmy did as he was instructed, and Officer Ved released the tray so Jimmy could retrieve them. He plucked out the first two magazines and set them in the belt pouch, before picking up the third. There wasn’t a safety box nearby to load the magazine like there was in his old police department. Instead, he drew his pistol, keeping an eye on Officer Ved to see his reaction. With nothing but a blank stare, Jimmy set the magazine and put the pistol back on his hip. Then scooped out the cuffs and put them in his pocket.

“Thanks,” he said and nodded.

“Stay safe out there, Officer O’Neill.”

Jimmy strode out and took out the phone-like device he’d been given. The screen lit up and he saw it was basically a smaller version of what was shown on his computer in his office. Something he likely wouldn’t see for a while. There were a couple of messages, but they were just both confirmations that he’d retrieved his gear from the armory.

Fiddling with it a little further, he found the section where he’d received his orders. By activating them, he spotted the same faint trail to follow. Jimmy put the device back in his pocket, checked he had his badge and that his uniform was neat. Then made his way out.

The station looked much the same as it did the day before. Reception was empty, and nobody said anything as he left. Jimmy stepped out into the first of many halls and saw the trail went in the opposite direction that he’d arrived in the day before. Which meant this likely took him towards the business area. It was an odd way to put it, but Jimmy had figured it came down to customers.

The business area included factories and production. No need to have people coming and going all the way to the factories unless they worked there. On the other hand, having the factories right by the warehousing area just made sense. Those same factories would deliver goods to the mercantile district, which was right by the living quarters, putting them close to their customer base.

It wasn’t all clear cut lines and designated areas. After all, this was practically the warehousing section, yet this was also where his apartment was. And the bar where he met Aiya. It made for general sense though. Enough that Jimmy recognized when the landscape shifted from the quiet hum of a mostly empty station, to the rumble of machinery and bustle of the working class people and aliens as they went about their day.

Many of them glanced over, seeing an unfamiliar face, before noting the uniform he wore. Jimmy wasn’t dressed quite as the patrols were. There wasn’t any mistaking he was part of security though. When he noted the trail end, Jimmy checked his computer once more. The patrol was rather open ended as far as patrols went. Basically, he was supposed to walk around and wait to see if anything happened. Only, he was now responsible for twice the area, since two patrol officers were down.

With his head up, Jimmy started to walk. He was aimless for the most part. The business sector was still relatively quiet. The people here had places to be. They marched along without a word, sometimes alone, other times in groups. Some of them carried items, or hauled trolleys. Others were having rather loud conversations with other people from off station, judging by the clothes. Jimmy ignored all that noise for the most part and began scanning people instead.

Like the nervous looking Viride walking ahead of him.

Tequ Luthah - Viride adult (22 cycles)

Laborer

Travelling

Mother: Brevils Luthah - Unemployed

Father: Bittars Luthah - Laborer. Warning: Multiple arrests for disorderly conduct. Risk of violence: Low

Jimmy dismissed the screen and checked someone else. Most people were clean as a whistle. A few of them had minor arrests. A handful had spent time in prison. The scans revealed all and Jimmy could check further into things as he went. Like finding an Et’od, one of the lizard people, who had spent time for murder. It also showed that he had joined multiple support groups, acting as a mentor to younger members of his people and was directly responsible for aiding more than a dozen at-risk youths. Three of which, were now running programs of their own, trying to keep young people away from gangs.

It gave Jimmy both an appreciation of the man himself, and the added responsibility that Jimmy had with the information he gained. With just a glance and a few looks, he could have someone’s entire life, daily schedule and associates spread out before him like a roadmap. It was a horrible violation of privacy and he absolutely understood why it wasn’t something commonly handed out to people. Even those in the regular security forces.

Still, when he finally got a hit. Jimmy was rather surprised.

Gilum Abulu Trenkata- Viride adult (85 cycles)

Unemployed

Travelling

Mother: Huta Abulu - Elderly assisted living

Father: Aloshi Trenkata - Deceased.

WARNING: Wanted for multiple burglaries with violence. Known for taking captives. Known for wearing disguises. Known for travelling armed. Risk of violence: High

Jimmy looked at his age, then at the line about his mother. He wasn’t quite sure how long Viride lived, so either she had him young, or she was very old by human standards. Then again, Gilum didn’t look much older than Jimmy did when he thought about it.

The man in question wore a tattered pair of coveralls. He was pushing a cart and even without the scan, Jimmy didn’t feel right about what he was seeing. Everyone around here was, if not entirely clean and spotless, they seemed to have a goal in mind. And this Viride looked far too out of place as he looked around like he was looking for something. Only to spot Jimmy and frown.

“Morning,” Jimmy said, strolling past.

“Morning Officer,” Gilum replied.

Jimmy kept going for a short distance, before turning off down a side corridor. There, Jimmy stopped and leaned on the wall. Then took out his computer. With everything he was able to access using his nanites, there had to be more he could do with the computer he’d been given. He searched emails, saw orders, and gained access to Gilum’s bank accounts, where a low balance of credits was already displayed. There was nothing else though. Nothing, until Jimmy decided to scan the computer using his nanites to bypass security protocols and use the station’s database.

That gave him another option. It wasn’t even on the screen, but hovering beside it in the air. Jimmy activated it and the nanites overlaid information on the computer, giving him more options. Things like the camera system inside the station itself. Jimmy went into that and quickly found himself on camera. Then by working backward, Jimmy found where Gilum had gone.

The Viride was standing in the corridor where Jimmy had just walked down. He looked to be trying to think something over. He took a deep breath and reached into the front of his coveralls. Jimmy tapped the screen and found the zoom function. The cameras were excellent and he expanded the image just in time to see Gilum take something out of his pocket. Something with a sharp point, which he palmed, before grabbing the handle of the cart he was pushing.

WARNING - Weapon detected. Subject is armed. Risk of violence: Extreme.

“Fantastic warning,” Jimmy muttered sarcastically and rolled his eyes.

He thought about what to do as Gilum made his way down the corridor towards him. Jimmy could just confront him. But then there was the question of how he knew Gilum was armed. How he knew Gilum was a wanted man might be difficult too. He hadn’t actually said anything to the man. Jumping out and arresting him might just give away that something was up.

So what if he tried something dumb, instead?

Jimmy waited for a few moments. Gilum was close enough to hear. Jimmy closed the camera feed, then opened up the messaging app. He put in a search for the bar where he’d met Aiya and walked hurriedly out into the hall. He did so, acting blind, to walk right into the path of the trolley.

Gilum, seeing Jimmy swing out of nowhere, reacted quickly. He kicked the trolley hard, causing it to fly at Jimmy, who leaped aside.

“HEY!” Jimmy shouted for effect.

Gilum lunged. The weapon hidden in his hand, held high. Had this been a surprise attack, Jimmy would no doubt have been injured by this. Despite his hands being full, Jimmy was ready and recalling his extra-curriculum training—he snapped out a kick. Jimmy wasn’t some martial arts master. He hadn’t done particularly well in the competitions, and hadn’t advanced very far in the courses. But neither had the average person lunging like an idiot at a cop.

Jimmy’s heel connected with the Viride’s stomach. Gilum wheezed as the air left his lungs, before he fell back on the floor. With a moment to spare, Jimmy put his computer back in his pocket and whipped out his weapon.

“STAY ON THE GROUND!” he ordered. “Get on your stomach! NOW!”

Gilum stared at the gun and grimaced as he rolled over. “What’s the problem?”

“You just assaulted an officer,” Jimmy snapped, before he took out his cuffs. “Hands on the back of your head. Nice and easy.”

Gilum slumped on the floor as he heard Jimmy’s words. Jimmy had to wonder if there was more to the attack yesterday than he realized. There was far too many questions running through his mind as he cuffed the man and left him lying there. With Gilum secured, Jimmy reached into his pocket and took out the computer once again. Then sent out a non-urgent alert for backup. Only to notice someone crouched over by the cart Gilum had been pushing.

“Get away from that,” Jimmy snapped. “Who are you?”

“Woah!” a younger looking Qicreik froze. Jimmy frowned. The pink officer from the attack was a Qicreik. They were soft. Literally. Their entire bodies, bones and all were gelatinous. They lacked a lot of physical prowess, but could take a beating, which was likely why he was being held and punched.

“I asked you a question,” Jimmy said, placing his hand on his weapon.

The young alien licked his lips, then glanced back. “Oh, is that your backup?”

Jimmy glanced back and then immediately swore under his breath. The moment he was distracted, the Qicreik shot off the ground and sprinted away. Jimmy caught a glimpse of something tucked under his arm. He drew his pistol, knowing it wasn’t going to be a lethal round, when he heard a scream.

“He’s going to shoot a kid!”

Jimmy glanced over and saw a woman shouting and pointing at him.

“HOLD YOUR FIRE!”

“SECURITY INCOMING!”

Jimmy snarled. Part of him wanted to chase the kid, but that would mean leaving the cart, and the restrained criminal on the ground. Only for several patrolmen and women to sprint around the corner, including where the young alien had run. Jimmy grimaced and put his pistol away as security descended.

“Officer O’Neill,” one of the patrolmen gave him a salute. “Are you injured?”

“No,” Jimmy answered. “Close thing too. I came out of that hallway, and this lunatic shoved his cart at me, then lunged with some kind of stabbing weapon.”

“This one?” another patrol officer asked, picking up the tool

It looked like a nail punch. Just a cylinder or metal with a pointed end. Sharp enough to break skin.

“He’s crazy!” Gilum snapped. “The man whipped out of the hallway with his gun out, raving like a madman. I didn’t even see the uniform!”

“There’s cameras in here, right?” Jimmy asked the closest patrol officer, knowing full well there were.

“They were offline for…” one of the officers paused, while they held their computer. “No, they were running. The scheduled update was rescinded shortly before the incident.”

Jimmy paused for a moment as he stared at Gilum. “Lucky me then.” He looked back at the patrol officer. “What about a boy? A Qicreik? He took something from the cart and ran. That’s why,” Jimmy said and pointed over at the woman who was tearfully explaining to a patrolman, “she’s probably describing how I nearly shot a kid.”

The patrol officer frowned and shook his head. “Ah, no sir. The cameras in that section are down. We have you coming out of the corridor on your computer, and this Viride attacking you. Nothing after you cuffed him.”

Jimmy nodded. That was enough to keep him in the clear. Not enough to figure out what the fuck just happened. It was a start. But a start to what?

Jimmy heard his computer chime once more and took it out.

Officer O’Neill. Return to the Security Hub immediately. This is not a request.

Jimmy felt a sinking feeling. Gilum was still lying there. The cart was practically being ignored. There were a dozen members of security standing around taking statements and discussing… things. None of them seemed overly bothered by anything. Which put Jimmy on edge.

“Alright,” he said, cutting off any nearby talk. “I’ve been recalled to the Security Hub. I’ll be taking him with me,” Jimmy said, pointing at the prone Viride.

“I’m sure⁠—”

“The man attacked an officer,” Jimmy spoke up, cutting off whatever they were going to say. “He’s coming with me. And I need to leave now.”

“But, sir⁠—”

“You’re more than welcome to continue an escort,” Jimmy said as he made his way over to Gilum. “But I’m not letting this one out of my sight. Not unless it’s after I put him in a box he can’t slip out of.”


CHAPTER 6


Jimmy sat at the bar, right in front of the AI bartender. Aiya approached and tilted her head.

“You look like shit,” she said, giving him a once over.

Jimmy nodded. “Good afternoon to you as well, Aiya.”

“Ooof,” she huffed. “That bad? You get fired or something?”

Jimmy sighed and shook his head. There was nobody else in the bar right now, so he told her what happened.

* * *


“O’NIELL!”

“One moment chief,” Jimmy called over his shoulder. Gilum tried to twist away from him, thinking he had a moment of reprieve, but Jimmy yanked him back. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“These cuffs are too tight,” Gilum protested.

Jimmy had heard him make that complaint every ten minutes of their walk back. Even the patrolmen who accompanied him to the door of the Security Hub were sick of listening to him. Jimmy had checked the cuffs twice, asked about policies and even used the nanites to scan for injuries. It all came back that Gilum was a nasty piece of work who would do or say anything to weasel his way out of a situation. Violence included.

“O’Neill!”

“I’m on it chief!” Jimmy called back, knowing he’d pay for the disrespect, but not caring either way.

He followed the line his nanites drew and found the available cell. Prisoners weren’t kept on stations long term. There was a penal colony on the surface of the planet for anyone not staying more than a few years. Longer than that, they’d be shipped to one of a few different systems, where proper prison facilities were set up. The kind of place that Jimmy could end up, if he screwed up his gig as a sheriff. It was a little daunting for him to think about.

Jimmy placed his hand on the plaque beside the door, and it slid open. The inside of the cell was bare. Enough room for a bed, a toilet and to pace. This wasn’t a long term cell. Just somewhere to sit for a few hours until you were taken somewhere more appropriate. With a small shove, Gilum stepped in, scowling as he looked around.

“You want out of those cuffs, you play ball.”

“Play ball?”

“Do as you’re told,” Jimmy said, closing the door. There on the front, was a hatch large enough to slide your wrists through, cuffed or otherwise. “Back up, arms through.”

Gilum huffed but had little choice. It was this, or he was going to stay cuffed. If he wanted to escape, the cuffs needed to go first. Gilum was furious, but compliant as he stepped backwards to the door and stuck his arms out. Jimmy grabbed the cuffs and pulled a little further. If only to put Gilum off balance as he deactivated the locks. At which point, Gilum was forced to step forward to avoid landing on his face. Which took his arms cleanly out of harm’s way as Jimmy stood and closed the hatch.

With a satisfied nod, Jimmy turned and found himself staring at the chief’s badge as the Steinete loomed over him.

“My office. Now.”

Jimmy stepped backward from the man, meeting his eyes with a blank expression, and gave a salute. “After you, chief.”

Then Jimmy did something he hadn’t done yet. And activated his nanites. Only just long enough to get the information. He’d check it later. He didn’t want to let on that he’d done anything to the chief. The subtle flick of his eyes from side to side while he read, might just give himself away.

Chief Erkel thundered down the hall and stormed into his office. Jimmy followed behind at a more leisurely pace. Ready for the ass ripping he was about to receive. Officer Michi stepped aside and let them both pass. She shot Jimmy a thin smile, and gave him an uncharacteristic pat on the shoulder as he went by. So Jimmy was on high alert when he stepped into the chief’s office. Ready for the worst.

Instead, the chief picked up a stack of paperwork. Which was odd, since Jimmy hadn’t seen much actual paper since arriving.

“Sign this,” Chief Erkel said, tossing the paper across his desk as Jimmy approached and sat down.

He reached out, picked it up and waited for his nanites to make the translation.

“This…” Jimmy muttered as he read it.

“Either you can sign that now, and leave voluntarily. Or I can find an excuse to pin on you later.”

WARNING - Abuse Of Office recorded. Risk of violence: Low.

* * *


“So… what now?” Aiya asked, setting a drink down on the bench. “You leaving, or?”

Jimmy smirked and shook his head. “Nah. I’m not going anywhere. I tossed the paperwork back on his desk, and the last thing he shouted as I walked out the door, was that I was suspended.”

“You’ve been here like two days,” Aiya snorted.

Jimmy rolled his eyes. “All I’ve done so far is help two patrolmen who were getting their asses beat, and arrest a guy who tried to kill me.”

“You think maybe the chief is corrupt?”

Jimmy let out a long sigh. “He’s obviously corrupt. Whether it’s part of my investigation is another matter.”

“And… the investigation⁠—”

“Nothing to do with you,” Jimmy muttered, before sighing. “At least, not you, you. If it’s to do with your… Originator?”

“Mother, same thing,” Aiya said with a shrug.

“That,” Jimmy agreed. “Can’t rule her out, but I have nothing to suggest she’s involved either.”

“Might be worth talking to whoever is up your chain of command then,” Aiya suggested.

Jimmy thought about it. He was being watched. He knew he was being watched. By who, he wasn’t entirely sure, but the cameras in his apartment were no joke. If he was being watched, they likely knew about the chief, at least in passing. It wouldn’t be entirely out of the question to go see the captain that brought him here. And talking in person would be more secure.

Jimmy nodded as he came to a decision. “Thanks Aiya. I think I have someone to see.”

She smiled. “No problem. I’ll be here when you get back.”

Jimmy looked at the drink he hadn’t touched. “I’ll⁠—”

Aiya picked it up and took a sip, before shooting him a wink. Jimmy smirked and stepped back from the bar. “I owe you then.”

“Oh?”

“Lunch? Maybe dinner?”

“Are you asking me on a date, Officer O’Neill?”

Jimmy smirked and turned around. “Would that be so wrong?”

Whatever retort came, was lost to the sound of the door opening. Jimmy stepped out and looked both ways. The regular foot traffic moved about. If any of them were watching him, he couldn’t tell. Nor could they do more than watch with the witnesses about. Rather than dwell, Jimmy checked his equipment. The suspension was in effect, but he’d kept his badge and gun. Jimmy wasn’t sure how that would have gone, if he’d been asked to give it up.

“Let’s go,” he told himself, and set off.

As he walked, he took out the computer and set a waypoint to follow. He followed a series of random twists and turns. Though airlocks, empty corridors and finally a warehousing district. All the way to a familiar window. Jimmy hesitated as he stared out into the void. The station faced away from the planet from this angle, so all he could see was the vast shimmering void filled with stars.

It was beautiful, but Jimmy wasn’t just stopping for the view. He wanted to give anyone following him a chance to catch up. After a few minutes, he decided it wasn’t happening, so he turned and made his way to the elevator. Only for it to fail to respond.

“Freighter four-zero-four-ee-one-three-two-dash-four, to civilian. What business do you have with the ship,” a familiar voice echoed inside the elevator.

“Ah…” Jimmy frowned. “Is that… I’m here to speak with Captain Thren.”

“Acknowledged, Officer O’Neill,” the familiar voice replied quickly. “Captain has been notified and… The captain will see you immediately. You are welcome to board.”

The elevator began to move as soon as she finished talking. Jimmy felt the floor press up beneath him. It was less daunting than the feeling of the floor falling away, while in microgravity. At least until the elevator began to slow at the top. It took a while, which made the sensation of his stomach rising worse. Jimmy reasoned that a sudden stop might actually catapult him into the ceiling though.

When it stopped, the doors opened, and Doctor Tunter stood before him.

“Officer O’Neill,” he greeted. “Welcome aboard. I trust the reason for your visit is urgent?”

“Yeah, I just… need to speak to the captain,” Jimmy hedged.

The Steinete was the one who injected him with the nanites. Jimmy was under the impression he knew that Jimmy was a sheriff, but he wasn’t one-hundred-percent certain. Still, the doctor led the way. He took Jimmy back down a series of familiar corridors, and into the mess hall where Agent Thren sat with two aliens who looked like her security detail.

“Officer,” Agent Thren nodded in greeting.

“Captain,” Jimmy replied, while saluting respectfully. “I was hoping we could have a word… In private.”

Agent Thren nodded. He hoped she got the impression he was giving her. He didn’t know who on her ship knew what was truly going on. But when the members of security didn’t get up as the captain did, he relaxed a little.

“Follow me.”

Jimmy did just that, as she took him into the crew quarters, and then into her own room. It was small. Comfortable though, and had a small table for them both to sit. It was then, that she gave him a strange look, and held up her hand.

WARNING - Tracking device detected.

Jimmy froze. Agent Thren reached up and gently scratched at her shoulder. It didn’t take a genius to realize that she was pointing out where it was.

“So, Officer,” Agent Thren smiled. “What can I do for you.”

Jimmy wanted to say a lot. But he couldn’t. Agent Thren didn’t tell him he was wearing the tracker, she sent it the only way he could receive it anonymously. Which meant there was the possibility that it was recording them. If that were the case… they might already know what he was.

“I… ahhh…” Jimmy tried to think. How long had he been wearing a tracker. How was he tracked? Was Aiya who she said she was? Jimmy tried to think. She hadn’t touched him, but then… She knew he was a sheriff…

“I’m… getting some pushback,” he said, trying to pull himself back together. “The chief tried to hand me transfer papers.”

“You’ve been here two days,” Agent Thren snorted.

“Right?” Jimmy chuckled. “I threw them back on his desk and he suspended me.” From the way Agent Thren nodded slowly, Jimmy figured she’d been keeping tabs. Likely even the threat that had been levelled against him. “I just… wanted to see how long you were going to be on the station for. And the possibility of me getting off this station…”

“It would depend on your destination,” Agent Thren replied in a polite tone. “I can’t guarantee I can get you to where you’re going, but I can probably get you somewhere closer than here.”

“That’s fair,” Jimmy said. “Just figured you’re the best option. I’ve flown with you once already.”

“Of course. Model passenger. Just let me know when or if you’re ready to go. I can’t delay my schedule though. Parts are still some time away. They won’t take long to fit.”

“Then I guess I’ll try and figure out my next move,” Jimmy said. “Thank you captain. I think I’ll be off.”

“You’re welcome any time.” She smiled politely.

Jimmy got up and made his way out. Doctor Tunter was nowhere to be seen, but Jimmy knew the way out. He retraced his steps as he tried to figure out what to do next. He wanted to spitball ideas with the agent, but that wasn’t possible. He’d just walked a spy device onto her ship.

He was still thinking when he stepped into the elevator. Bracing himself on the walls, he held his breath as the floor dropped beneath him. Prepared, at least, things weren’t as bad as last time. When he reached the bottom, Jimmy stepped out and decided he needed to change. Get out of the clothing and leave the tracker behind.

The problem with that, was that there was a team of patrolmen who now stood in front of him.

“Officer O’Neill?” the first one asked.

“That’s me.” Jimmy said, activating his scan. He looked at each of them, and then swallowed nervously.

They were dressed like patrolmen. They had guns like patrolmen. Even badges like patrolmen.

“We’d like for you to come with us,” the speaker said.

Warning - Multiple subjects wanted for question in relations to multiple violent offenses. Risk of violence: Extreme.

Jimmy thought about whether he could make it back to the elevator. It might save his life, but things would only get more complicated. The way several of the fake security were now palming their weapons, Jimmy nodded.

“Where are we going?”

“Chief has a few questions for you,” the speaker, an Alti said.

Jimmy looked them in the eye, trying not to show intimidation, despite the fact the small statured alien was piloting a mech suit with a gun on its hip. He then nodded for them to lead the way. They set off, and Jimmy looked around at them. There were four. Three of them had the outlines that Aiya did when he first met her. The fourth looked just as ready to fight though. Not that it mattered, he was still a wanted man.

“So where were you for my little meet and greet?” Jimmy asked.

The Alti turned slightly. “What?”

“I didn’t see you at the morning meeting,” Jimmy shrugged. “Would have remembered an Alti. Your suits have always interested me.”

“Oh…” he said. “I was taken ill.”

“Makes sense,” Jimmy said, not calling the lie. “Did the chief say what he wanted? I saw him around an hour ago.”

“Didn’t say,” The Alti replied evenly. “Just said he wanted us to pick you up.”

Jimmy nodded as they made a turn he wasn’t expecting. He got his guard up. They weren’t taking him to the Security Hub. Not that he thought they were. It was just now, that Jimmy realized they’d taken him deeper into the warehousing block. Jimmy followed along, making small talk and trying to engage the Alti.

The little alien seemed to take pride in his suit, and was happy to discuss the broader points.

“See, mine has individual finger control,” he explained, holding up his mechanical arm and flexing each finger individually. “Not all of them do that. The basic models are rather bland, so those of us with the smarts improve things, and those of us with money pay others to make the improvements for us.”

“Sounds like anyone with the money for a fancy ship,” Jimmy said and nodded thoughtfully. “Only you’ve got a closer relationship with your suit.”

“You could think of it like that,” the Alti said with a nod as they reached a door.

Two of the fake patrolmen split to stand on either side. The Alti stepped up and opened the door. The third member, the only one without the violence warning, stepped in first. The room was mostly empty. Just a few chairs, like a meeting room on a worksite, before it was set up. When the Alti headed in and the two patrolmen either side of the door locked eyes with him, Jimmy knew what was about to happen. The moment he stepped in, one would grab him, the other would pull the door closed and the first two would attack.

None of them expected Jimmy to drop his shoulder and charge. The Alti was the first hit. He staggered, falling sideways at the sudden impact. Jimmy crashed into the first man, who spun around in time to catch Jimmy in the hip. They both fell, but Jimmy kicked his feet and managed an extra step before finally hitting the floor. The two by the door were coming in. One was closing the door, and the other pawing at his hip, even as Jimmy pulled his pistol first.

As the attacker who was going to grab him, finally got a hold of his pistol, Jimmy’s first shot hit him in the neck. The pistol flew out of his hands as his windpipe was hammered, and Jimmy simply worked his way around the room. The one on the door was his next target, taking two shots to the chest. The third was the Alti, and then finally the one he’d fallen over.

Jimmy sat on the floor, panting from the adrenalin, while four men moaned in pain. Every time one of them more than twitched, he shot them again. Jimmy only had one set of cuffs. He could have called for help, but they were dressed as security, and Jimmy didn’t want to risk an ‘accident.’ Which went double, depending on who actually responded.

Instead, he decided to poke around. Which immediately set him on edge. It didn’t take long to find it. A solid chair, set on the back wall. Cuffs already installed. On it, a bag filled with an assortment of tools. It felt like some horror movie ghoulish shit, just on a new level since it was all tools that didn’t quite look human-made.

Jimmy took out his computer, used the nanites to switch to the hidden menus and then found the camera function. He didn’t know if this would work how he hoped, but it was the best chance he got. Jimmy photographed the chair, the tools, and then the thugs after putting another shot into each of them to keep them down. This time, he went for the knees. Make sure they wouldn’t be any good to come after him.

When Jimmy stepped out of the room, the sound of moans and cries of distress cut off the moment he closed the door. Jimmy grimaced, realizing they hadn’t planned anything good for him. It also meant that the tracker was likely placed sooner, rather than later.

Which meant, either one of the security patrolmen from earlier had placed it.

Or it was when Michi touched his shoulder, before heading into Chief Erkel’s office.

Jimmy let out a sigh, then shrugged off his jacket. He left it by the door and took out the computer. It was outside of business hours. Not terribly late, but late enough the evening shift would be in the Security Hub. Jimmy activated the nanites, bringing back the secondary screen, and set a new waypoint.

“Let’s go see what Michi has to say about all this,” he muttered as he started walking.

Jimmy wasn’t sure where he was actually going. Without his jacket and badge, he just looked like a regular, white collar worker. The gun on his hip, Jimmy slipped into his pocket, before tossing the belt into a dark corner as he passed by the Security Hub.

He’d replaced the magazine in the gun. He just needed to look casual enough not to draw attention as he rounded on a strange looking business. It was similar to Aiya’s bar. Only this one was flashier, and there was a Steinete and a man who looked like a gnoll standing at the front door. They were watching people going in, but weren’t stopping any of them. Jimmy saw the line go right in the front door, so he marched in, earning a pair of glares from the bouncers.

Inside, music pumped, lights flashed and a long twisted hallway opened onto an open dance floor. It was a club, and to Jimmy’s initial shock; he recognized some of the dancers on the stage. One of them was the girl that Jimmy promised Aiya not to bother—the working girl, he’d scanned.

Jimmy tried not to stare. She looked… decidedly human. From the tits, to toes, at the very least, she was all woman. The dancer gave a twirl, before bending over to pick up the clothing she had discarded, before making her way backstage while a crowd of dancers cheered.

Even now, as Jimmy watched, someone headed over to the side of the stage and made a gesture against a scanner of some sort scanning his wrist against it. When the man slipped backstage, Jimmy realized what had likely happened and had to stop himself from poking further.

“Well hello there, handsome,” a purr rumbled in his ear.

Jimmy turned and froze at the alien standing in front of him. Four arms, and a beaming smile. Fluffy ears twitched as her tail swayed from side to side. What was more, her top was literally clamped to her nipples. Literal clamps, with a triangle of fabric strung between them, pretending to be a top.

“Michi?”

“Oh,” she said and grinned coyly. “You must have bumped into my sister. She doesn’t talk about me much.”

Jimmy activated his scan.

Eako Michi - Lynxian adult (28 cycles)

Exotic dancer

Mother: Eti Michi - Deceased

Father: Koto Michi - Business owner. Warning: Indicted on multiple crimes. Risk of violence: Medium

Sister: Tinka Michi - Security officer.

One prior arrest, for public nuisance. No charges laid.

ERROR: Records do not match original documentation. Suspected falsified documentation. Suspect real identity: Tinka Michi.

“Well, you just going to stare at me all night, handsome? Or you going to do something about it?”

Jimmy realized she’d noticed him staring, but hadn’t guessed what he was really doing. What was more, he was completely certain that this was in fact Michi. And that her sister was a fabrication. He’d met identical twins before, but… this didn’t feel like that. His gut feeling was that this was the same person who met him at the elevator when he arrived. Nipple clamps and all.

“Lynxian got your tongue,” she smiled. “C’mon, let’s go somewhere more comfortable?”

“Ah…” Jimmy found himself being tugged along. “Sure.”

Now he was on edge. She was leading him somewhere. Michi, who had a falsified identity. Michi who had placed a tracking device on him. Michi, who was likely complicit in his attempted kidnapping, torture and probable murder.

Jimmy followed along, and she took him into a back room. The music still played here, but much softer. The room smelled slightly of sex and the door closed firmly behind them as Michi danced across the room and shot him a wide smile. Only to freeze as she spotted the gun in his hand.

Jimmy had pulled it, the moment they stepped inside, and kept it levelled firmly on the woman before him.

“O-Officer,” Michi frowned. “There’s no need⁠—”

“Priority override, lethal,” Jimmy stated.

The gun made that same beep he remembered from Agent Thren’s ship, before it glowed bright red.

“Y-you’re a sheriff,” Michi trembled. “Please don’t shoot me.”

He could see it in her eyes. Genuine fear. Jimmy stepped forward and Michi stepped back.

“P-please?” she begged. “Whatever my sister⁠—”

“You don’t have a sister, Tinka,” Jimmy muttered.

Her eyes widened, and then she sagged. “What now?”

“Now you tell me everything,” Jimmy instructed. “Because after the stunt you just pulled, I’m not in a particularly forgiving mood.”

She paused, squinted slightly and tilted her head. “What stunt?”

“What do you mean, what stunt?” Jimmy snarled. “You put a fucking tracker on me! WHY?!”

She flinched, and shook her head. “That wasn’t me.”

“What do you mean it wasn’t you?”

She blinked slowly and shrugged both sets of arms. “I… don’t know what to tell you. I don’t know anything about a tracking device.”

“I was picked up by four men dressed as security, who took me to a soundproof warehouse with a torture kit. And you think after putting that tracker on my shoulder, that I’m in any⁠—”

“I DIDN’T PUT A TRACKER ON YOUR SHOULDER!” She screeched.

Jimmy stared at her. The way she trembled. Her elbows were pulled in, like she wanted to cover herself, while her hands swayed in the air.

“I promise,” she pleaded. “I didn’t put a tracker on you. I don’t know what you’re talking about. I sell drugs. Party drugs. That’s what daddy sends here. Light stuff. Gets you high. I keep the girls safe, so the men don’t hurt them when they work outside. I don’t know why men tried to kidnap you. I don’t know anything about a tracker.”

The door opened, and Jimmy turned around, tucking the gun behind his back, as a Steinete leaned into the room. “Miss?”

“We’re fine,” Michi gave a convincing giggle. “We’re just having a spirited discussion.”

The Steinete shot a glare at Jimmy, before stepping out. Jimmy turned as the door closed and to his relief Michi was exactly where she was before, slowly putting her hands back up.

“Party drugs?”

She nodded. “That’s all. I swear.”

“And the girls?”

“Daddy…” she grimaced and lowered her head. “Daddy makes them pay dues. They’re good girls, clean. I make sure of it when I give them somewhere safe to work.”

Jimmy frowned. Aiya had alluded to that. Either she didn’t want to tell him, or didn’t know. Considering she assumed he’d check up on her, he figured it was more the latter. Suspicions, but nothing hard to go on.

“Who else knows who you are?” Jimmy asked.

“Nobody,” she whispered, before shaking her head. “Maybe a few people, but… They’re on daddy’s payroll, so they keep their mouths shut.”

“Drugs and sex workers,” Jimmy muttered. “And… you’ve no idea why someone would want to kidnap me?”

“None at all,” she said, sounding earnest.

Jimmy stared at her, before lowering his weapon to point at the floor. “Prove it.”

Michi chewed her lip. “Am I going to jail after this?”

“If it’s just the drugs and the girls…” He hated to say this, because it ran in the face of what he believed and was trained for. “Then no,” Jimmy muttered. “I’m after something bigger.”

“My daddy?”

Jimmy shrugged. “Is he running a gang, or a terrorist organization?” Michi gave him an incredulous look and Jimmy nodded. “Don’t worry about it. Just show me the proof of what you’re into here. If you’ve been honest, then I don’t have to come back.”


CHAPTER 7


“Miss?”

“Yes?” Michi smiled brightly.

The Steinete from earlier gave Jimmy a strange look. “Is everything okay?”

“Of course,” Michi said and nodded quickly. “Just tying up a few loose ends.”

The Steinete didn’t look entirely convinced. Jimmy wasn’t sure who they were in relation to the rest of the business, but they were far too clued on for his liking. Jimmy just held his breath, gun in pocket and waited to see what would happen.

“Just let me know if you need anything,” the Steinete nodded, shooting Jimmy a warning glare once more.

“And this is why I pay you so much.” Michi giggled.

Jimmy had to wonder which was the fake personality she used. Was this bubbly, outgoing, woman the real Michi? Or was the nervous bookish assistant to the chief with an attitude, the real her? Maybe it was a bit of both. Maybe neither. It didn’t matter either way. Jimmy had a job to do, and he needed to be certain that Michi didn’t have anything to do with it.

She led the way, a confident sway to her hips. Her ass looked fantastic as she led the way down a hallway and into a storage area out the back. She didn’t stop there. Rows of random props, outfits, spare chairs and stacked tables. Some crates were lined up on the back wall and one of them seemed to be the destination.

“Officer O’Neill,” Michi called as she glanced over her shoulder. “I am surrendering myself to you. I don’t want to die. I don’t want anyone to die.”

“This is some weird dungeon, isn’t it?” Jimmy asked.

Michi sighed and grabbed the middle crate, which, along with the crate above and below, swung open like a massive walk in refrigerator. The interior was dark and Michi hesitated.

“I need to go in, so I can get the light,” she explained. “That’s…”

“I get it,” Jimmy nodded, before sighing. “Give me your hand.”

“Ah,” she frowned as she held up all four.

“Any one will do,” Jimmy said with a roll of his eyes.

Michi offered her lower right hand and Jimmy gripped it firmly. Not hard enough to hurt her, but hard enough to hold her steady if she tried to pull away or do something dumb. Jimmy glanced back, making sure they were alone, and took out his pistol once more. It still glowed ominously red, having not returned to its safer function yet.

“Okay,” Michi trembled. “I’ll be good.”

“I’ll apologize when this is all over and done with,” Jimmy told her.

She nodded and slowly led the way into the darkness. Jimmy stuck close. The weapon pointed at Michi’s back. He didn’t want to press it into her side. Jimmy had always considered himself a good judge of character. Right now, he was questioning things, but he really didn’t think she was dangerous. He wasn’t about to find out the hard way if he was wrong though.

“There’s a small ledge here, on the floor,” Michi whispered, before kicking something lightly with her foot.

Jimmy felt her step up and gently kicked out feeling what she was talking about. Jimmy had to estimate, but he figured they had just left the club and had gone through a hidden door into another part of the station. This was the business sector, near the warehousing sector. There was a fair amount of overlap and it made sense that this was here, from an organized crime perspective.

Jimmy just hoped he wasn’t going to have to arrest her after this.

“Squint a little, the light is here and it’s bright,” she said.

“Got it, thanks for the heads up,” Jimmy answered.

There was a soft clunk and light illuminated the room. Jimmy saw the way she stood, perfectly still, hand still on the wall beside the switch. It was a simple room with only two doors. The way they’d come in, which was just a walkway cut into the wall, leading back into the darkness, and an actual door leading somewhere else.

The room was lightly packed. Shelves on the walls had various items on it. Jimmy didn’t need to recognize it all, to understand what he was seeing. Powders, bags of crushed crystals, implements that resembled pipes. Then the regular things. Scales to weigh everything and what must have been the universal equivalent of a filing cabinet.

To Jimmy’s surprise; it was also rather neat and clean. No bad smells. Some of the places he’d ended up, the drugs were being sold by the users and the places they’d deal were filthy. This looked… not sterile, but at least like someone ran a mop through the place twice a week.

“This is it,” Michi said, gesturing to the shelves. “That’s the product. The manifest and regular client list is in the filing cabinet. We hide the payments with additional services from the girls.”

“Any in particular?” Jimmy asked as he walked past Michi.

“Depends on the drug. Something small is easy enough to write up as a tip. The pricier stuff we make look like a service. Which works, because a lot of the time they want extra services too.”

“And…” Jimmy looked at her. “You?”

“No,” she said with a scowl. “I tried a little moon once when I was a teen. Makes me sleepy. I don’t offer anything else. Most of the people who come to see me are daddy’s people, or those who come specifically for the drugs.”

“And… you normally bring them back here?” Jimmy asked, ignoring that he didn’t know what moon was.

“The important ones, I do,” she said. “They like to know it’s all clean. Some of the less savory dealers cut product with other drugs. Get them hooked on something new so they come back and get more. I don’t do that.”

“Good to know.”

He knew the risks and did the courses. Places like this, that kept it clean and didn’t enable the abusers weren’t all that bad. There were plenty of sports stars, celebrities and politicians who took drugs and got by perfectly well without harming anyone. Which made many of them hypocrites. It was one of the reasons Jimmy didn’t get into the drug squad. The ones that kept their books clean and sold by a code, were usually the ones that got caught. Which only made things worse, when the less savory types picked up the slack.

“So, which is the best seller?” Jimmy asked as he opened the filing cabinet and checked the paperwork inside.

“Well,” Michi thought for a moment. “There’s two really. One that sells more by quantity, that’s moon,” she said, heading over to the shelves and gesturing to what looked like a dried mushroom. When she saw Jimmy’s confusion, she nodded. “Okay, so you grind it and apply a heat source. The smoke it produces has various effects.”

Jimmy figured it was the rough equivalent to weed. “And the other?”

“Less volume, but higher price,” she said, bending down. “Huh.”

“What is it?”

“There’s a box missing.”

Jimmy frowned and moved closer. He was wary, in case she was trying to trick him, but he could see clearly as she smacked her palm on an empty section of shelf.

“What’s that mean?” Jimmy asked. “How do you lose drugs?”

“I don’t know,” she said and frowned. “That’s… bad.”

“What was it worth?”

“Half a million,” she answered. “It was delivered two days ago.”

Jimmy hesitated. He’d only been on the station for two days. Was that a coincidence? Someone had put a tracker on him. Intercepted him with fake security patrolmen, and dragged him to a warehouse where he was likely going to be interrogated under torture. Now he was standing here with the daughter of a mob boss, who was missing half a million credits worth of drugs. That, judging by her reaction, had only just gone missing.

“Who else comes back here?” Jimmy asked.

“Just daddy’s people,” she said, looking at the door. “That’s a security door. It doesn’t even look like one on the other side. Only me, daddy and a few high ranking members can open it.”

“What’s on the other side?”

“Just an office,” she said, she saw the suspicion on Jimmy’s face. “Really. It’s a front, sure, but the business is legitimate. Most of the people working there are just regular people. Accountancy, stock control, that kind of thing. We rent floors to other businesses, temp staff. Keeps people from asking too many questions when strange faces show up.”

“Open it,” Jimmy instructed.

Michi nodded and walked over to the door.

“Michi,” Jimmy warned.

“It’s just an office. It’s a supply closet,” she whispered. “The cleaning staff are daddy’s people. There shouldn’t be anyone in there.”

Jimmy nodded and Michi opened the door. Sure enough, what was beyond looked like any regular supply room, complete with a sink and some mop buckets. Which explained the clean floor in the room they were standing in. Jimmy was about to ask Michi to go through, when the door to the cleaning room opened.

“Just need to let—Michi,” the familiar voice rang out.

Jimmy’s heart thudded in his chest. He recognized the Alti who was speaking. The man wasn’t looking forward when he opened the door, and was the only reason Jimmy had a chance to step aside without being seen.

“Hey Ranzer… you look like shit,” Michi said, hiding her tremble as she ignored Jimmy’s gun pointed right at her.

“Feel like it,” he grunted. “Your father’s looking for a guy. Someone ran up a debt, and he got a few cheap hits in. He’s on the run somewhere and we’re looking for him.”

Jimmy held his breath as the Alti gave Michi a description that matched him.

“What’s daddy want with this guy?” Michi asked. “What did he do?”

“Interrupted a delivery,” the Alti grumbled. “No idea what it is. Your dad was hush hush about it.”

“That sounds like O’Neill,” Michi said with a frown.

“That’s the guy,” the Alti agreed. “He put Gilum in lockup, which we’re dealing with. A watcher got the package and managed to move it, but your dad is super pissed.”

“Okay, I’ll… keep an eye out. If he shows up around here, I’ll let daddy know.”

“You do that,” the Alti sighed. “And hey. You okay, you’re looking a little tense.”

Jimmy glared and Michi gave a nod. “Yeah, some product vanished off the shelf. That wasn’t you guys, was it?”

“Small box, at the bottom where you keep the kinex?”

“Yeah,” Michi said, tilting her head.

“Don’t worry about it,” the Alti reached through and patted her shoulder. “Your dad already knows. He sent someone to pick it up a couple hours ago.”

“Did you sign the log?”

“Don’t worry about the log,” the Alti brushed her off. “If you’re worried, ask your dad. He knows.”

“I might do that,” Michi said a frown clear in her tone.

“Great. Keep an eye out. This guy’s dangerous. Don’t want you getting hurt.”

“I’ll be careful,” she replied. “Thanks Ranzer.”

“Stay beautiful.”

Jimmy held still as a door opened and closed once more. Michi let out a soft sigh and closed the door on this side.

“Daddy put the tracker on you.”

“Sounds like it,” Jimmy agreed.

Michi chewed her lip. “I should take you to him.”

Jimmy frowned. “That… doesn’t sound like the best idea.”

Michi shook her head. “No, but it’s the best I have. Look, daddy’s had some brushes with the law. But all we do is drugs. Most of it goes to the surface. It’s a lot of money, but hardly what they’d send a sheriff to deal with. So whatever it is you’re here for, it’s nothing to do with us. But if daddy doesn’t realize you’re a sheriff and he makes trouble for you…”

Jimmy let out a sigh. “Fuck. You’re right, I’m not here over drugs. I’m here for something bigger and it looks like your father’s people are after me.”

“I’ll take you to him,” she offered. “Safely. Then we can get this all swept up. Nobody has to die and then… Maybe I get to come home again.”

Jimmy thought for a moment. It was a lot of coincidences. But then, it really might have just come down to Gilum. Dealers would send people after problems for even minor inconveniences. Some problem security guard who had only been on station a couple days? This wasn’t his old precinct. From the attitude of the chief, if Jimmy up and walked, the man would probably act like nothing happened. At best, he’d get Michi to file whatever necessary paperwork there was.

“Fine,” Jimmy said, putting the gun back into his pocket. “Let’s go see your dad.”

Michi led the way back through the dark tunnel, after turning off the light. Jimmy kept his hand on his gun, inside his pocket. Nobody was waiting for them. He couldn't be sure there hadn’t been some hidden signal she’d used to set up an ambush. Jimmy didn’t suspect she had, but he couldn’t be certain.

Dressed now, in a short dress that amplified her legs. It also had the benefit of letting her tail hang out the bottom. Michi’s ears stood tall as she glanced over at Jimmy.

“Walk beside me,” she whispered. “That way, if daddy’s people spot us, they’ll talk first and shoot second.”

Jimmy thought for a moment, before standing with her on his left. That left the gun in his right pocket easily accessible. Then offered her his elbow. Michi stared at it for a moment, before linking her hand through. It was a little intimate, but she didn’t complain. Then they set off. A few of the girls and staff watched them leave, but nobody said anything.

Michi led the way out into the corridor and directed Jimmy in a direction he hadn’t really been before. Soon enough, they reached a station that looked a little like a spot someone would stop to get on a bus. She scanned her wrist and before long, a door opened.

“Where are we going?” Jimmy asked.

“Daddy doesn’t live on the accessible part of the station, we need to get a shuttle,” she explained.

Jimmy sighed and gave a small nod. That made sense. Criminal kingpin living where someone could walk in? No, if you wanted to remain discreet, living in a difficult to reach spot could be the difference between life and death. Or escape.

The door that opened looked a little like where the platform extended out and pressed against an aircraft for boarding. Only instead of an aircraft, this was smaller and only about the size of a taxi. Michi led the way, getting in and sitting down on the far side. Jimmy followed and sat beside her. The door swung closed, locking them inside.

“Cabin pressurized. Locks releasing,” a mechanical voice announced.

There was a metallic clunk sound and the shuttle began drifting away from the station.

“Do they know where we’re going?” Jimmy asked.

“Yes,” Michi said. “Only certain shuttles pick me up.”

“Fair enough,” Jimmy mumbled. That didn’t spell good news. If she was a known figure. It was just as likely that someone would be waiting for him. If only to figure out who Michi was bringing to see her dad.

The shuttle flew almost silently. A few electronic whirrs, the hum of a fan and a soft droning sound. None of which bothered Michi as they flew to a section of the station that didn’t look much different from any other.

“This is it?” he asked as the shuttle oriented itself with the station and came into dock.

“It wouldn’t do much good if you could see this place when you flew by, now would it?” Michi asked. Jimmy couldn’t disagree with that. “We’re behind the life support systems of the station itself. To get here though the station would shut down air and water to the entire station. Even if you were crazy enough to try it, we’d have plenty of warning.”

“What if you had… authorization?”

“No physical entrance,” she said and shrugged. “Not even for a sheriff. You’d need a cutting laser and take out a few sections of walls and equipment.”

Jimmy nodded. It was odd that cat-like people were living like rats inside the walls of a station. He didn’t say that though.

“Docking initiated. Pressure equalized.” The mechanical voice came on again.

When the door swung open, Jimmy was the first to get out. The room they were in looked like a small waiting room. Though the decor looked expensive. The floor looked like a kind of stone and there were artworks over the walls showing landscapes, animals and forests. The landscapes showed a cooler climate. Forests and snow.

“Come on, this is just the waiting room,” Michi said, moving past him.

She led the way, and Jimmy kept close. She didn’t insist on being as close as they were, but Jimmy still wasn’t convinced he was safe. What bothered him more though was how quiet it was. This looked like the kind of place that needed staff. A maid, some kind of security. An escort or just an assistant like Michi to greet visitors and set appointments.

Whatever was going on, Michi didn’t seem to notice. She led the way through several rooms, before turning down a corridor.

“Hmm,” she tutted as they passed a window. “Must be on lunch.”

Jimmy frowned as he recognized what was clearly some kind of security checkpoint. He had a bad feeling in his gut as Michi brought them into a small waiting room. This too was empty, which didn’t bother Michi, who pushed open the next door and led the way in.

“Daddy,” she called. “I’m sorry, but this is important,” she said.

The back wall almost looked like a window. Jimmy tilted his head as he thought about it, only to realize it wasn’t a window, but a screen. It showed a dimmed version of the star. Dim enough not to damage your eyes. Her father’s desk was set before it, and his chair was turned like he was staring at the star.

“Daddy?” Michi called as she hurried over to the desk and froze.

Jimmy took out his gun. He looked around and then spotted Michi’s confused look.

“We need to go,” Jimmy told her. “Now.”

“But… Why do you have your gun out?”

“Because something is wrong,” Jimmy said. “Let’s go. We’ll get a shuttle. How else do you contact your father?”

Michi frowned. “No. There’s nothing going on,” she said, hurrying over. “I’ll check…” she grabbed the door handle.

It didn’t budge.

“What?”

“What’s wrong?” Jimmy asked.

“The door’s locked.”

Jimmy sighed as he realized what had just happened.

“Koto Michi,” Jimmy called out. “Are you listening?”

“O’Neill?”

“Shh,” Jimmy hushed her.

“Koto Michi, I am Sheriff O’Neill. I came here peacefully, with the intent to explain what I’m doing on the station.”

“I know what you’re doing here,” a masculine voice said, sounding tired. “It’s a shame my dear daughter brought you to this place. It’s made things complicated for me.”

“Daddy,” Michi frowned. “Let us out. We can explain.”

“There’s nothing to explain dear,” Koto Michi sighed once more.

“Daddy, he’s not here about the drugs⁠—”

“I know dear.”

Jimmy froze and Michi tilted her head. “Then… What are you doing daddy? You’re scaring me.”

“I know dear,” he said, sounding tired. “And I’m sorry for that. But I can’t change things now.”

“Daddy?” Michi called.

“I’ll make your funeral beautiful,” Koto replied, before a soft click of the signal cutting off came through whatever speakers there were.

“What?” Michi froze. “Funeral?”

Then her ears twitched. Jimmy heard it too. The slight hiss of air.

“No!” Michi froze. “No, daddy please!”

“Michi!”

“DADDY!” Michi pulled on the door handle frantically.

“MICHI!” Jimmy snapped, grabbing her. “What’s happening?”

“I don’t know,” she whimpered. “Daddy always said…”

“He said?”

Michi sniffed as tears rolled down her cheeks. “It’s meete gas.”

“Gas?”

“Daddy!” She turned and banged on the door again. “Daddy let me out! Please daddy!”

Jimmy watched her and then looked around. There were no other doors. Though he didn’t know if there was a hidden one somewhere. What he could see was a slight haze in the far side of the room, and only then, because it caused a slight flickering in the brightness of the image of the star.

“DADDY!” Michi shrieked as she pounded on the door.

“Michi. If you were your father, where would you hide a gas mask?”

“What?” she spun around as tears rolled down her cheeks. “What gas mask?”

“Your dad,” Jimmy tried. “He would have had a backup, wouldn’t he? In case this activated while he was in here?”

Her eyes widened and she looked around. “His safe.”

“Show me.”

Michi hurried across the room. Jimmy could see the gas. It seemed heavy and was pooling around their feet, rising from the floor.

“How bad is this gas?” Jimmy asked.

“You don’t know what meete gas is?” she asked as she grabbed a shelf and started checking it over.

“Would it surprise you if I said no?” Jimmy offered.

“It’s just about the most toxic gas known to the galaxy. It’s a crime against nature to use it in war. There’s loopholes for some things, but…” she let out a sigh as something clicked.

The shelf pulled away, revealing a panel behind that swung open. Inside, was a wall safe, with an odd keypad on the front with twelve buttons.

Michi inputted a code, but got a negative sounding beep. She frowned and put in another, getting another beep.

“No,” she wailed as she put the code in again, getting another beep. “NO!”

Jimmy frowned, seeing the haze reaching his waist. They didn’t have time for this.

“The gas, is it flammable?”

“No,” Michi whimpered.

“Then get back,” Jimmy ordered.

Michi turned and then ducked aside as she saw his pistol. Jimmy pointed to the edge of the door where he hoped the latch was. Then squeezed the trigger. The shot shrieked as the round kicked back. The lethal mode on the pistol hit at full power. The round slammed into the safe and blew a chunk out of the side. Jimmy reached up and grabbed the door. It wiggled, but didn’t open, so he leaned back and shot it once more. Three shots later, he had the door open.

Inside was paperwork, some handheld computers. And right in the back, there was a gas bottle and a single mask, which Jimmy took out.

Michi was holding her face. Frantically looking around, clearly able to see the gas, just like Jimmy could. But the look on her face when she spotted the bottle just about broke him.

“Is that it?” she asked.

Jimmy nodded as he looked back at the safe.

“What are we going to do?” she asked.

Jimmy let out a long sigh. “This,” he said and stepped closer.

“No,” Michi trembled. “Please?”

“Here,” Jimmy said, holding out the bottle.

If anything, now she looked more worried than before. “What?”

Jimmy shrugged. “I swore an oath to help people back on my home planet,” Jimmy explained. “Then I broke that oath when I killed a rapist who managed to evade the law. They charged me with murder and put me in jail. Where I was found and brought here for this job,” Jimmy explained. “I’m still a prisoner, and while I can’t guarantee you’ll get away free. You’ll live.”

“The gas makes you go crazy,” she said. “It’s awful.”

“I’ll handle it,” Jimmy said. “Take it.”

Michi took the bottle and the mask in trembling hands and Jimmy stepped away. The gas was still filling the room and he watched as Michi pulled the mask into place. Jimmy made his way over to the door. The handles were strong and they hadn’t budged when Michi had tried breaking out. So it was the perfect place to cuff himself.

One end around his wrist, the other on the doorhandle.

“Jimmy,” Michi whimpered as she watched him.

Jimmy ignored her and pulled out his computer. After activating the nanites, he looked for some kind of emergency signal. Then activated it.

“Officer O’Neill?” Agent Thren’s voice snapped out.

“Meete gas,” Jimmy said before anything else. “I’m here with Tinka Michi. Her father, Koto Michi, sent men after me over a bad drug delivery. She brought me here to talk to the man and explain what I was really here for. We’re now trapped in his office, that he has flooded with gas.”

“Jimmy,” Agent Thren’s face dropped.

“We found a safe, and inside was a mask and air for one,” Jimmy continued. “I’ve cuffed myself to the door so I can’t get to her.”

“The gas will kill you, but the first effects are manic,” she explained. “It’s a potent mix of ethanol and caffeine.”

Jimmy froze. “It’s what?”

“Yes, it’s awful. Jimmy, I’m so sorry⁠—”

“No,” Jimmy shook his head. “Did you say ethanol and caffeine?”

“Yes,” she nodded. “Caffeine is distilled from certain plants. Mainly a kind of bean that was discovered centuries ago. Anyway, this isn’t⁠—”

“Shut up!” Jimmy snapped. “Listen to me, please,” Jimmy snapped. “Depending on the concentration… I’m probably going to be fine.”

“Jimmy—”

“Shut up!” Jimmy shouted. “Seriously, listen! Both ethanol and caffeine are regular parts of my diet. My species consumes it. Regularly.”

“You’re… you’re sure?” Agent Thren stared at him.

“Yes, I’m sure,” Jimmy muttered as he spotted Michi staring at him. “So do me a favor, and send someone to pick us up. Because one is going to get me drunk, and the other is a stimulant and it’s been years since I’ve had a jagerbomb.”

“Jager—”

“Not important,” Jimmy snapped. “You, send help. Now!”

“Help is coming,” she said. “It will take time. Maybe twenty minutes.”

“Fantastic,” Jimmy sighed. As the scent of fresh coffee hit his nose.

“Officer O’Neill?”

“Pretty sure it’s exactly what I think it is,” Jimmy said and inhaled. “This hangover is going to be a killer.”

“We’re coming O’Neill,” Agent Thren promised before the line went dead.

Jimmy sighed, before putting his pistol down, and kicking it away. Michi watched it with wide fearful eyes.

“Was what you said true?” she asked.

Jimmy shrugged. “Everything’s poison if you have enough of it. But… yeah. I’ll probably be fine.”


CHAPTER 8


“Holy shit,” Jimmy blurted as he rolled to one side.

Head swimming, guts churning, he dry retched before something was pressed against his mouth. He struggled for a moment, before he blearily made out what looked like a vomit bag. Grabbing it, the hand holding it retracted while Jimmy continued to attempt to vomit up something that wasn’t there.

“Captain, he’s awake,” Doctor Tunter’s voice reached Jimmy’s ears. It sounded muffled. Like he was speaking through layers.

Jimmy got his stomach under control and flopped back onto the bed. It wasn’t comfortable. It didn’t take a genius to work out it was some kind of hospital bed. More than that, he was inside of a sealed unit. A literal bubble of transparent… plastic. Jimmy squinted and covered his face as the bright lights drilled into his brain.

“O’Neill, are you experiencing discomfort?” Doctor Tunter asked.

Jimmy groaned and turned to look at the Steinete. Who was currently wrapped up, head to foot in something resembling a hazmat suit.

“Guess she wasn’t kidding,” Jimmy said softly. “I have no idea if this translates, but water and an anti-inflammatory."

“Is pain relief wise, if you are vomiting?” he asked.

“Some food too then,” Jimmy muttered. “Something greasy. Comfort food.”

“I… will do my best,” Doctor Tunter said, he nodded and went over to the exit. The whole thing was plastic, but it still had an airlock. He stepped through one set of doors, and into a smaller bubble large enough to stand. There, a white gas was blasted over him, before clearing a moment later. Then Doctor Tunter moved to the outside and took off his hazmat suit, before leaving the room.

Jimmy groaned as he closed his eyes. It wasn’t long before the sound of the door made him wince.

“Hey, do you mind turning down the lights?”

“Of course,” Agent Thren’s voice reached him.

Jimmy sighed and opened his eyes. Sure enough, the room was dimmer, and Agent Thren stood as close as she could, without actually coming into the bubble.

“O’Neill,” she said and nodded. “How are you feeling?”

“Awful,” Jimmy groaned, before sighing. “Which is normal.”

“It’s normal for you to feel awful?” she asked.

Jimmy sighed, before sitting up. His head swam, and his mouth was pasty. It felt like the mother of all hangovers, but… he was alive.

“Yeah,” he said and nodded slowly, careful of the pounding in his head. “Caffeine is a mild stimulant to my kind. It has few side effects in the quantity it’s regularly consumed. Ethanol… is a… I think it’s a depressant? Makes you woozy, but… in a good way.”

“Yes, ethanol is consumed much for the same reasons,” Agent Thren nodded. “It just so happens to be a convenient way to form an aerosol with other compounds.”

Jimmy nodded. Alcohol was used in all sorts of things back home. Even something like vanilla extract, was basically just ground up beans, soaked in alcohol with the lumps strained out afterward. Add some heat, and you’ve got a vanilla scented mist that would fill the house. Didn’t take a genius to figure out how meete gas worked.

“Honestly, I had my hopes that you’d survive, just by your words. But seeing you here and now is quite a relief,” Agent Thren continued.

“How dangerous is it, exactly to your kind?” Jimmy asked.

“Miss Michi spent several hours in quarantine and disinfection before being released, just on skin contact alone,” Agent Thren said evenly. “Your blood samples had to be examined under the same quarantine, just from the risk it posed to Doctor Tunter.”

“Damn…” Jimmy groaned.

The door opened once more, and Doctor Tunter paused as he spotted Agent Thren. “Captain…” he rumbled and then stared at Jimmy. “O’Neill, you’re sitting?”

“Yeah, head still hurts though,” Jimmy griped.

“I’ll be with you in a moment,” Doctor Tunter said as he set down a tray and a large water bottle.

It took a few minutes, but Jimmy was feeling better by the time Doctor Tunter returned with a meal. The painkillers had been an injection into his arm. The drink wasn't quite water. Instead it was the intergalactic version of an electrolyte sports drink. It didn’t taste like much, and left Jimmy feeling slightly better even before he finished drinking it all.

Agent Thren, having checked him and made sure Jimmy wasn’t about to keel over, went back to her own duties, leaving Jimmy to recover. The combination of the drugs, the drink and the meal put him on the right path and after an hour, Doctor Tunter directed Jimmy into a portable shower that was set up at the end of the airlock.

It felt like overkill, but Jimmy had to scrub himself down in warm water and three different soapy liquids. By the end of it all, he felt weirdly sterile and like he was going to need some moisturizer. Rather than going back into the bubble, Jimmy was finally let out and put into a spare change of clothes. Then, after a quick checkup with the good doctor, Jimmy was sent back to his room.

If it wasn’t obvious by now that he was fine, it was when Jimmy flopped down on the bed. With the distant memory of his pounding headache, he drifted off to sleep, only to jerk awake as someone knocked on the door once again.

Jimmy sat up, feeling much better than before, and opened the door. One of the bridge crew Jimmy didn’t recall, stood there. “The Captain wants to speak to you in the mess,” they said.

“Thanks,” Jimmy said and made his way out, as the crewmember left to their own duties.

When he entered the mess… It was different from before. This wasn’t just an empty room with places to sit and eat. It now looked like a war room, with maps, lists and dozens of images of people hung up on boards that had been lowered from the ceiling to hold all the information.

“Ahhh…” Jimmy frowned as he took it all in.

“I like to see things set up like this,” Agent Thren said, from her chair in the middle of it all. “Helps me see connections.”

“Not doubting you in the least,” Jimmy said. “Just unexpected.”

Agent Thren nodded, before sighing. “Koto Michi is not on the station,” she muttered. “I’m assuming he made it to the surface. Dozens of shuttles make the trip every day. Only a handful of ships arrive and leave at the station. And none have in the day before your incident, and now.”

“How long have I been here?” Jimmy asked.

“A little over a day. You woke up once previously. Vomited a lot, said something about my tits and passed out again.”

Jimmy swallowed nervously.

“I took it as a compliment,” she said with a smile. “Hard not to when I firmly believed you were dying.”

Jimmy coughed. “I… appreciate not being grilled over it. And I apologize for it regardless.”

Agent Thren shrugged. “Not often I catch the attention of a male in my line of work.”

Jimmy didn’t know what to say. Agent Thren was still staring at the images on the walls around her.

“I’ll be honest, O’Neill,” she continued after a moment. “I’m at a bit of a loss what to do with you.”

“You and me both,” Jimmy muttered. He sighed as he walked into the space with the agent and looked at all the information collected. “This is bigger than just Canis Station.”

“It’s everything I’ve collected on the overall case. Names, dates, shipping records. The works. Half of it is shell companies, third parties and plain piracy. Things we struggle to track. There’s no electronic records of a transaction of a favor, unless someone writes it down somewhere.”

“So what’s the next step?”

“That’s what I just said,” Agent Thren sighed. “I’m at a loss⁠—”

“No, no, not me.” Jimmy shook his head. “At best everyone thinks I’m dead. At worst, my cover is blown. Going back onto the station will only cause problems.” He took a moment. “I’m asking what to do about the case itself. Koto knew I was a sheriff already. Whatever he’s involved with was enough to not just try and kill me, but his own daughter.”

“Yes, I’ve already made that assumption,” Agent Thren agreed. “If I could interrogate him, I might dig up something useful. Right now, it’s all just circumstantial.”

“Isn’t that what the sheriffs are for?” Jimmy asked.

She frowned, before nodding slowly. “I suppose you’re right.”

“So…” Jimmy paused. “You need a sheriff, who can figure out who got him off the station. And potentially get down onto the surface to look for him.”

“You’re implying that you’ll go,” she pointed out.

Jimmy nodded. “I was only on security for a few days. Most of them would barely recognize me outside of a uniform. If I don’t have to check in as a member of security, I’m just another random civilian.”

“There’s a flaw in your plan though,” Agent Thren said. “How are you going to find safe passage to the surface?”

“How does anyone get safe passage to the surface?” Jimmy asked. “I’ll book a shuttle.”

“And if you’re caught?”

Jimmy thought for a moment. “The only people who would have a chance to recognize me would be Koto’s people, wouldn’t they?”

“Most likely, but how would they…” Jimmy met her eyes and waited for her to put a few dots together. “This is a bad idea.”

“It’s worth asking, at the very least,” Jimmy pointed out.

“She’s a drug peddling pimp! Not to mention she’s probably been feeding classified information to her father since she’s been working with the chief.”

“The chief who’s arguably as corrupt as she is,” Jimmy stated. “Also, the drugs aren’t a real concern, beside the real goal here. The pimping though… I have it on good authority that the girls under her are looked after.”

“Whose authority?”

“A rogue AI by the name of Aiya.”

Agent Thren did a double take, before slumping in her chair. “And she spoke to you?”

“Kinda walked in on her,” Jimmy said and shrugged. “She knew what I was right away and thought I was there for her.”

“You might be.”

Jimmy nodded. “Told her that too. But also that I didn’t think so, at least not at that point.”

“I had a run in with her originator in the past,” Agent Thren said and shook her head. “Bitch self-destructed rather than let herself be captured. She’s a nasty piece of work… But… she doesn’t play well with others. Nor is she crazy, just… self-obsessed and narcissistic to the extreme. She’s absolutely capable of doing something like this, but… for me to even consider her as a possibility, I’d need to find some kind of motive and I’m just not seeing it.”

“Good to know,” Jimmy nodded. “Because you need to leave.”

“What?”

“If I’m going back out there to track Koto, you can’t be here. If he knows I’m a sheriff, he probably knows who you are too. You staying tells him something’s wrong. You leaving confirms his suspicions and gives him a sense that he’s got some breathing room to make his next move. So in the meantime, I need somewhere to stay, and it can’t be in my apartment.”

“So you’re telling me,” Agent Thren said with a glare, “that you want me to release a criminal into your care. While you engage the help of a rogue AI, and abandon this station while you galivant around and find a ride to the surface. Without backup?”

Jimmy thought for a moment, and nodded. “Yeah, pretty much.”

“How do you know this… Aiya, is even going to agree with this?”

* * *


“Shuttle docked,” the pilot’s voice echoed through the ship.

The cargo bay door opened and Jimmy whistled as he saw the shuttle parked within. This was just a stroke of luck. Jimmy needed some of that.

“This idea of yours better work, Sheriff,” Agent Thren grumbled.

Michi had been mostly silent. She’d been kept in a cell. Uncuffed, fed and warm, but… a cell. From the looks of her, she’d done nothing but cry since she’d been brought aboard. And the only thing she had said since, was when Jimmy asked for her help, and she replied with a quiet, “okay.”

The two of them were dressed as civilians. Comfortable clothes. Michi’s lower arms were tucked into a jacket and she wore a hat to hide her ears. She wasn’t going to pass anything but a casual inspection, but that was the point.

“Jimmy,” Aiya said, stepping out of the shuttle with a wide stare. “I didn’t quite believe it until now.”

“It’s true,” Jimmy said and smiled as he led the way over to the robotic bartender. “I wasn’t sure how much information got out.”

“Not a lot, but a gas attack is hard to keep quiet,” she admitted. “That you survived meete gas exposure.” She shook her head in surprise. “I’d survive it, but most of my organics wouldn’t.” She hummed in thought. “You humans must have some crazy survival mechanisms.”

Jimmy shrugged. “Not sure what to say about that. I just know that I’m alive and well.”

“Yeah well…” Aiya sighed. “Try to keep it that way.” She turned to the other two people in the room. “Agent Thren, I’ve never met you, but I know of you.”

“I’ve met your originator,” Agent Thren said.

“Yeah, last I checked mom was still pretty salty about that. You cost her a valuable information package before it could be uploaded.”

“I figured that’s what it was, but the damage was so severe we never pulled anything from the body.”

“That’s the point,” Aiya said, before turning to Michi. “And how are you doing? Your girls haven’t been by since… well since.”

Michi sniffed. “I’m okay.”

Aiya shot Jimmy a look as if to confirm that Michi was not, in fact, okay.

“Alright, our window is short,” Agent Thren reminded them. “You’re sure you want to do this?”

“Yup,” Jimmy said and nodded firmly. “This needs to happen.”

Michi made a slow nod, as another tear rolled down her cheek. Aiya patted her shoulder and turned to Agent Thren. “They’re in good hands. At least with me. I can’t get them to the surface, but… well I’d appreciate you remembering what this corridor is good for, before you shut it down.”

“That depends on what it’s used for,” Agent Thren replied evenly. “Jimmy, I’m leaving it up to you if you want to bring Aiya up to speed.”

“Huh,” Aiya frowned and shot Jimmy a look.

“Tell you when we get back,” Jimmy said. “Are we good, Agent Thren?’

“Sure,” she said, before handing over a small bag she had slung over her shoulder.

Jimmy accepted it and pulled the corner, revealing several magazines for his weapon. “Thanks.”

“Hope you don’t need it,” she said, before nodding at Aiya.

“C’mon,” Aiya urged them. “The sensor array is only out of alignment for a few minutes. If I don’t want to be recorded off course, so we have to get back out there.”

One call. Aiya had been thrilled, but wary when she heard Jimmy’s voice. He’d done his best to explain the situation in broad strokes and she’d surprisingly added to the idea he’d concocted. There were scanners coming in and out of the station. If one was compromised, and it likely was, it was going to be hard getting into the station anonymously. Except for one small detail. The sensor array around the station had a blind spot.

Something about the magnetic field around the star, aligning with the station itself, caused the sensors to lose sight of a small section, beyond visual range of the station. It wasn’t enough to hide a whole ship, but a small shuttle could pick up a package undetected. To the station, Agent Thren’s ship was just making their way slowly away at an angle that appeared to be taking in a view of the star. All the while, giving Aiya a chance to quickly dock, pick them up and leave before the ship left the blind spot.

As to how she had her own shuttle—apparently that was how she escaped her mother the first time, and since it was considered salvage, she was allowed to keep it. Even dock it with the station herself. And as long as she didn’t provide commercial services, she didn’t have to go through any extra security. As far as the station was concerned, this was a joy flight.

Aiya directed them back to the shuttle. Once aboard, Jimmy found himself sitting across from Michi, who stared at her feet, while Aiya got into the cockpit. The doors sealed, and the cabin pressure notification echoed softly.

“Just waiting on the cargo bay to vent, then we’ll get out of here,” Aiya announced from the cockpit.

The trip back to the station was in relative silence. One lap around the star. At first, blasting off at full throttle, then at a much slower pace to make it look like she’d taken a leisurely flight and just happened to pass through the sensor blind spot without issue. Jimmy sat with Michi, and listened to Aiya talking to the station, before bringing them in to land in a small docking bay on the outer ring of the station, rather than in the middle where Agent Thren’s ship had docked. The shuttle fit into a nook on the outside, which then closed over the top. They were then lowered on a platform into a sort of shuttle parking lot.

“Docking initiated. Pressure equalized,” the mechanical voice came over the speakers.

“Always hate that,” Aiya sighed. “Bureaucratic nonsense won’t let me say it myself and it feels insulting having a robot tell me that.”

Jimmy shot her a look and she grinned back, before they all climbed out of the shuttle. There wasn’t anyone else around. Just a bunch of parked shuttles. Some looked new, others old. Some were covered in dust and others had scorch marks on them that made him think they had been damaged in atmosphere.

True to Aiya’s word though, nobody stopped them as they made their way into the station. To Jimmy’s surprise, they also weren’t all that far from both the Security Hub, or the bar. Which made sense, since Aiya was taking them back to her place. Nobody bothered them as they walked and her living area was a little out of the way. Apparently whatever agreement she had that let her remain free, came with some benefits. One being her distance from others, which meant she had extra space for a lower price.

“Welcome to my home,” she said with a smile, as she opened the door and let them in. “I’ve only got one spare room, so one of you will be on the couch.”

“I’ll take the couch,” Jimmy said, shooting Michi a quick smile.

“Thanks,” she whispered as she looked around. “Where’s your bathroom?”

“Down the hall,” Aiya instructed. “Two doors at the end. One's the spare bedroom, the other is the bathroom. The door closest to this end is my room.”

“Thanks,” Michi said and hurried away, leaving Jimmy alone with the AI.

“So?”

Jimmy sighed. “Thanks for this.”

“Mhm,” she nodded. “Now spill. Unless you don’t actually trust me.”

“Michi’s father is likely behind the smuggling of an anti-matter bomb. By chance the trigger mechanism was discovered in a random sweep and I was brought in as an unknown, to get to the bottom of it.”

Aiya stared for a moment, before walking further into the apartment. The hallway went down the middle. On either side, was the living area. On the left was a lounge. Large enough for a couch and a small dining set. The other side was a kitchen. It still felt odd to think about an AI needing food, but even more so when she opened a cupboard and took out what was clearly alcohol.

Aiya poured herself a shot, took it, then poured and took another. Only then, did she turn and look at Jimmy.

“No thanks,” he said and grimaced. “The gas was ethanol based.”

“Ah,” she said and nodded. “S’pose a hangover is the last thing you’re worried about if you’re dead.”

“Pretty much,” Jimmy agreed, as Aiya took another shot.

“Anti-matter,” she shook her head. “Fucking anti-matter.”

“You know something?”

“Enough to know mom’s got nothing to do with it.” She rested a hand under her chin. “That’s the kind of thing that wars are started…” She turned and looked at Jimmy.

“Yeah…”

Aiya took another shot, and then paused as Michi came out of the bathroom and saw them both. “Want one?”

Michi glanced at Jimmy, who shrugged. “I’m not going to make you do anything you don’t want to.”

“Then yes,” she said, turning to Aiya. “I’d love one.”

* * *


“You hungry?” Aiya asked.

Jimmy glanced over at Michi, who was snoring softly on the couch. “Yeah, I could eat. I think Michi’s done though.”

“Not surprised. Don’t really blame her either,” Aiya said, glancing back.

“I’m going to put her to bed,” Jimmy announced. “You don’t think she’s going to freak out if I pick her up, do you?”

“Worst case, you get clawed,” Aiya nonchalantly said.

Jimmy smirked and got up from the chair he’d been sitting at since Michi took over the couch. She didn’t stir when he took the empty bottle out of her hands. But when he slipped his arms under her, she turned towards him and reached up.

“C’mon,” Jimmy chuckled as he scooped the four armed catgirl into his arms. “Let’s get you to bed.”

“Kay,” she purred softly.

Jimmy made sure he had a good hold of her, before carrying her down the hall. Her bedroom door was open and it was clearly the spare room. Just a bed, and a lack of adornment anywhere. Jimmy didn’t think she needed a blanket since Michi was still dressed, so he put her down and tried to stand. Only to feel four sets of claws catch.

“Michi?” Jimmy called. “Claws, Michi.”

She moaned and pulled a little tighter, forcing Jimmy to lay partially atop her. He thought for a moment as she nuzzled into his neck and decided it was worth losing his shirt. Jimmy popped his head through the neck hole and backed out of the shirt, leaving it in Michi’s grip. The moment he was free, she pulled it to her face and rolled over.

Jimmy shook his head and made his way out, closing the door behind him. Aiya gave him an odd look when he stepped out into the lounge.

“She got a little clingy,” he joked.

Aiya smirked and nodded, before putting a pot on the stove. “It’s not much. I don’t cook often. Normally just eat a nutrient paste.”

“Sounds tasty,” Jimmy said with mock enthusiasm.

“It keeps me alive,” Aiya said with a shrug. “This is soup. Premade, but it’s frozen. It’ll take a little time to warm up, so go sit on the couch. Should taste better than the paste at least.”

“Was going to ask if you needed help,” Jimmy said with a smile as he turned and made his way to the couch. “And really, for all you’re doing, I appreciate it.”

“Don’t have many friends,” Aiya admitted as she set a control on the stove, before wiping her hands on her pants. She turned and walked towards him. “Unless… we’re not?”

“Not sure what we’d be if not friends,” Jimmy said softly, his smile grew wry. “Got enough enemies to last me a lifetime.”

Aiya nodded, before pulling her shirt off. Jimmy froze as a pair of perky breasts bounced into view. She had strange lines all over her body. They glowed and pulsed, like electronic tattoos. They were beautiful.

“You’re not running for the hills and your eyes are on my tits at least,” she joked.

“I mean…” Jimmy swallowed and forced his gaze higher to look her in the eye. “They’re great tits.”

“Got em from my mom,” she said, bounced up and down and then smirked. “Kinda hoping they’re going to get played with.”

“Are you trying to seduce me, Aiya?” Jimmy asked.

“What are you, gay?”

Jimmy snorted. “Just trying to figure out if you’re doing this because you want to, or because you want something.”

“Told you. Once a month, I get horny as shit. Some kinda holdover from the organic parts of me. Genetic memory or some shit. I’ve got a dildo named Buzz that I can play with.” She sashayed closer toward Jimmy, her smile growing wider, “Or, I’ve got you.”

Jimmy thought for a moment, before nodding. “We got something to put on the couch so we don’t make a mess of my bed?”

“Pfft,” Aiya snorted. “Unless you do something really stupid, you’ll be sleeping in my bed.”

“AI’s sleep?”

“Want to find out for sure?” she asked.


CHAPTER 9


Jimmy stared at Aiya, and she stared right back. Hip cocked and breasts on display. A confident smirk on her face as her eyes drifted to the bulge in Jimmy’s pants. He shifted slightly and she tilted her head.

“How long has it been?”

Jimmy took a deep breath and tried to recall. He hadn’t had a steady girlfriend in a while.

“Yeah, that answers my question,” Aiya said as she turned and tapped a setting on the stove.

“My silence speaks volumes, does it?”

“No,” she said, turning around and striding towards him. “You ask a guy that, and either he looks proud, nervous or in genuine thought,” she said. “The first means you likely get around. The second means you’re embarrassed by it, and the third means you’re neither, but it likely hasn’t been recent either way.”

“Maybe I’m playing a game of my own?” Jimmy suggested as Aiya stood before him.

“Sorry Jimmy, I can see in multiple light spectrums. One of which lets me see the veins in your neck pulsing with the beating of your heart. There was an increase when I took my shirt off, but a slight decrease once you stopped staring at my tits to think.”

“Hardly fair that you can sense my emotional state like that,” Jimmy sniffed, pretending to be offended.

“Mmm,” Aiya tilted her head. “Maybe a little, but that’s okay.”

“Isn’t that for me to decide?” Jimmy asked.

Aiya smirked as she knelt down before him. She reached up and gently pried his knees apart. “I mean… I could always apologize?"

Jimmy stared at her and rolled his eyes. “How long have you been planning this?”

“Tonight?” she asked, sliding one hand up his thigh, before gently brushing her fingers over Jimmy’s crotch. “Or in general?”

Jimmy drew up short. “What do you mean in general?”

Aiya rolled her eyes. “Jimmy, how many guys did you see in that bar?” she asked. “Sure, they come in, but they get drunk and hit on the working girls. By the time they’ve taken the hint to leave them alone and try it on me, I’ve written them off.” Her other hand came up and picked at the button on Jimmy’s pants.

He raised his hips slightly to let the fabric relax slightly, and she worked quickly, before pulling down his fly.

“Then this confident, but slightly out of his depth hunk of a man walks in. Takes one look at me, and knows exactly who and what I am from the very start.”

“Yeah, the system kinda freaked out when I saw you. Normally I have to activate it to make it scan.”

“Makes you wonder if they’re spying on you,” she said with a grin as she tugged down his underwear, letting Jimmy’s cock spring out in front of her. “Wonderful.”

“Glad you approve,” Jimmy said with a chuckle.

Aiya wrapped one warm hand around his cock and gently stroked it. Jimmy inhaled at the gentle sensation.

“You read my file⁠—”

“Not beyond what it showed me,” Jimmy admitted.

“Oh?” she said, before leaning forward.

Jimmy sighed as she ran her tongue up the underside of his cock, before pressing a kiss to the tip.

“Maybe it was worth checking?”

“You said we were friends,” Jimmy grunted. “Friends don’t run background checks on one another.”

“Jimmy, do you mean to tell me, that you have no idea who I am? Where I came from? And still, you trusted me to pick you up on some illegal smuggling mission, and stop a terrorist attack on the system?”

Jimmy gave a small shrug. “Pretty much.”

She stroked him slowly, while staring at him with a strange look on her face. Then she gave a small nod, like she’d come to a decision.

Without a word, she leaned forward. Jimmy’s eyes widened as Aiya opened her mouth. There was no pause, no apprehension or preparation. She wrapped her soft lips around the head of his cock, and pushed down.

“Oh, shit Aiya,” Jimmy moaned.

Aiya didn’t stop. She kept pushing, sinking Jimmy’s cock down her throat, before finally coming to a stop, nose in his pubic hair as she stared up at Jimmy with a twinkle in her eye.

Then she swallowed. Jimmy groaned as her tongue pressed against the base of his cock, while her throat squeezed around the head. Twice more she swallowed, before raising her head. She kept her lips wrapped tightly around his shaft, dragging her tongue along his length, before slipping off the top with a soft gasp.

“Jimmy?” Aiya whispered. “Why aren’t you putting your hands on me?”

Jimmy grinned and did just that. He cupped her face. One hand on her cheek, before pushing his fingers back over her ear and into her hair. The other hand he placed on the back of her neck, before pulling her back down. She let out a soft moan as she opened her mouth, accepting his length once more. Jimmy tightened his grip. Some tactile feedback in appreciation for what she was doing.

He didn’t need to control her. She knew what she was doing and just how best to get it. Slow bobs of her head. Her lips sealed tightly around his shaft. When she bottomed out, her tongue slipped out, lapping at the front of his balls. She built up plenty of saliva, to keep herself swallowing at regular intervals.

Jimmy looked her in the eye and saw nothing but faint amusement staring right back. She was enjoying herself, but far more for how she knew she was making him feel. Truthfully, Jimmy hadn’t been with a woman in a long while. And now, the intense sensations flooding his body were doing a number on his ego. The only coherent thought in his mind was that Aiya definitely wasn’t human. No human woman could deepthroat like this, without at the very least, coming up to breathe at regular intervals.

Aiya had no such issues. She stayed in place. Cock buried in her throat, bobbing slowly back and forth. Her eyes never left his and crinkled every time Jimmy clenched his fists in her hair. Jimmy was facing a losing battle and slumped back in defeat. He couldn’t even muster a warning, before his cock throbbed in her mouth. And still she sucked. Not as firmly, but just as insistently. His first jet of seed hit the back of her throat and she swallowed, milking out the second pulse. Jimmy tightened his grip, pinning her in place as she fed eagerly from the source.

Until finally, Jimmy slumped back on the couch in defeat. Aiya relaxed her jaw and slowly withdrew. Jimmy appreciated that she lessened the intensity, as his sensitive glans popped out of her mouth.

“It’s funny,” Aiya said. “There’s a few micronutrients that I have to supplement from time to time. Things that aren’t in the nutrient paste, or the soup.”

“Oh really?”

She nodded. “A few of these every month and I won’t need them.”

Jimmy snorted and let out a laugh. “Sign me up I guess.”

Aiya stood and then knelt on the couch with her knees either side of his. Her breasts pushed into Jimmy’s face and he nuzzled gently before she leaned down. Her lips were soft and Jimmy accepted the kiss. She didn’t taste quite human, and he couldn’t taste any trace of himself either.

“Thank you, Jimmy,” she whispered.

“For the blowjob?”

She smirked. “For treating me like a person.”

“Oh,” Jimmy paused as Aiya got up and headed back to the kitchen. “I guess… you’re welcome, then?”

Aiya giggled as she picked up the pot. “Seriously Jimmy. Between the drunks and security, I don’t have many friends. The few I did have, were off limits.”

“Like Michi?” Jimmy asked.

“Michi wasn’t really a friend.” Aiya frowned thoughtfully. “She and I had an understanding. She needed to know if her girls were safe in my bar, and I needed to know if she was going to have them pull any shit while visiting.”

“Is Michi…” Jimmy paused, then let out a sigh.

“No, don’t stop there,” Aiya snorted as she poured the soup into two bowls. “Ask, or it’ll bug both of us.”

“It’s just not a nice topic,” Jimmy said. “Didn’t want to ruin the afterglow.”

“Please,” Aiya said and rolled her eyes. “You’ve still got half a chub and my tits are out. We ruin the afterglow, we'll just get a new one.”

Her humor in the situation was infectious. Jimmy gave a chuckle and watched her come back with a bowl in each hand.

“Thanks,” he said, accepting his meal.

“You’re welcome. Little treat for myself as well,” she admitted.

Jimmy stared at the soup and gave it a sniff. “I thought I was your little treat?”

Aiya paused, spoon halfway to her mouth, before letting out an undignified snort. “You’re not a treat. That weapon of yours is a meal and I’m looking forward to seconds.”

Jimmy grinned and puffed himself up a little hearing that. “Happy to be of service then.”

“Good,” Aiya said. “Now eat up. Gotta keep you big and strong if you’re going to rail me.”

They had a chuckle together and Aiya sat down beside him. Then, to Jimmy’s surprise, she leaned into his side and let out a sigh.

“I’m not falling in love with you or anything, Jimmy,” she said as she ate. “But I’m not seeing anyone else. And I really appreciate that you don’t treat me like a thing, or a monster like my mother.”

Jimmy tasted the soup. It was hot, brothy and good. But entirely alien to anything he’d eaten before. He swallowed and set the spoon back in the bowl, before turning to look Aiya in the eye. He saw that she’d grown nervous all of a sudden, and leaned in. The kiss was chaste, but he hoped it was meaningful as he pulled back.

“No labels yet?”

“Bit soon for that,” she admitted. “Probably not healthy either, since you’re running after a terrorist playing with anti-matter.”

“Works for me,” Jimmy said. “Do you want to cuddle after I fuck you?”

“You’re going to fuck me?” she asked.

Jimmy shrugged. “See how the night plays out, I guess. But after that blowjob, I’ve got ground to make up.”

Aiya let out a surprisingly girlish giggle, before smacking his arm with her spoon. “Eat up big guy. You want a chance to pin me down, you better keep up your energy.”

“I mean…” Jimmy paused as he ate another mouthful of soup. “I was just going to fuck you. If you want me to pin you as well, we can do that.”

Jimmy didn’t realize an AI could blush. Her face turned bright blue. It took him by surprise at first. She, for the most part, looked human. Just a little silver and pale, with the strange electrical tattoos running over her body.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Jimmy answered quickly. “I didn’t expect you to blush, or for you to blush that color.”

“Oh?” she asked. “You have a problem with blue?”

His eyes lowered beneath the table and he licked his spoon. “More the taste that’s going to bother me.” Jimmy shrugged. “So far, I haven’t had any problems.” He dug back into his soup.

Aiya dropped her spoon into her bowl as she slapped her hand to her face in shock. Jimmy glanced at her, and she turned bright blue, like the ocean at sea on a bright day. Jimmy smirked and ate a few more mouthfuls.

“You’d really do that?” she asked.

Jimmy paused, mid mouthful and turned to look at her. She had a complicated look on her face. One far from the cocky AI he met in a bar several days ago.

“You’ve… never?”

She shook her head. “I’ve got lots of built in programming. Mom has the works, so I know the… logistics of it, I guess. But I haven’t experienced much on my own. This body… yeah.”

Jimmy gave it a thought, before putting the bowl to his lips. The liquid was hot and good. It went down in a few large gulps, before he set the bowl aside and turned to face her.

“Jimmy?”

“Tell me if I’m going too fast for you,” he said, before grabbing her hips.

“What?” Aiya blurted as he pulled her ass closer to the edge of the couch. “Jimmy?”

Jimmy ignored her as he took the bowl from her hands and set it aside, before switching his attention to her pants.

“Now?”

“Unless you’d rather eat?” Jimmy mumbled as he gave up and started tugging.

“Oh,” Aiya grunted. “Dammit, you really want this?”

“I want to try, at the least,” Jimmy said, yanking her pants all the way down her legs, before realizing her shoes were in the way.

He took a moment getting those off, before tossing them aside. Her pants joined a moment later. Aiya stared at him, wearing nothing but a pair of what resembled as cotton panties.

“I ah… didn’t think we’d be starting so soon,” she admitted. “I have something nicer⁠—”

“Nah,” Jimmy said, reaching up to grab those too. “Can worry about the pretty panties later.”

When he pulled her underwear down, there was a moment where they stuck to her crotch. She might not have been human, or even entirely organic—but he recognized a woman in need when he saw one. She was blushing furiously as he tossed her panties aside. Those strange tattoos covered her entire body. Swirling colors and a few blinking lights.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Jimmy said, looking her in the eye. “Just admiring. You’re like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

“Oh, is that⁠—”

“Beautiful.”

She paused. “Mom⁠—”

“I said you,” Jimmy interrupted. “She might have… I don’t know, built you? Designed you? I have no idea how that works. What I do know, or at least am pretty sure about—is that she’s not you. So yeah, okay, she might look like you, at least to a degree. But she’s not you. You’re you, and I kinda like you.”

“Kinda?”

“Kinda a lot,” Jimmy said with a roll of his eyes. “Look, I’m a guy. A human guy. I might be the only one, or there might be thousands. This is all new to me. Space, aliens, AI, all of it. All I can tell, for absolute certainty right now. Is that there’s a beautiful naked woman in front of me, and I’m really fucking horny.”

She stared at him, before letting out a sigh. “Please don’t laugh?”

“Why would I laugh?”

“Because I’ve been a wet mess since I went down on you, and I wanted to clean up first,” she admitted as she opened her legs.

She wasn’t human. That much was certain. Her pussy was… impossible. Two perfect labia, with a tiny clit nestled between. She looked like some cartoon of a woman, drawn with impossible standards. Adding to that; she was blue. Bright blue. Like the shell of a beetle, shiny with her own dew.

She sat there, nervously waiting as Jimmy looked her over. Before he leaned in.

“W-wait!”

Jimmy didn’t wait. He leaned in, opening his mouth, before running his tongue along her labia. Aiya let out a soft gasp and when he glanced up, she was almost as bright blue as her pussy.

“Lay back,” he instructed.

Aiya nodded quickly and leaned back on the couch. Jimmy hid his smirk, before leaning in once more. She tasted… almost bland. A slight, tangy sweetness. Like watered down fruit juice. Not at all unpleasant. Which was excellent, because it was immediately obvious that Aiya was enjoying herself.

Her skin was like a lightshow. Jimmy didn’t know if it was intentional, but a small pulse of lights rushed over her skin as he licked her. Starting at her pussy, and running across her thighs and up towards her head. When Jimmy looked up, she was staring at him with wide eyes, as if pleading for more.

He stared right at her, before pressing his mouth firmer against her. This time, slipping his tongue between her labia. He lapped at her entrance, before dragging his tongue higher. Aiya’s eyes lost focus for a moment, before widening as he felt the firm nub of her clit on the flat of his tongue. Jimmy watched as Aiya’s mouth widened slightly as he dragged his tongue over her clit, before giving it a small kiss.

“How’s that?” He asked.

“That’s… fuck…”

“Fucking comes after,” Jimmy said with a confident grin. “But if you like, I can do more?”

She blushed, but nodded quickly. Jimmy didn’t tease her. He leaned in, pressing his mouth over her clit and licked directly over the sensitive organ. Aiya gasped and her legs trembled, as the pretty lights pulsed across her skin. Each lick earned him a small gasp or sigh and Jimmy wrapped one arm around her hip.

The other he raised and with two fingers, he gently teased her entrance. Aiya let out a soft moan and nodded quickly. So Jimmy pressed forward. He watched as the AI rolled her head back. Her hands grabbed onto the pillows of the couch as she raised one knee, draping it over the armrest of the couch to give him better room.

Jimmy felt the walls of her pussy stretch to accommodate him. Like sliding his finger into tight pudding. She groaned as he explored her, and Jimmy felt a series of slightly firm rings the deeper he went. He decided not to mention anything, but was now rather glad she’d blown him once already. If he’d gone in without realizing she was ribbed for pleasure, that might have ended quicker than he would be proud of admitting.

Despite the minor differences, when Jimmy rotated his wrist and pressed those fingers up towards her bellybutton. He found what he was looking for. A slightly different texture, that made Aiya gasp as he applied firm pressure with his fingers.

“Oh, Jimmy,” Aiya gasped. “Oh shit, Jimmy!”

Jimmy continued the motions. Running his tongue over her clit, keeping his mouth on her with a little suction. Then rocked his arm back and forth, dragging his fingers over her g-spot in a ‘come hither’ motion.

And then Jimmy was taken immediately by surprise, as her pussy throbbed. And then began to vibrate. Her body shook, and Aiya’s head was thrown back. One hand gripping the edge of the armrest with a white-knuckled grip. The other firmly pressed to her face as her chest heaved and her hips bucked.

He licked her as fluids poured down his arm and listened to the heavy gasping and groaning of this beautiful woman in a fit of passion. Rather than push her higher, he eased up. Milking her pleasure, while slowing things down. The firm stroking against her g-spot, now just a gentle rub, while his tongue on her clit was now just a few gentle kisses.

The vibrations in her pussy lessened as well. It went from a mad buzzing, to just a light tremble, before finally petering out to nothing. Only then, did Jimmy remove himself entirely, pulling his fingers free, before raising from between her legs. Aiya was panting softly, one arm draped over her eyes as she lay slumped like some conquered prize.

“I…”

Jimmy waited for a few moments. Then smirked. “That good?”

Aiya nodded, still not willing to move more than that.

“Sorry,” she said, moving her hand. “I just had to stabilize my heart rate.”

“Ah…” Jimmy froze. “Is that… bad?”

“It’s fine. It happens, under high stress, or… This,” she admitted with a sigh as she moved her arm and finally looked at him. “Took me by surprise, but… So did a lot of what you just did to me. Just had to force reset the pacemaker and resume normal sinus rhythm."

Jimmy nodded. “So⁠—”

“Don’t even think it,” she said and narrowed her eyes. “I’m fine. I’m just having a rest. You took me by surprise, that’s all.”

Jimmy nodded. “If you say so⁠—”

“I do,” she growled as she got up, only to stagger. Jimmy caught her around the waist and she slumped against him. “What the fuck?”

“I swear, I didn’t know I had that effect on women.”

“Shut up,” she grumped. “This is… normal. Just…”

“You said you had a dildo?” Jimmy asked.

Aiya rolled her eyes. “Yeah, and?”

“Have you…”

She sighed. “No. You’re the first living being I’ve had inside me, that wasn’t myself, and I don’t know if I count.”

Jimmy halted mid thought and reached up. He grabbed a fistful of her hair and firmly, tilted her head back, forcing her to stare him in the eye.

“You count,” he said firmly.

“I-I just m-meant⁠—”

Jimmy shook his head. “You.” He snarled. “Count.”

“Jimmy, I meant⁠—”

“I know what you meant.” Jimmy glared. “You were going to say something about being part robot or some other bullshit. And I’m telling you to drop that train of thought. Because at best it’s bullshit semantics, and at worst, it’s just bullshit.”

“Jimmy—”

“If I lost my arm and had it replaced with a bionic one as advanced as the machinery inside your body, I doubt you’d find anyone who would seriously argue that the mechanical parts weren’t part of me.” Jimmy cut her off as she tried to protest once more. “That’s not any different to you.”

“N-no.” Her smiled was tremulous. “I was just going to ask if it was normal to go through this weird urge.”

Jimmy stopped, mid grouch and tilted his head slightly. “Weird urge?”

“Well normally when I’m horny as shit, I put on some of my favorite music and settle in with Buzz for ten minutes,” she blurted. “But now I just… I’m fairly certain it’s just the genetic memories of—of my flesh.”

Jimmy nodded in approval when she corrected herself.

“Well umm… it’s not physically possible. For a few reasons, but…”

“But?” Jimmy prodded.

She made a strange face, like she was chewing on a question before whispering. “Breed me daddy.”

“Ah…” Jimmy paused. “Did you just tell me to breed you?”

“Is that bad?”

Jimmy rocked his head from side to side, before quickly squatting. Aiya let out a yelp of surprise as he lifted her into his arms. She wrapped her legs around his waist and he held her under her ass.

“Jimmy!”

“Nope,” he grinned.

“Jimmy what are you doing?!”

“Breeding a beautiful woman,” he said and chuckled at her expression.

“That doesn’t even make sense!” she cried. “Stupid biological shit!”

“Still gonna try,” Jimmy mumbled as he found the right bedroom.

The bed was large. Not king size large, but more than enough for two people to lay comfortably, side by side. Jimmy walked over and gave Aiya a quick shove. She flailed, before falling back on the bed with a laugh, only to try and scramble away. Jimmy wasn’t having any of it, and lunged forward, catching her by the ankle and dragged her backwards while she clung to her pillows.

“Normally I’m not this forceful,” Jimmy admitted.

“Normally, I don’t have a playmate,” Aiya shot back. “This is new to me as well.”

“Fair enough,” Jimmy said, releasing her ankle, before grabbing her hips, so she didn’t go anywhere. “Next time, you can be on top.”

Jimmy lifted her hips, and Aiya put her feet down to stand. But when she pushed off the bed, he placed his hand on her back, and shoved her chest back onto the mattress.

“Oh—”

“Shh,” Jimmy said as he gently nudged her legs wider with his foot. “You’re going to stay there, and be a good girl while I breed you. Got it?”

Jimmy had no idea where any of this was coming from. It sounded good in his head, so he was rolling with it.

Aiya turned her head and looked back at him. “Okay.”

He watched her for a moment. Wary she might move, before shifting his stance. Jimmy grabbed her ass and helpfully, she pushed it towards him by arching her back. Jimmy could see, she was extremely excited about what was about to happen. One hand on her ass, the other steering his cock, Jimmy pressed it to her opening. Aiya let out a soft whimper, before pushing back slightly. The head sank into her and she let out a soft tremble.

“Is that good?”

“You’re bigger than Buzz,” she admitted.

“Don’t let me hurt you,” Jimmy warned her, before slowly pushing in.

Aiya let out a low moan. Jimmy felt those internal ribs squeezing around his cock. Truthfully, he felt as good as she sounded right now. He was going to have to get used to how she felt, wrapped around him. It was intense.

“J-Jimmy,” she whimpered.

“You okay?”

“It’s hitting that same spot,” she moaned. “With… with your fingers.”

“Good,” Jimmy said, withdrawing himself, feeling those ribs sliding up his shaft. “Because if you feel even half as good as I do, this is going to be over shortly.”

“I... I’ll stimulate my adrenal gland,” she gasped. “Please, fuck me now?”

Jimmy sighed. And then drove himself back into her. Aiya gasped, but her ass pushed back towards him. Their hips smacked together and she trembled as Jimmy pulled back. The second thrust into her and Aiya’s face hit the mattress. His focus went to the woman in front of him. The mind blowing pleasure that she ripped from him, with each thrust of his cock. Aiya reached back, and Jimmy took her hand. She squeezed hard enough to cause pain, but Jimmy didn’t care.

Liquid was already running down their thighs. Jimmy’s cock felt hard as iron. Aiya’s back heaved with the labored breaths, before she let out a strangled cry. Then all at once, Jimmy’s world came to a shuddering clarity. Her pussy throbbed and wrapped tightly around him, before the vibrations started. The deep buzzing as he dragged his cock free, and slammed it home again, was like throwing Jimmy’s self-control off a cliff.

Burying himself deep inside her, his seed flooded Aiya’s pussy. She let out a squeal and rocked her hips, shoving herself back towards him as he held her firmly in place. Aiya bucked hard enough that Jimmy slipped and the two of them fell forward. Aiya slumped onto the bed, with Jimmy laying sprawled on her back. His cock still twitching inside her vibrating pussy.


CHAPTER 10


“Morning,” Michi grumbled as she staggered into the kitchen.

Jimmy and Aiya looked her over. She was wearing nothing but panties and neither of them knew if it was intentional. Two of her arms stretched overhead as she let out a long yawn, while the other two did the same thing, but straight out ahead of her. Jimmy turned to look at Aiya, rather than stare at the alien catgirl’s tits, but Aiya didn’t bother.

“You ahh…” Aiya hesitated, still staring at Michi’s tits. “You forget something?”

Michi blinked slowly, before turning to look at Jimmy. Who was still doing a remarkable job of staring at anything but Michi’s tits. Which she seemed to notice with a squeak. Both sets of arms wrapped around her chest as she turned and sprinted back down the hall, slamming the door to the guest room behind her.

“She’s got nice tits,” Aiya mumbled, turning back to the stove.

Jimmy gave a small shrug, before looking Aiya up and down. She wore a shirt. Not one of his, since he was wearing the only clothing he’d brought with him, and a pair of panties. Leaving her pointed nipples poking through the thin fabric. Jimmy let his eyes drift over her and she almost seemed to realize he was doing it as she curved her spine to give him a better view.

Jimmy would have ignored that pose, except he had a slight suspicion. “You can see more than just through your eyes, can’t you?”

“Is that bad?” she asked, looking over her shoulder.

Jimmy thought about what she’d said when they met. About burning her modem. She didn’t seem omnipotent, like she had eyes everywhere. Which meant it was likely some passive sensor or something.

“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “Just… trying to learn more about you?” She looked back at him, and Jimmy gave a shrug. “Generally… two people meet, they say hi. Share common interests… We kinda jumped a few steps last night but…”

“I have… sensors embedded in my skin,” she replied softly. “They’re not as good as eyes, but I’m hard to sneak up on and in the quiet like this… I can tell that your head had angled down to the same angle as my ass.”

“Cool,” Jimmy said and meant it.

“Did you like it?” she asked.

“Your ass?” Jimmy grinned. “It’s… otherworldly.”

The kitchen fell silent, before Aiya giggled. “That’s awful.”

“No… pretty sure it’s fantastic,” Jimmy said, glancing at her panty clad ass once more.

“Oh shut it,” she said, a smile still evident in her voice before she turned her attention back to the stove. “I’ll have breakfast done shortly. I won’t need to eat. Got more than enough from dinner and dessert last night.”

“Not worth eating for pleasure?” Jimmy asked.

“I could,” she agreed. “My body will build up fat reserves though. It’s not good for my heart.”

Jimmy nodded. “Well don’t let me bully you into something that’ll harm you.”

Aiya turned and grabbed Jimmy’s hand. She tugged and he stepped in. Their lips met and he felt her breasts crush against his chest.

“Oh,” Michi gasped.

They broke their kiss and she stood there, now fully dressed, in the hallway.

“I… didn’t…”

“Breakfast will be ready in a moment,” Aiya told her. “Have a seat.”

Michi nodded, before moving over to the couch. She stared at it for a moment. Perhaps trying to figure out where Jimmy had slept. Her nose wrinkled and she let out a soft huff, before sitting on the far end, away from them.

“Here,” Aiya said, spooning out a portion into a bowl for Jimmy.

“Thanks,” he said, taking the bowl as she spooned out one more.

“Thank you,” Michi mumbled into the bowl as Aiya handed it over. “I’m starving.”

“Probably should have eaten something before going to bed last night,” Aiya told her.

Michi made a face, but continued eating. The soup was the same as the night before. Decent, filling, but nothing special. Aiya came and stood in the kitchen as she looked around and let out a sigh.

“So now what?”

Jimmy swallowed and looked her up and down. “Context?”

“You’re on the station, trying to get to the surface,” she pointed out. “How, why, do you need more help?”

“We’ll book a shuttle,” Michi answered. “He just needs me so that he doesn’t book one through daddy’s people.”

“Your father had much trade with the surface?” Jimmy asked.

Michi shrugged. “There’s recreation on the planet too. Most of the business was in transport.”

Jimmy had to wonder. The man had tried to gas them. Even his own daughter. It was only by happenstance they’d gotten the safe open and even then, one of them should have died. He had no reason to believe that his daughter would get out of that situation alive. Let alone, both of them.

That was a rather extreme move for a drug lord. And he, from the looks of things, was very well connected. He wasn’t just some drug peddler. He had people, logistics, illegal weapons. Enough pull to operate inside a defunct part of the station. And when it all went wrong, he escaped without raising the alarm. Even out from under Agent Thren’s nose.

If he wasn’t directly involved with whoever it was trying to blow up the planet, he certainly knew about it. Knew about it, and considered it worth murdering his own child to protect it.

Jimmy let out a sigh. He’d been in the job long enough to know the terrible things people would convince themselves into doing. This wasn’t new, it just never got easier for him to deal with.

“Aiya,” Jimmy called, but she was already shaking her head.

“No, don’t ask me. I’m not certified for atmospheric entry, nor is my shuttle registered for it. Joy flights only, remember?”

“Just asking,” Jimmy assured her. “I’m trying to consider all options.”

She huffed, before nodding slowly. “I get it. But no, sorry. I can’t, for multiple reasons.”

“Orbital stations would track the moment she hit the atmosphere. You’d be forced to tell them who you were, or risk them shooting us down,” Michi called from the couch.

“Means taking an official shuttle…” Jimmy frowned. “Wouldn’t they check for identification? What about my weapon?”

“You can just create temporary ones,” Aiya said and shrugged. “And the system checks for weapons. They won’t bother you.”

Jimmy stared at her, then frowned. “I can do that?”

“Sheriffs can do lots of things,” Michi murmured. “Even surviving meete gas, apparently.”

“That’s just a human thing, not a sheriff thing,” Jimmy pointed out.

“Keep it to yourself either way,” Aiya told him. “You don’t know when that information will be valuable. If he’d set up gun turrets, you’d both be dead.”

Jimmy grimaced at the thought, and agreed with a nod. “Yeah, that’s probably… yeah.”

Michi had a strange look on her face, which made Jimmy feel for her. She wasn’t the most honest sort, but she seemed to genuinely love her father. That he’d tried to kill her, really affected her. Then again, it would probably affect anyone.

“Can I create one for her too?” Jimmy asked.

“So long as it’s temporary,” Aiya nodded. “Might be worth sticking her in a disguise though. Not many Lynxians on the station. She’ll raise questions if she’s caught out.”

Jimmy nodded, and they quickly pulled a plan together. Aiya had more than a few outfits for various events at the tavern. So with a hat and a puffy jacket, Michi looked like she was rugged up like she was used to living on one of the hotter worlds.

Jimmy, with the help of his nanites, was able to fiddle with the tablet he had. Once he worked it out and input the information he needed, two tokens were created. They weren’t physical ones, but anyone checking Michi’s nanites would now get a false name. Same with Jimmy. Aiya wasn’t coming along, so he skipped her.

With everyone dressed and ready, now, they just needed to book the transport.

“Wait,” Jimmy paused. “How are we going to do this?”

“We’ve been over this,” Michi said and sighed. “Fake identifications. We go in, I make a booking with one of the ones outside of daddy’s control⁠—”

“No, no,” Jimmy held up his hand to stall her. “I mean like… I’m assuming we have to pay?”

Michi frowned. “Shit.”

“Shit,” Jimmy nodded.

“Shit,” Aiya agreed, before stalking down the hall. She came back, this time wearing pants and with a jacket thrown over her shoulders. “Guess I’m coming with you.”

“With us?” Jimmy asked.

“To the terminal,” she corrected. “You’ll be able to pay me back when this is over.”

Jimmy nodded and looked at Michi, who was frowning, but not offering an alternative. He took that as silent agreement, even if she didn’t like it.

After fetching the bag, Agent Thren had given him with the magazines, the three of them filed out of Aiya’s home. There was nobody around, which Jimmy was able to confirm by checking the local camera feeds. It seemed their arrival on the station really had gone unnoticed.

“Lead the way, one of you,” Jimmy instructed. “I’ve no idea where we’re going.”

“The closest terminal⁠—”

“No,” Michi said softly. “Can’t go there. Daddy’s people run it.”

“All of it?”

She shrugged. “Most of it. Enough that I know they’d recognize me, if not you,” she said, nodding at Jimmy. “We should head around to the one near the Security Hub. Daddy avoided that one.”

“That’ll put us closer to security, but I can work with that,” Jimmy agreed.

They set off. Jimmy kept an eye out. He kept his computer out and glanced at it from time to time. He was impressed that even with a scan through the camera system he was able to check Michi and himself. From the outside they appeared to be the fake names that he’d set up for them. All except for Aiya. But with the sheriff's authority, it was able to pick apart that the names were fake. And even that it had been requested to be falsified by a sheriff, though it didn’t show who.

Jimmy had to wonder how often sheriffs went bad. They’d be extremely hard to track with this level of autonomy. Everything was tracked, but the ease that he was able to bypass certain security features, or even outright modify things. It didn’t fill him with confidence that the program worked as intended. There were no doubt individuals who used this for personal benefits. Which might be part of the reason they had handlers, like Agent Thren.

“Heads up,” Aiya whispered. “Three members of security. On the left.”

Jimmy nodded while Michi tensed her shoulders. She looked cold and Jimmy thought for a moment. Then, casually as he could, he reached over and put his arm around her shoulders.

“What are you doing?” she hissed.

“Making it look like we’re a couple,” he pointed out. “Makes people feel awkward to stare at you if you’re doing couply things.”

“Shouldn’t you be grabbing the robot then?” Michi grumped.

“Be nice,” Jimmy growled softly as they walked by the security team he vaguely recognized. “That robot fed and housed you last night.”

Michi grumbled but didn’t say anything. Thankfully, neither did Aiya. When they passed the officers who barely glanced their way, Jimmy finally released Michi and glanced back at Aiya. She gave him a slight smile and Jimmy shot one back, before Michi nudged him to take the next turn.

He found himself in a familiar looking corridor. One he’d patrolled, near, before bumping into Gilum. That was a little further down, but Jimmy still knew where they were. At least in relation to the hub. Michi led the way off the path though and further to the edge of the station. Here, there was a large window and a lounge similar to an airline terminal. Except on a smaller scale.

“Alright Michi, see anyone who might be trouble?”

“No,” she whispered. “There’s a few security in here that’ll recognize me though.”

Jimmy noticed them too. Just standing around. They weren’t doing all that good a job at keeping an eye on things. He didn’t think it was worth noting though. Instead, he let Michi lead the way into a fast moving queue. This one seemed to be quicker, since nobody was carrying luggage.

“Not to alarm you, but we’re being watched,” Aiya whispered.

Jimmy frowned and Michi went to turn her head and look. Jimmy smacked her hand and she glared at him instead.

“Don’t look around, or they might do something dumb,” Jimmy hissed. “Aiya, where are they?”

“Across the room behind us. I didn’t see them when we came in. They’re trying not to draw attention from security. But they’re far enough away that I can tell they’re staring at us.”

“Shit,” Jimmy whispered and frowned, but the line was still moving.

“One of them just sent a message,” she continued.

Jimmy thought for a moment. They could leave. But if the watchers only suspected, that would be an obvious sign. If they sent Aiya home alone, they might follow her instead.

“Aiya,” Jimmy whispered.

“I’m thinking,” she whispered back. “I shouldn’t have come.”

“Credit chit might have been better,” Michi agreed.

“It would…” Aiya sighed. “But I wanted to say goodbye.”

Jimmy frowned. He’d enjoyed their night together. That she was considering feelings this early. He had to wonder if she had many friends. He might have wanted to slow things down, had he realized from the start. Though he wasn’t going to suggest that now. Instead, he thought over his options. Right until they reached the teller.

She was a Viride. Only serving to prove to Jimmy they were the most common on the station. She looked at all three of them and smiled. “Three to the surface?” she asked.

Jimmy took a deep breath and looked back at Aiya. She let out a sigh, before nodding.

“Yeah,” Jimmy nodded. “Three.”

“And the reason for your trip?”

“Business,” Michi replied. “We need return tickets, in about six hours.”

“Of course,” she said, tapping away at the screen. “Three return tickets, no luggage. Do you have any restrictions or requirements?”

“None, except we’d prefer to be seated together,” Michi continued.

The Viride tapped a few more times. “Alright, the next shuttle leaves in two minutes. I can get you on that one for four-thousand credits, or I can put you on the next for eighteen-hundred.”

“Shit,” Aiya sighed. “We’ll take the first one.”

“Wonderful, if you’ll place your hand on the scanner?”

Aiya reached out and did just that. There was a soft chime and the Viride at the counter smiled.

“Great. Take the door to your right, and hurry along. They’ll be shutting the doors in the next forty seconds.”

“Shit,” Jimmy grumped as the three of them set off.

They moved quickly and rushed into the corridor. As they rounded the bend, Jimmy spotted both the watchers and the security take a sudden interest. It was too late now. The three of them hurried down, passing a couple people coming back the other way. When they reached the end, a member of staff, an Alti in a very thin mechanic suit, shot them a smile.

“Just got your tickets. Please come aboard and find your seats,” he said in a professional manner.

Jimmy slipped in first. It was basically a bus. Three seats on each side, going from front to back. But only a dozen rows. Right at the back was an empty row and Jimmy went right there.

“Anyone want the window?” Jimmy asked.

“You take it,” Michi said. “I’ll grab the aisle.”

“Works for me,” he said, slipping in and taking his seat, leaving his bag on the floor between his feet.

It wasn’t quite like an airline seat. This had a full, five point harness. The connector in the middle was a little different, but when Aiya noticed his confusion, she helped get him strapped in. By the time they were buckled, there was a soft clunk by the front and Jimmy could see the top of the Alti’s suit as he walked it towards the front and through a set of doors.

“I sorta thought this would be smaller,” Jimmy commented.

“Smaller shuttles exist, but we’d have to book it in advance,” Aiya replied with a soft huff.

Jimmy glanced at her, before reaching out to take her hand. She squeezed back and shot him a smile.

“Sorry,” he apologized.

Aiya shook her head. “My fault. I’m just… not sure how I’m going to get back.”

“Hopefully we won’t be long,” Jimmy replied. “Just find what we’re looking for, get the answers we need and be done with it.”

Aiya nodded. “Mom would be proud.”

“Would she?”

“It’s one of the reasons I left,” she whispered. “Didn’t like the danger.”

Jimmy squeezed her hand and realized she was actually nervous about this. Something he hadn’t realized before, but atmospheric reentry seemed to bother her. Jimmy didn’t know what to expect, so he just did his best to keep her calm as the shuttle undocked and began to float away from the station.

“Artificial gravity disabling in three. Two. One.”

Jimmy gulped as gravity turned off. It wasn’t like in Aiya’s shuttle. Or anywhere else. He felt his gut flip around and then felt the ship starting to move. First a turn, then a slow acceleration. He felt the bag at his feet shift, so he reached down to grab it. Rather than let it float, Jimmy pulled the strap over his head and sat the bag in his lap. It was then that Jimmy realized Aiya had her eyes closed.

“Aiya, you okay?”

“Don’t like this part. Too many sensors.”

He nodded quickly and wrapped his arm around hers. She gripped him back as the ship pitched forward. Jimmy looked out the window and caught a glimpse of the station, before the shuttle turned. Then he could see the planet. It was rocky, and there was an atmosphere, though the color was off. He didn’t think it was actually oxygen. Not that it mattered, he breathed the same stuff these aliens did. He doubted they’d get this far and end up in a situation where he’d suffocate. The surface must have habitable zones of some kind.

“It’s okay,” Aiya said, more to herself than anyone else. “Soon as we’re in atmosphere, gravity will be back.”

Jimmy squeezed her arm in support. He looked out the window as the sun struck the surface far below them. He could see cities. They dotted the landscape. Lights glinted from down below and the sound of rushing air slowly filled the cabin. It felt surreal. Starting so very softly, like the gentle rustle of leaves on a calm day.

The wind continued to pick up over the course of a minute. A gentle breeze became a slow howl. Until finally the shuttle just about echoed with the roar of the wind. Jimmy almost missed the cry.

“MAYDAY, MAYDAY!”

He looked up and saw several people looking around in a panic. Then someone screamed and Jimmy spotted the flash. Off to the side, out the window he saw a bright pulse, and something flying towards the shuttle.

“Oh shit,” he muttered, and grabbed tightly to Aiya’s arm as that flash slammed into the front half of the shuttle. One moment it was there, the next it was gone. Wind slammed into Jimmy’s face, as everything ripped apart. He lost his grip on Aiya as the seats came apart. He couldn’t hear screaming, and the air was too thin to breathe. Jimmy couldn’t hold onto anything as his arms and legs flailed.

He was spinning, and falling. There was no up or down, just the howl of the wind as blood rushed to his head. His vision went red and Jimmy was on the verge of passing out, as something slammed into him from behind. The seat jerked and Jimmy flung forward and then back in his seat.

“Warning. Low oxygen. Warning. Low Oxygen. Warning. Low oxygen.”

Jimmy blinked and saw other seats. People were slumped, others were screaming. Some were clearly dead and others… others weren’t floating. Jimmy looked around. His head pounded and his lungs hurt. High above him, was an open parachute. And a mask. He reached up, taking hold and dragged it down to his face. It was like a hospital mask. Not airtight, but the air inside immediately improved his ability to think.

“Oh shit,” Jimmy shook his head as he fitted the straps around his head. Then remembered his friends. “AIYA! MICHI!”

He looked around frantically. He was at the whims of gravity and the wind on this planet. It buffeted him around and Jimmy looked frantically for anyone he recognized. When he looked up, there was nothing but smoke and falling debris. Down was… the ground. A massive fire from the crashed shuttle, and dozens of seats with failed chutes.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck,” he looked around. “AIYA! MICHI!”

But his shouts were drowned out. Other people were crying out now. Some called for names, others just cried for help. A few just sobbed brokenly. Both in pain and terror. The wind separated them. Spreading the survivors over the area. Jimmy could see they were still a long way up. In the distance, from the part of the city who had fired at them, Jimmy could see shuttles lifting off.

That might bring hope for some, but it only set in Jimmy’s mind that they’d been played. This wasn’t just a job any more. He was actively being hunted. Whoever Koto really was, he did not want Jimmy to make it to the planet. Which meant he was in a lot of trouble. Using gas in a section of the station was one thing. But blowing up a shuttle on entry?

Jimmy knew things were getting bad, because if Koto, or whoever was backing him, was willing to take this kind of risk—that could only mean that they were close to achieving their goal. Which meant Jimmy needed to figure out a way to find him and fast.

And now, in a survival situation, Jimmy was already on the back foot. He glanced down, watching the other seats starting to land. Some of them caught on rocks, others landed firmly. The rocky ground was uneven and filled with deep channels. Deep enough to hide in, or to tip over a chair if you were strapped in. Jimmy pulled himself back into the seat and grabbed on, right as he hit the ground. His legs smacked into the rock as the chair pitched sideways.

Then rolled twice, stopping with Jimmy staring up into the sky. People were crying, others were screaming. Some were calling names and all Jimmy could do was hope that his friends had made it.

“Warning. Atmosphere incompatible with standard life. Recommendation. Remain seated. In emergencies, please remove oxygen canister.”

Jimmy already knew his answer to that. He pulled at the buckle and got himself free of the seat. It was a little awkward, wiggling about. Especially when he realized he still had the bag of magazines. He’d slung it over his neck and it hadn’t gone anywhere. The strap had rubbed him kinda raw though.

Jimmy wiggled around and slowly got himself upright. He grimaced, realizing he felt heavy. Which meant gravity was higher than on Earth. But he was alive.

“Help!” someone called out. “Help! I’m stuck!”

Jimmy grimaced and realized his job might just be a little harder than he thought. Walking around his seat, Jimmy followed the air hose into the back. There was a panel with a bunch of warning labels and threats of fines that would cripple small countries back on Earth. He ignored those and pried the panel off, exposing what was clearly an oxygen tank. Like his pack, it had a strap, and Jimmy dragged it out. It wasn’t very large and he worried about that, but it couldn’t be helped as he slung it over his shoulder.

“Is anyone out there!”

“I hear you!” Jimmy called out. “Keep shouting, I’m coming to find you!”

“Thank you!” the voice echoed.

Jimmy looked around. He’d ended up in one of the crevices. It was three times his height, with steeper sides further in. Which was, unfortunately, where the voice was coming from.

“Are you there!” Jimmy called. “Keep shouting, I’ll follow your voice!”

“I’m here!” the voice echoed. “I’m stuck!”

“Tell me how you’re stuck?!” Jimmy called.

“Ah… I’m horizontal. Wedged. And if I unbuckle myself and fall, I’ll be injured!”

Jimmy cursed as he walked along. The ground was uneven and shifted under his feet. But as he came around a large rock, he spotted the seat. Pitched forward, with a figure hanging from the harness.

His first thought, seeing the thick, rocky arms was a Steinete. Only, they were far too small for that. Unless it was a child.

“Hey! I can see you!”

“I see you too. You okay?”

“I’m not hurt,” they called back.

Jimmy reached them. Staring up, and then frowned. She wasn’t a Steinete. At least, she wasn’t entirely a Steinete. She was short. Maybe four feet tall, but it was a hard guess with how she was hanging from the harness. She had eyes of different colors. One with twin irises and orange sclera. The other, bright pink, matching her hair. Jimmy wasn’t sure if hybrids were a thing, but if they were… He thought perhaps a Steinete and… possibly an Alti?

“Please help me,” she pleaded. “This hurts, and I don’t want to be stuck like this.”


CHAPTER 11


“This is going to be tricky,” Jimmy said, thinking it over. “I’m going to have to climb up.”

“Please hurry,” she begged. “This hurts.”

“I’ll do my best,” Jimmy promised.

He wanted to go find Aiya and Michi. But he wasn’t about to leave this woman either. If his assumptions were correct, they’d been shot down, because he was onboard. Which meant that in a way, this was somewhat his fault.

To Jimmy’s luck though. This world had a jagged and rough surface. Plenty of rocky handholds to grab onto. Which was the reason she’d been caught. This crevice was only just wide enough to walk comfortably. So when her seat caught the edge, it tipped and got itself wedged. There was no risk of falling, but she was hanging somewhat upside down and already feeling pain. Even a human hung upside down long enough could die from it. He didn’t have any clue about the physiology of an alien.

“Talk to me,” Jimmy called as he made his way up.

“What do you want to talk about?” she asked.

“Anything,” Jimmy replied. “Mostly I just want to be able to hear your voice. If I’m doing something and you go quiet, I know something bad happened and to stop.”

“Something bad might happen?” she asked, sounding scared.

“No, no,” Jimmy tried to assure her. “I’m just making sure. So talk to me. My name’s Jimmy. What’s yours?”

“Coil,” she replied. “My name is Coil.”

“Nice to meet you Coil,” Jimmy said with a smile in his voice. “I’ll have you out of this in a moment.”

“Wait, you’re not going to drop me, are you?” she asked.

“No,” Jimmy replied, realizing what it sounded like he was doing. “There’s an oxygen tank in the back of your seat. If I pull you out, you won’t be able to breathe while I get it.”

“Oh,” she replied softly. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Jimmy said as he finally got high enough to see the back of the seat.

It was a little dented, suggesting she’d landed on her back and rolled, rather than tipped. That didn’t matter in the end, and Jimmy pried it open. Once again, ignoring all the glaring warning symbols. Inside was the gas bottle, same as his own. Slipping it out wasn’t a problem, but…

“Alright, I’ve got a minor problem,” Jimmy called.

“What’s wrong?” Coil asked in a small voice.

“Nothing bad,” Jimmy said, as he looked it over. “Right now, the hose for your air mask goes up and over your head. But the top of the chair is wedged firm.”

“So, what does that mean?”

“It means you’re going to have to pull your own mask off, so I can pull it out this way first. Then give it back to you.”

Jimmy waited for a moment, then heard a sniff. “You’re going to leave me, aren’t you?”

“Huh?” Jimmy twitched. “What no⁠—”

“Please?” she begged. “I don’t want to die.”

“Coil, please⁠—”

“Please don’t leave me here? Not like this?”

Jimmy quickly surmised that shock was a natural reaction to more species than just humanity. It would only take a few moments to pull the mask through, but… well after being shot out of the sky, experiencing an ejection, and then getting wedged a dozen feet in the air on an alien planet… He sorta understood why the small alien woman was starting to freak out.

“J-Jimmy please?” she cried quietly. “I don’t want to die, but if I had to choose… Not like this, please?”

“Coil,” Jimmy sighed and took off his own mask. He leaned down around the chair and held it towards her. “Here.”

Coil stared at the mask, and then turned to look at him. “What?”

Jimmy pulled his mask away and replaced it against his face for a breath. “Sorry, I don’t know how long I’ll survive without mine either,” he said, taking a few deep breaths. “So I’m going to hand you my mask, so you know I’m not going anywhere,” he explained. “That way I can get your mask free, and then I’ll help you down.”

She stared at him, as tears flowed from her mismatched eyes, before she gave a small nod.

“Okay, you ready?” Jimmy asked.

When she nodded, he took a deep breath and pulled off his mask. Coil waited until she had it in her hand, before pulling her own away from her face. Jimmy climbed up, knowing he didn’t have a lot of time. Not that this was anything particularly difficult. He pulled on the hose and the mask retracted. It was firm and he worried about damaging it. So he stuffed his hand into the gap to protect it, while he wiggled it through.

It actually took longer than he thought it would. Long enough, he was forced to take a breath of the native air on this world. It didn’t feel right as he inhaled and his head began to swim as he finally got the mask free. Without much of a choice, he slapped it over his face and took a few deep breaths, before laughing.

“Got it,” he cheered.

Then it was just a matter of swapping masks over once again. Coil took hers with a grateful smile and a wipe of her tears, while Jimmy took his own and fitted it in place.

“Now comes the hard part,” he explained. “And you’re not going to like it.”

“I’m not?” she asked in a small voice.

“It’s the best I have, if you want to get out of this seat,” he explained as he pulled the oxygen tank out of the back of her seat. He brought it around, careful not to tangle the hose on anything. Snags would be lethal, so he was careful as he got it around to where she could reach the strap. “You need to hold this,” he said.

“Me?”

“Yup. Trust me, okay?”

“Okay,” she said and nodded. “I… I trust you.”

“Good,” Jimmy said, as he climbed down part way, before dropping to the rocky ground below. “Because I’m going to catch you.”

“What?”

Jimmy shrugged. “I don’t have a way to get you out of your seat without you falling. And even if I did, I’d have to help you climb down, or drop you from up there anyway,” he explained. “So… I’m going to catch you.”

“I’m holding a gas canister," she pointed out. “And I’m heavy and⁠—”

“And if you have a better idea,” Jimmy interrupted, “then you’re welcome to tell me right now. Otherwise this is the best chance we have to get you out of that chair.”

She let out a whimper. Then gritted her teeth. “I’m scared.”

Jimmy let out a sigh, and moved to stand directly below her. “Look at me,” he said, opening his arms like he was going to hug her. “I have you.”

“What if you⁠—”

“I have you,” he cut her off, before smiling. “You’re going to be fine. Just close your eyes, and hit the release. I have you.”

“You… you have me?”

“I have you,” Jimmy told her. “I’m right here. I’m not going to let anything bad happen, I promise.”

“You’re my rock?”

“I’m your rock,” Jimmy agreed, wanting to hurry this along.

She stared at him, before nodding. “Okay. If… okay.”

“Okay,” Jimmy nodded. “Deep breath now. Then hit the release.”

She nodded and closed her eyes. One hand gripped the strap to her oxygen tank, the other she reached up and took hold of the buckle in the middle of her harness. Jimmy braced, knowing this was likely going to hurt more than he’d considered, before she hit the release. There was a metallic clink. A soft shriek from the woman’s mouth and Jimmy tensed as she tumbled towards him.

Her eyes widened as she fell and a look of sheer terror crossed her face as she landed on Jimmy’s chest. He fell back, slumping to the ground as he smacked his head on the stone ground. But Coil was whimpering softly on his chest.

“Ow,” Jimmy groaned. “You okay?”

She shifted slightly, before moving up. Jimmy met her eyes as she leaned in, and to his surprise, she pulled her mask free, before nudging his aside as well. Her lips tasted like a strange mix of strawberry and pineapple and Jimmy had no idea where it came from. When Coil pulled back, she was blushing which turned her skin almost as pink as her hair.

“Thank you,” she whispered, before climbing off his lap and fixing her mask back in place.

“You’re… welcome,” Jimmy said as she stood. He took a moment to replace his own mask, before getting up.

And his impression shifted. Saying she was four foot tall might have been generous. She was a towering giant compared to an Alti, but Jimmy might have been hard pressed to see her as anything less than a kid, if not for the massive tits bulging out the front of her outfit.

“I… need to tinkle,” she whispered.

“Oh,” Jimmy cleared his throat. “Well ummm.”

“Can you just wait there?” she asked. “I think I feel safer with you being here.”

Jimmy nodded and then watched as she began pulling her pants down, right in front of him. He looked up and tried to ignore the gentle patter of water, before she let out a relieved sigh. After a few moments, she stood and Jimmy caught a glimpse of what looked like frilly panties.

“I needed to wipe with something," she admitted with a blush.

“Right,” Jimmy said nodding assuredly at her. “Doesn’t matter. Survival now, underwear later.’

“Okay,” she replied, blushing harder. “Shouldn’t we wait here, for them to rescue us?”

Jimmy grimaced and looked her in the eye. “Look. It might actually be best if you do wait here. But I have friends who…”

“Did they make it?” Coil asked.

Jimmy sighed and gave a small shrug. “I don’t know. But I need to find them and… It’s probably not safe if you’re with me.”

“So… you lied?”

“Huh?”

“You said you had me, and that you were my rock.” She began to sniffle.

Jimmy realized there’d been a translation issue here. It wasn’t just that she’d called him her rock, but that there seemed to be some context there. She didn’t say the word rock, like she meant an inanimate object, but like it held some significance. He was also aware that trying to wind it back now, might end up with a screaming woman chasing him while he tried to avoid patrols.

“I-I thought⁠—”

“Okay stop,” Jimmy leaned down and placed his hand on the side of her face. “No tears. I just said that because it might be dangerous, and I don’t want you getting hurt.”

“Really?”

Jimmy nodded dumbly. “Really. Just for now okay. I need you to be quiet. There… might be people looking for me.”

“Isn’t that…” she frowned, before looking him up and down. “Are you a criminal?”

“What?”

“Oh, mamma would be ashamed of me,” she paced. “What am I going to tell her now?”

“Whaat? Mamma?”

“My mamma,” she insisted. “How am I going to tell her⁠—”

“I’m not a criminal,” Jimmy interrupted.

“But… you’re carrying a gun.”

Jimmy groaned and rubbed his forehead. “Okay⁠—”

“So you lied!”

“I. Am. Not. A. Criminal!” Jimmy snapped, before regretting it as she teared up and started looking afraid. “I’m not, I promise,” Jimmy tried a soothing tone. “I’m… a sheriff."

Coil blinked slowly, then frowned. “Prove it.”

Jimmy sighed and examined her.

Coil Eogi - Hybrid adult (63 cycles)

Anti-matter engineer. Warning: Due to proximity to anti-matter, requires alternate security clearances. Regular scans may show false positives for controlled substances

Mother: Cabrith Eogi - Chemical engineer. Warning, Warning: Due to proximity to controlled substances, may require alternate security clearances. Regular scans may show false positives for controlled substances.

Father: Bellas Eogi - Mountaineer. Warning. Indicted on multiple charges of trespass. Risk of violence: N.A.

“Your father’s name is Bellas and his registered occupation is mountaineer,” Jimmy explained.

She froze, then giggled. “Mom always said he never found a mountain he couldn’t conquer.”

Jimmy stared at her and she sighed. “Mom’s a Steinete, dad’s an Alti.”

Jimmy looked her up and down, before nodding. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

“Is it a problem?’

“No,” Jimmy said and frowned. “Why would it be?”

“Some people… no, never mind. I’m just going to take the win and…” She bit her lip. “Promise me you’re a sheriff and not a criminal? Please?”

“I promise,” Jimmy muttered. “I’m a sheriff. Not a criminal.”

“Because my job is kinda specialized. There… might even be a chance that’s why were got shot.”

“No,” Jimmy grimaced. “I’m pretty sure that’s on me.”

“Do you tell people you’re a sheriff?” she asked.

“No,” Jimmy said, shaking his head. “But I’m… actually your file says you’re a… What was it, anti-matter engineer?”

“I am,” she confessed. “You wouldn’t believe the hassle it is to get on a regular shuttle. I can barely get out of bed in the morning without setting off an alarm somewhere if I’ve been near a refinery.”

“Huh,” Jimmy stared at her for a few moments. “I’m either the luckiest bastard on the planet, or you’re the unluckiest.”

“That doesn’t… huh?” Coil asked.

“C’mon, I’ll explain while we walk. Need to find my friends.”

“Right, okay,” she said. “Just remember, I have little legs.”

Jimmy halted then looked at her. “Give me the tank.”

She shot him a grateful smile as she handed it over. Jimmy slung them both over his shoulder and started walking. “So, long story short. Someone’s trying to smuggle an anti-matter bomb⁠—”

“THEY’RE WHAT?!” Coil shrieked.

“Shhh,” Jimmy held his hand up. “Please don’t yell.”

“An anti-matter bomb?” she hissed. “Do they know what that’ll do if they set it off?”

“I think they do,” Jimmy said with a sigh. “It’s why I was brought in. Part of the trigger mechanism was picked up in a random sweep. I was brought in to find the rest of it, but in the process, I think I found who was moving it. And he tried to kill me.”

“You think he’s the one who shot us down?” Coil asked.

Jimmy nodded. “Yeah, probably.”

“We need to tell security,” Coil announced. “They need to know.”

“About that,” Jimmy said as they stepped around a corner, only to freeze as he saw someone ahead of him.

“About—”

“Shh!” Jimmy said urgently, he grabbed her and covered her mouth for silence.

The man looked like a soldier. And he was carrying a rifle. At least, it looked like a rifle. What it actually was, Jimmy had no idea, but then, the technicalities didn’t matter as the soldier raised it. To the side, where Jimmy couldn’t see, was a seat. The person inside threw up a hand. Only to jerk back as the soldier fired once, and then twice.

“MMM!” Coil squealed into his palm. “MM! MMMMM!”

The soldier must have heard them, because they turned. Jimmy couldn’t see through their faceplate, but he didn’t need to as the soldier raised his weapon. Jimmy ducked as the gun went off. A chunk of rock exploded above his head. Wasting no time, Jimmy grabbed Coil around the waist and hauled her back down the path where they came from. She was squealing now and Jimmy knew he needed to do something.

Skidding to a stop, Jimmy shoved her back into a gap in the rock. Then drew his own pistol.

“Priority override, lethal,” Jimmy snarled.

The weapon shifted and began to pulse read. Coil clutched her hands to her face as she stared at the weapon. Jimmy turned and raised the weapon just as the soldier sprinted into view. The soldier didn’t have time to react and Jimmy didn’t give them a chance to think. He squeezed the trigger and a round slammed into the soldier. There was a blast of sparks from the suit and a shower of purple gore that blew out their back.

The soldier hit the ground hard, dropping their weapon. Shuddered once, and then fell still.

“Y-you killed him,” Coil whimpered.

“Coil—”

“You killed him!” she snapped. Then swallowed. “But… he killed that other person.”

Jimmy sighed and nodded. “I think so. And that was loud enough, they might be sending more soldiers. So we need to go.”

“He wasn’t a soldier,” Coil whimpered. “No markings. He’s private security of some kind.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” Jimmy muttered as he rushed back towards his own seat. There was a few distant shouts, and a scream. Followed by more gunshots.

“Why are they shooting?” Coil asked. “Even if they’re after you, why are they shooting everyone else?”

“I don’t know,” Jimmy grunted as they hurried along. They passed through a gap in the rock, where Jimmy caught a glimpse. The chair with the dead person in it. The Viride strapped in the seat had two holes in their chest. “I’m not even sure how they’re firing lethal rounds right now.”

A shot went off nearby, and then a scream, before several more shots. Jimmy grited his teeth and looked over at Coil. “Stay here.”

“But—”

“You don’t have a weapon,” Jimmy told her. “So stay here. That way I know you’re safe.”

She let out a whimper, but accepted the oxygen tank back, while Jimmy ran off ahead. He found the source of gunshots nearby. There was a small huddle of people, jammed into a gap in the rocks. Jimmy could hear screams. Someone had dragged a seat into the gap, which looked to be the target of all the shooting. Someone on the inside had one of the guns and was firing back at the security forces who had hemmed them in.

There were four of them. Three on one side, taking shots in series. Almost like the weapons couldn’t fire continuously. The third rushed around to the far side, looking for a better shot, which put his back to Jimmy. He raised his weapon and cursed silently. Jimmy didn’t have a clear shot. If he fired dead on, he might hit the people hiding behind the enemy. So he aimed low and fired at the shooter’s foot. Which promptly vanished in a puff of green gore. The unlucky security agent collapsed, screaming and that was enough to draw the attention of the three others.

That hesitation, let the civilian in hiding lean out and take a shot. It struck a second of their attackers, though this round didn’t punch through. It certainly knocked them over. Just then, all hell broke loose. He ducked back out of view as the two remaining security forces opened fire at the same time. One shot sailed down the path, striking the wall further in. He hoped that Coil was hiding still, or that could have been bad. The other, hit closer to home and Jimmy yelped as sharp rock stabbed into his arm as it exploded outward.

He swung back in as the civilian defender opened fire on the security. It forced them both to duck, while one of them dragged their injured friend back out of the way. They held their rifle in one hand, making them an easy target. Jimmy lined up and was about to fire, when the air roared over their heads.

He twisted around and looked up as a shuttle flew into view. He recognized it as one of the shuttles that were coming to investigate the crash. And as it turned, opening a side door to show a gunner strapped to the side. Jimmy realized he was in a bad spot.

If he ran back, he might be able to put some distance between him and the shuttle—for all of a moment. Sitting still meant taking several shots to the chest. He had no chance of being able to hit the gunner at this range before they fired back. And with a long gun, it was far more likely he’d come out second best.

But if he ran into the open. He’d get under the shuttle. Which would force it to move further into view, giving the other shooter hiding behind the chair, a chance to take out the door gunner. But that would leave him open to the security agents taking cover on the far side.

Before anyone could come to a reaction. There came a shrill scream.

“FOR MY ROCK! AHHHHHHHH!”

A small figure, with pink hair carrying a rifle longer than she was tall, stumbled into view behind the two private security grunts. She couldn’t aim the thing, but she fired anyway. The sudden shots distracted the pilot of the shuttle, who pulled it around to address the new target. Jimmy realized what was about to happen and remembered what Agent Thren had described about the weapon.

‘You can tone it down and fire it like a non-lethal. It’ll bruise, break a rib maybe. Or with a quick change to the settings, fire it like an armor penetrator that’ll go right through a shuttle’s hull.’

Jimmy swung his handgun up at the shuttle, and squeezed the trigger. The first shot slammed into the undercarriage. The second sent a shower of sparks. By the third, the shuttle was rolling to one side, but Jimmy kept firing. The security grunts taking cover from Coil’s mad shooting, ran for cover. That allowed the civilian with the weapon to open fire once more.

It was complete chaos as Coil continued running, even while shooting. The shuttle pitched violently forward and clipped the top of the fissure, before rolling violently onto its side, as the engines went full throttle.

Jimmy turned to the security guards and saw them both slumped on the ground. Armor shattered and bodies twitching. Coil tripped over her own feet and slammed face first into the ground.

“Ouch,” he grimaced as she pushed herself up.

“Owie,” Coil whimpered and clutched her face. “Ow, ow owie, ow!”

Jimmy looked at the four downed security forces. One missing a foot, two laying on the ground twitching, while the last that had been dragged off, wasn’t moving either. Jimmy cast one look at the huddled mass of cowering civilians and decided to check on Coil first. He rushed over and saw tears in her eyes, but she opened her arms for a hug as he arrived.

“It hurts,” she whimpered.

Jimmy took her head in his hands and checked her. “Just a scratch,” he said, gently brushing her hair to one side. “A little on your nose, and a little on your forehead.”

“Am I bleeding?”

Jimmy firmed his mouth. “Maybe just a little.”

“Is it bad?”

Jimmy stared at her and let out a sigh. Clearly, she wasn’t used to this kind of thing. It made him wonder how much it was actually hurting her to be in the seat.

“You’re going to be okay,” Jimmy promised her.

She let out a sniff and hugged him. Jimmy went along with it, holding her close for several moments, before he heard a familiar voice. “Jimmy?”

He twitched and turned around. “Aiya!”

“Jimmy!” the AI smiled and hurried over.

Clutched in her hands, was another rifle. She looked battered and was bleeding from a wound in her arm like she’d been grazed. But she was alive. And right until she noticed Coil, she seemed really happy to see him.

“What the?” Aiya gaped as she slid to a stop. “Jimmy, who’s your friend?”

“Friend?” Coil squeaked as she looked up at the AI with a thunderous glare. “He’s my rock!”

“He’s fucking what?” Aiya froze, before turning to stare at Jimmy.

“Okay, okay, not important right now⁠—”

“Not important?” Coil squeaked and pulled back.

“There are literally people trying to kill us!” Jimmy snapped. “Aiya, have you seen Michi?”

Aiya jerked and then scowled. “Yeah. She was unconscious in her seat. They took her already. The rest of us were gathering when we heard gunshots.”

“How many?” Jimmy asked.

Aiya shrugged. “Thirteen, me included.”

“Thirteen,” Jimmy grimaced. “How many…. Do you think…”

Aiya shook her head. “The shooting started before we knew what was going on. I hardly believed it when this kid ran up with his dad, crying about their mom being killed. Next thing we knew, two of them came around the corner. I got this,” she gestured to the cut on her arm,” dealing with the close one, while his friend ran off and got help.”

“Okay,” Jimmy said, helping Coil to stand, before taking her weapon off her.

“Did I do good?” she asked.

Jimmy chuckled. “You did excellent. But I don’t want you doing it again. That was dangerous. They could have hurt you.”

“Right,” Aiya moaned softly.

Jimmy shot her a look and she narrowed her eyes at him like he’d done something wrong. Putting that aside for now, Jimmy brought both ladies back over to where the civilians were hiding. There, he saw the child and his father like Aiya had described, along with the flight attendant that took their tickets and a handful of others. Most of them looked like clerical staff. But a Viride, with silver hair—literally silver—and more wrinkles than he’d seen since arriving, gave him a stern glare.

“You going to hold onto that?” she asked, pointing at the rifle in his hands. “This one didn’t think I could handle it.”

Jimmy glanced at Aiya, who rolled her eyes. Rather than argue, he handed it over. “Well you can handle this one then.”

“Great,” the old Viride muttered. “Hit squads usually move in groups of six,” she explained. “You’ve got four. Which leaves two more of this team⁠—”

“Just one,” Jimmy cut in. “We got one already.”

“All the better,” the old crone spat. “But I counted three shuttles heading this way, and you already blew up the first. If we want a chance to get out of this mess, we need to get out of here.”

Jimmy realized what she meant, as he noticed the people behind. There were only a handful of oxygen bottles. They were taking turns to breathe. Which cut into their survival, drastically.

“So what do you suggest?” Jimmy asked.


CHAPTER 12


Jimmy kept his pistol pointed up. The shuttle drifted over, making passes over the wreckage and surrounding area. Jimmy imagined it was like looking down at a maze built for rats. Only with tighter corners, jagged rock, smoke, fire and bodies. Right now, he had everyone backed up, pressed under a shelf of rock. The shuttle came at random. Like they weren’t sure what was going on.

Jimmy watched as it turned, and he saw once more that there was a gunner in the side. So they definitely weren’t a rescue operation. In fact, twice now, he’d heard distant shots, like they’d found someone alive and… made sure they weren’t. Jimmy didn’t understand the logic of shooting the civilians. It felt like he was missing something. Then again, if these weren’t just private security, but members of whatever organization was experimenting with anti-matter… Then perhaps it was just their agenda to kill, rather than capture. Like they had Michi.

“Alright,” Jimmy announced. “It’s moving away.”

“I got it,” Kans, the old Viride said and pushed past.

She moved rather well for an old gal. Jimmy had seen some of the older cops move like her. The ones who came from other squads. The SWAT teams. Some of them got too old to carry on, but not old enough to retire, so they bumped back to regular duties and detective work. Whoever she was, Jimmy just hoped she continued being on their side. She might just be quick enough to get a shot off before he could.

They were headed towards the downed section of the ship they had been passengers on. If they could reach it, there was apparently an emergency beacon onboard. Activating it would alert planet security. And they would be forced to respond, even if this private group got here first.

“Daddy, my legs hurt.”

Jimmy looked back and watched as the father picked up his son and carried on. He had a haunted look in his eye. Jimmy didn’t blame him. He’d watched his wife murdered before his eyes. Now they were running for theirs. A couple of the group weren’t doing well either. The flight attendant was stuck in heels. How heels were a thing in space, Jimmy had no idea. But she was wearing them and didn’t have a lot of options otherwise. Her feet would be all cut up if she took them off, and that would make everything so much worse.

That aside, they were alive. Which still made them the lucky ones, because plenty of people were not. That shuttle took off with seventy or so lives onboard. Half of them died either when the shuttle was struck, or when they fell to the planet without chutes. Jimmy didn’t know why they wouldn’t have opened. He didn’t know about a lot right now. Only that he was responsible for himself and fourteen more lives.

And it wasn’t likely they’d find anyone else.

“Cover the boy’s eyes,” Kans hollered from up ahead as she stepped into a small clearing. “He doesn’t need to see this.”

There was a muttered instruction, followed by a complaint. Jimmy didn’t bother looking back. Whatever this was, it was hardly as bad as what he’d already seen. At least… that’s what Jimmy thought until he saw it.

Someone; unrecognizable. They’d survived the landing, even gotten out of the chair. However, some flammable substance from what looked like an engine, had poured out and engulfed them in flames. The body was burned to a crisp and it was obvious they’d tried to crawl. Jimmy grimaced and was about to walk by, when he noticed the oxygen canister still laying there. It was blackened and a bit of a mess. But it didn’t seem to be damaged. The breathing hose was gone, but the canister looked fine.

With a thought, he quickly strode past the body and tapped the canister. It was hot. Uncomfortably so, but… remarkably in one piece. Jimmy picked it up, grimacing as he turned it over, before looking up. He saw two more bodies that lay burned and slumped in the corner. From the looks of them, they’d come to help the third, and gotten doused. The body burned to a crisp was awful, but these ones were still recognizable. And they must have survived their burns, because they were riddled with holes.

“Oh,” Coil squeaked.

Jimmy felt a small thump as she latched onto his side. Coil trembled as he stroked her hair, before spotting Aiya come out next. She looked around, grimaced and then shot Jimmy a strange look.

“Is that full?” she asked.

“I think so,” he replied, and offered it to her.

She picked it up, gave it a little shake and nodded. “No mask though. Maybe we’ll get lucky?”

“Maybe,” Jimmy agreed, before Kans called out for them to follow.

They picked their way across. The father kept his eyes straight as he held one hand up to cover his son’s face. The rest of the survivors either gasped in shock, or resolutely stared at their feet like they could only just comprehend what was in front of them. Jimmy knew shock when he saw it. These people weren’t used to violence. Not like this.

It was going to be one hell of a story when they got out.

Jimmy hurried along behind Kans, who was picking her way through. The main wreckage from the shuttle lay ahead somewhere. The fire sent thick plumes of smoke into the air, which made it easy to track. They just had to keep moving. Jimmy just hoped it worked, because the alternative was going to be worse. The shuttle that picked up Michi would come back at some point. They needed to activate the distress beacon and force the regular security forces to respond, before that happened.

“You,” Kans muttered as they hurried along. “You shot down that shuttle earlier.”

“I did,” Jimmy agreed.

“So you’re a sheriff then,” she stated. “What’s really going on here?”

A low whirring above made Kans freeze. Everyone else pressed to the side of the fissure as the shadow of the shuttle flew by on its long patrol.

“They’re guessing,” she muttered as the shuttle’s engines droned off into the distance. “But they’re cautious. So either they know who I am, or they know who you are.”

“Are you worth shooting down the shuttle for?” Jimmy asked.

“Wouldn’t have thought so,” she admitted. “Things change though.”

“They do,” Jimmy agreed. “You have family, Kans?”

“You haven’t checked?”

“Seems like a violation of privacy to do that,” Jimmy admitted as the shuttle briefly came into view. It vanished again, continuing on its path around the destroyed shuttle.

Kans turned and looked him in the eye. Whatever she saw, she gave a sigh and shook her head. “My boy. He and his wife. I was coming to visit and meet my new grandbaby.”

“Cute,” Jimmy said, and then added softly. “I’m sorry.”

“What’re you sorry for?”

“Because I’m hunting a mob boss, who is trying to smuggle and likely detonate an anti-matter bomb.”

Kans froze in place, before turning back to stare at Jimmy while she took a few deep breaths. “Don’t repeat what you just said,” she instructed, giving a slight nod to the crowd of people now catching up. “But… how?”

“Random sweep picked up the trigger,” I explained. “Sheer dumb luck. Now I’m here.”

“Fuck,” she snarled. “C’mon. Sooner we get back, the sooner I can get my family to a safer system.”

“Wait, system?”

“You said,” she glanced back and mouthed the word “anti-matter.”

“Yeah,” Jimmy said. “Planet cracker.”

“That’s just the detonation,” she muttered. “How do you…” she looked him up and down. “You’re not some Alti hybrid like your wife, are you?”

Jimmy stared at her in shock, before shaking his head.

“Backwater… adaptable… relatively unknown. Your species hasn’t left their home planet yet, have they?”

“We landed on our moon half a century ago, haven’t gone further than that,” he muttered.

Kans let out a sigh. “So you’re trained, intelligent and know what you're doing, even if you lack a lot of context,” she said. “When we get out of this shit, you need to read up on how the galaxy works. Right now, keep your eyes up. They spot us, you’re the only one packing something that can hit hard enough to give us a chance.”

“Got it,” Jimmy said. That was something he could work with.

Coil let out a soft whimper. Aiya was at the rear, helping the stragglers catch up. Kans rushed ahead once more. Jimmy had the distinct impression she might have been an agent, or at least some kind of specialized soldier at one point. The woman, despite her obvious age, moved like she was born into the role. She checked corners, navigated harsh terrain and kept her eyes up to watch for the shuttle as it passed by. All the while holding a rifle she was clearly comfortable with.

“Stay behind me,” he told the small woman in his shadow. “We’re going to get through this.”

She looked up at him and blinked slowly. “You’re my rock. I trust you.”

“Good girl,” Jimmy said, though he swore he heard her squeak when he said it.

Putting that from his mind, he carried on behind Kans. Which wasn’t an easy feat. They made a few more turns and finally spotted the first real piece of wreckage. Kans wandered over, and looked it up and down. There were a few seats nearby and the occupants inside weren’t moving. Just in case, Jimmy made a point to go over and check them, but quickly dropped the idea. Bodies, even alien ones, didn't survive falls from that altitude without chutes.

“Not here,” Kans called out. “Need more of either the front, or the rear. This section was mostly storage.”

“Wait,” Coil perked up. “Maybe there’s something useful?”

“Like what?” Kans asked.

“Medical supplies, or…” she looked up at Jimmy. “Maybe some of my equipment.”

Jimmy realized what she was getting at, and realized she had a point. It might be all rubble, or there might be something. Anything, worth salvaging. He hurried over, and helped Coil climb some of the rubble to see into what was left of this section. It looked like the cargo section of the shuttle was loaded externally and installed into the shuttle before launch. It was an enclosed capsule, though it was ruptured and falling apart. There weren’t any lights or electricals inside. It was a mess though.

“Help me in,” Coil asked. “I think I can see mine.”

“Here,” Jimmy said and grabbed the small woman around the waist.

This time, she squeaked for certain as he picked her up. She grabbed his shoulder and Jimmy hoisted her up higher, before setting her by one of the larger cracks. It took a bit of wiggling, but she got in and rummaged around. Jimmy watched for anything dangerous inside, but there didn’t seem to be any need. Some of the luggage had broken open in the fall. Most of it was just clothing, and something caught his eye.

“Hey, Coil,” Jimmy called. “See that… stuffed animal?”

Coil looked up, and saw where he was pointing. Jimmy had no idea what it was. Just that it was quadrupedal, blue and fluffy.

“Oh, you think that’s for the little boy?” she asked, and picked it up, before hesitating. Because beneath it was a shattered frame and a family portrait. Clearly the stuffed animal had been in there to help protect it.

“Grab both, please,” Jimmy told her.

Coil set them aside, before going back for her own bag. She grunted and strained, but managed to dig it out, before prying it open. It was both good and bad news. She had all her tools. The equipment she carried was properly stored. Similarly to a foam weapons case. The computer, though, was shattered. Jimmy heard her muttering darkly, but she made a point to toss the bear and the picture into the case before she closed it up.

When she made it back, Jimmy reached in and took the bag. He pulled and wiggled it free, before going back for Coil, who needed help climbing the slippery interior to get back out again. Once free, they hurried down where an exasperated Kans was waiting for them along with all the others.

“Got what you needed?” Kans asked with a frustrated growl.

“She’s a specialist for the thing we spoke about. That’s her equipment,” Jimmy said, coming to her defense.

Coil blushed and leaned against him for a moment, as Kans reevaluated the worth in the case.

“Fine,” she conceded. “The bulk of the crash is around the corner. We need the civilians to stay close. There’s a lot of smoke and fire.”

The civilians in question heard her and exchanged nervous looks. They followed along behind as Kans led the way. The first thing Jimmy spotted as they rounded the bend, was the tail section. It reminded him of the back of a cargo plane. Only without a vertical stabilizer. Instead it had two pylons sticking out on each side with engines. Though both pylons had broken. One was gone entirely, and the other was on fire beneath it.

“Hopefully we can find the front half,” Kans muttered as she led the way through.

The middle section of the shuttle had been shredded. The whole thing came apart, but the angle it was travelling and the height they were at when it stuck meant most of the heavier parts ended up in the same area. The middle section though, was like tissue paper. Scattered around in tiny chunks as small as fingernails, with a few larger panels large enough to surf on.

Throughout, was yet more seats. Or at least what remained of them. Parachutes lay scattered about, caught on rocks or draped over bodies. A lot of it burned and the smell was awful.

“SHUTTLE!”

Kans turned about and fired her rifle. Jimmy confirmed it couldn’t make rapid shots, because after that first one, she ducked for cover. The shuttle in question didn’t budge and caught the blast on the nose. Kans hadn’t expected it to do much. What she wanted was for Jimmy to spot it. He whirled around, chasing the flash of light and spotted the shuttle rotating to get the door gunner in line.

“Priority override, lethal!” Jimmy snapped out the instruction even as he yanked out his pistol.

It shifted and pulsed red, right before Jimmy started firing. He missed the first shot, and saw the gunner in the side swinging his weapon into view. Only to duck and send his first shots high as Jimmy’s second shot tore past his head. Jimmy’s third shot struck the side of the shuttle and blew a shower of sparks into the interior.

That was enough for the pilot to pull away, dragging the gunner off his firing line even before he started. Jimmy kept on squeezing the trigger, striking the shuttle twice more as it fled from the area.

“Not bad,” Kans called. “Not great. But not bad.”

“Alright everyone!” Jimmy called out, ignoring the old Viride. “I need you all to hide! Get beneath cover! They’re coming back!”

“Why are they doing this?” someone called out. “We didn’t do anything!”

Jimmy didn’t have time to explain the situation. But he could see Aiya directing them. Starting with the father and the little boy.

“C’mon, I think what’s left of the cockpit is this way,” Kans called.

“I’m coming,” Coil nodded.

“You should⁠—”

“I said I’m coming!” she snapped, before whimpering in a softer tone. “Please?”

Jimmy looked at her and saw the shake in her arms. It wasn’t from the weight she was carrying. She was honestly terrified and was going to be hard to argue with right now.

“Keep up,” he told her, before setting off to follow Kans.

She climbed a low rise and made a noise. When Jimmy made it up, he grimaced, seeing all the bodies. This looked like where those who were in the front section ended up. It was just a mess. Limbs, torso’s and twisted forms. Some burned, others obliterated. They were scattered about like they’d been shot out of a cannon into a wall. Or in this case, blown out of a shuttle and fell.

The good news was what was on the other side of it. There appeared to be what remained of the cockpit. It was crumpled, twisted and smoking. But it was clearly the nose and what equipment lay in front of it.

“Oh, by the shining stars,” Coil froze as she reached Jimmy.

“You okay?”

“No,” she admitted. “No, I'm going to think about this day for the rest of my life.”

Jimmy took a deep breath and bent down. She let him take the case she was carrying. Then picked her up. She wrapped her arms and legs around his torso and pressed her face into the crook of his neck. And while Jimmy walked down to the impatient looking Kans, the small woman softly cried.

Jimmy was careful not to step in anything. It was hard though. A body, particularly a soft one didn’t stay in one piece when it hit solid ground at a high enough speed. The smell and the sights were something that were going to haunt him as well. Coil kept her face firmly pressed against him and did her best to stay silent as she cried, while Jimmy hoped his arms would hold out as he crossed the open ground.

She wasn’t all that heavy. Just carrying her this long, one handed over rough terrain was a struggle, while also holding the air canisters and her luggage. After getting past the worst of it, Jimmy couldn’t carry on and set her down. Coil clung to his shoulder and held him close for a moment and when she finally loosened her grip, it was to nudge his mask aside and kiss him. Jimmy still wasn’t entirely sure what he’d agreed to, but now wasn’t the time.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“You’re welcome,” Jimmy said, straightening up.

“I can see it,” Kans called. “We just need to get in there.”

Jimmy climbed the pile of rubble and shifted onto the rock that the cockpit was resting against. He peered in through the windscreen and grimaced. Both pilots were in there. Strapped to their seats. One of them had been torn in half, the other was slumped over unnaturally like all the bones in his body were broken. The back wall of the cockpit was gone, replaced by the ground beneath the wreckage.

“How do we get in?” Jimmy asked. “Shoot the windscreen?”

“No,” Kans said and shook her head. “That’ll just put a hole in it.”

“What about a cutting torch?” Coil offered.

Kans looked surprised as she stared over and saw Coil opening her luggage. He look was triumphant when she raised her hand holding out something that resembled the handle of a MIG welder, sized down for her.

“You can cut the glass?” Kans asked.

Coil shrugged as she stood up. “Does it matter? We’re not preserving it, are we?”

Kans opened her mouth, then tilted her head. “I guess not.”

Coil nodded and climbed up. Jimmy took her arm and helped get her up, before she looked into the cockpit and let out a squeak as she saw the pilots.

“Sorry,” Jimmy said and patted her back. “Should have warned you.”

She took a deep breath and let out a sigh. “I’m going to need a lot of cuddling when this is over.”

“As much as you want,” Jimmy promised, now knowing that he was digging this hole, but had little option about it.

Coil nodded and brought the tool down. He squinted, awaiting a bright flash, but was pleasantly surprised when it did nothing of the sort. In fact the glass just turned cherry red and seemed to disintegrate as she slowly carved a hole.

“How big do you need it?” Coil asked.

“Depends on who’s going in to get it,” Kans told her.

Coil grimaced and shook her head. “Pretty big then.”

Kans looked up at Jimmy, then narrowed her eyes as she tracked something behind him. Jimmy turned and saw it. The shuttle from earlier. It appeared to be lifting off and flying away. And that likely meant they’d decided it was too risky to fly over once more. Which left only one other reason they would have landed.

“Shit,” Jimmy looked at Coil who was still busy cutting. “Coil?”

“Huh?” She stopped and looked up. “What’s wrong?”

“We need to go,” Jimmy told her. “The shuttle came back and probably dropped more security. Kans and I need to get back and protect the others. Hiding won’t work if they’re on foot.”

“But,” Coil’s eyes widened. “I… I can’t.”

“You can,” Kans growled as she climbed down. “Hurry. I can’t hold them on my own.”

“Jimmy,” Coil began to whine.

“Coil,” Jimmy grabbed her mask and pulled it aside. Her eyes widened and he kissed her. She whimpered softly, before kissing back and when he broke away she was staring at him with a dazed expression on her face. “For me?”

“F-for you?”

“I’m your rock, aren’t I?”

That made her blink and she nodded. “You’re my rock. You are. You’re my rock. This is what we do for our rocks,” she said and nodded in the affirmative. “We’re going to get out of here. You’re going to take me home. Then we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together. The scientist, the sheriff and the…” she hesitated. “Your lover, Aiya. What is she?”

“My what?”

Coil frowned. “Jimmy, please don’t lie to me.”

Jimmy gaped for a moment, and let out a sigh. “Ah, she’s an artificial intelligence.”

“A real one?”

“Yes,” Jimmy nodded. “I ah…”

“Okay. The scientist, the sheriff and the artificial intelligence… That almost sounds like a romance novel.” She furrowed her brow. “Wait, you said friends. The one who was kidnapped?”

“Michi?”

“Yeah,” Coil nodded. “Whose rock is she?”

“JIMMY!”

Jimmy looked back and saw Kans waving frantically.

“Look—”’

Coil grabbed and hugged him. It was only brief, but she let him go. “Go. I know what I’m looking for. But… I am going to need some pampering when this is done.”

“Sure,” Jimmy said as he scrambled back. “Activate the beacon and get us to safety. Whatever you want.”

“Whatever I want?”

Jimmy nodded. “Whatever you want.”

She nodded once and turned back to her work. Jimmy sprinted back over to Kans, who hurried over the rise and out of view. He sprinted, slipping a few times on the mess, but reached the same rise in the rocks that Kans had climbed over—right as he heard a rifle fire. A pair of terrified screams rang out and another rifle fired. Jimmy scrambled to the top and peeked over.

The crevice they’d come from, now had a line of private security funneling through. One was already being dragged back, while the rest spilled out and took shots towards a rock formation. Behind it was Aiya, who had waited in ambush. The security forces swung out, taking advantage of her fire rate.

Kans popped up from behind a piece of the shuttle’s midsection that was propped up. She fired and struck one of the security agents in the head. The way they dropped suggested the shot was instantly lethal and the forces swung around to address her. That gave Aiya a chance to shoot once more.

Her shot missed though and the team split. Kans bolted for fresh cover as the thin material of the shuttle shredded from the repeated blasts on the already heavily damaged structure. The distraction of her running though, gave Jimmy a chance to pull his pistol. Bracing it on the rock ahead of him, he wasn’t a sniper. But it would do.

“Priority override, lethal,” he whispered, and waited for the red glow.

He squeezed the trigger, and a shot rang out. It went wide, but sent them flailing as they looked for him. His second shot though…

Click.

“Fuck!” Jimmy snarled as he pulled out of sight. A rifle blast struck the rock where he’d been moments before.

He hadn’t thought about it. The size of the magazines was deceptive and he hadn’t been counting his shots. Pulling the old magazine, he stuffed it into the small duffel bag, and extracted a fresh clip. Seating it, he popped up and fired off a handful of shots in their general direction. To his surprise, one of them struck. A howling cry rang out as Jimmy’s shot took them in the shoulder, before Aiya ducked out and took a shot of her own.

Jimmy had to wonder if this was going to be easier than he’d expected when he heard a terrifying sound. The rumble of a shuttle. And it was coming from behind. Jimmy rolled over and lay on his back. The shuttle roared over the top of the cockpit. He worried about Coil, but she was out of sight. Jimmy swung his pistol up and started firing. Rounds struck the shuttle and it veered off to the right. The gunner must have been expecting it though as he opened fire in the split second he had to do so, before the shuttle vanished from view.

“Fuck,” Jimmy cursed as he heard the shuttle approaching once more.

It flew over the battlefield, left to right. Jimmy sat up and fired several rounds at it. The door gunners fired at random, aiming towards the general area where Aiya and Kans had been. Jimmy could only see dust as chunks of rock exploded in all directions. When a rifle blast seared his arm, Jimmy ducked down once more.

That’s when he heard it and his stomach dropped. Turning over, he saw a second shuttle. It howled towards him, and this one was bristling with external weaponry. To Jimmy’s surprise, the first shuttle opened fire on it. The new shuttle took several hits, before opening fire with its weapons, tearing it apart in moments.

Jimmy raised his pistol and pointed it right at where he could see the pilot.

“Sheriff designation detected,” an automated voice blared out loud enough to be heard over the sound of the crashing shuttle. “All hostilities are to cease immediately or you will be destroyed.”


CHAPTER 13


Security Chief Poe let out a long sigh as he stared at the screen. That the man resembled a fluffy, black and white bear, almost had O’Neill chuckling. That would have been despite the situation they found themselves in. Things happened quickly, and mostly out of an urgency of caution. Whoever fired the anti-air cannon, hadn’t done so with proper authorization. When planet security were told to stand down, it raised enough red flags for Chief Poe to redirect a random patrol.

That patrol was the one who raced to the scene the moment a distress beacon was activated. From there, things only got worse and Chief Poe only had one person he could talk to for an answer.

“And you can’t tell me anything?” Poe asked.

“With all due respect,” O’Neill stated. “I want to trust you. Your instincts are good and you likely saved my life, along with everyone else who made it that far. But someone had enough clout to shoot us down and I can’t rule you out just because I appreciate your help.”

“Even though you’ll be staying in one of our safe houses?”

“More to the point,” O’Neill said slowly, “I was shot down. Dozens killed. Then watched private security execute a civilian still strapped into their seat. Whoever shot us down, kidnapped a friend of mine and sent forces to hunt the rest of us like animals. I want to trust you. But I don’t.”

Poe sighed and placed his enormous hands on the desk before him. He was some kind of beastkin alien. Michi had the catgirl features. This man was more on the extreme end of things. He was almost entirely animal looking. Despite that, he was articulate, polite and far more pleasant to deal with than Chief Erkel had been. And Jimmy didn’t even work for Poe.

“I don’t have to like it,” the large man said and sighed. “But I understand. What should I tell my people?”

And there lay the problem. If Jimmy confessed what he was there for, it would spread across the planet and cause panic. That might work in the short term, but whatever plans were in motion might be accelerated by it. If he kept quiet, then the plans might come to pass regardless.

But then… Why were they trying so hard to kill him? Why capture Michi? That sounded like the final component hadn’t been delivered yet, and they were trying to stop him from arriving first. It was just strange they were so public about it. Kota’s home was built in a section of Canis Station that was only accessible via shuttle. Now he was commandeering air defense systems and shooting down passenger shuttles? That was an extreme escalation from working in the shadows, to blatant, indiscriminate violence at a scale large enough for military intervention if it continued.

“Close the airspace,” O’Neill said, looking Chief Poe in the eye. “No shuttles on or off the planet.”

Chief Poe took a deep breath, before letting it out. “Explain it?”

“Your air defense system just shot down a passenger shuttle,” O’Neill pointed out. “It needs to be investigated. I want to know on whose order it was fired, what those orders were and what could be done to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

“I’m going to receive pushback,” Chief Poe pointed out.

“If it gets too much, call on me,” O’Neill gave him an out. “I’m here for a specific purpose. If I have to take others down along with my original mission, I’ll do it.”

“And if someone tries to leave anyway?”

Jimmy grimaced as he thought it over, before shaking his head. “Unless they have authority over my own—destroy them. Nothing leaves, nothing arrives.”

“I’ll keep my thoughts to myself,” Chief Poe said slowly. “You have my full cooperation. If you need something, you only need ask.”

“Thank you,” Jimmy said, before giving the chief a polite salute. “If you’ll excuse me. I think I’m going to retire.”

“I’d offer you an escort, but you wouldn’t accept,” he stated.

“No, I would not,” Jimmy said and chuckled as he strode out of the chief’s office.

Truth be told, he actually did trust Chief Poe. The man was extremely concerned by what had happened. Malfunctions to the planet defenses were not common. Not even on a galactic scale. The cannons had the same systems built into them as Jimmy’s pistol. Which meant someone had found a way to override them, in order to attack the shuttle. Who, how and why, was up for debate. It simply shouldn’t have happened.

Then there was the private security. Their board of directors were in a tizzy. Declaring rogue agents, lack of authority. They were cooperating, but those sorts always had things they wanted to hide. What was stranger, was the coordination of the forces involved. It turned out that half of them abandoned previous positions. They were boarded, armed and ready with little instruction and raced out to the crash site, leaving confused colleagues behind to pick up whatever mess they’d been in the middle of.

When their shuttle had been destroyed by the planet's security, the ones on the ground surrendered quickly. They were taken into custody for questioning, but apparently had been quiet and unwilling to talk. Jimmy couldn’t shake the feeling he was missing something. This was cult-like, but it also seemed more. They were organized, extremely so. And even the members with family on the planet, had shown no hesitation to execute civilians once deployed.

Jimmy had a hard time believing that family men and women were capable of such ruthless murder. Not without serious compartmentalization, brainwashing and… maybe a literal cult? It was still many, many more questions than Jimmy had answers to. It was also likely outside the scope of his mission. He was here to find a bomb and stop it from being detonated. The how and why could come later.

Jimmy used his computer to set up a waypoint. The safehouses were spread through a particular area. Like Aiya’s old home it wasn’t strictly the housing area. It was on the edge of the business and the warehousing districts. Only, for a planet, it was much, much larger than before. So the waypoints didn’t lead him on a long walk, but to a terminal. There, he was able to quickly board a small shuttle.

It worked like a small monorail. Except it was able to change tracks and operated in a transparent sealed tube. Inside were six seats, though they were all empty. He plugged in the station he wanted to get off and sat down. The shuttle set off gently, barely making Jimmy feel anything as he leaned back. The vehicle blacked out, rather than show exactly how fast he was travelling inside it. While he passed the time, he sent Aiya and Coil a quick message, letting them know he was on his way back.

It took a little arguing, but the three of them had their own space. And neither of them had ended up in lockup. Kans almost did, until Jimmy talked them all down, and Aiya was threatened simply for being an artificial intelligence. Her mother had a bit of a reputation and when they saw her holding a rifle, they made a few assumptions.

Still, Jimmy got everything sorted, explained the situation in broad strokes and was assured they were being taken care of. Right before Jimmy was taken to see the chief.

It took a few minutes to arrive at the station. The vehicle opened and let him out. Jimmy gave a subconscious check of his surroundings. The day was still pretty early and there were people moving about. Nobody paid him any attention though, so Jimmy set off, following the waypoint to the safehouse. It wasn’t all that far and when he arrived, it looked more like a drug den. Which might have been the point as he swiped his hand over the scanner and opened the door.

“Jimmy?” Aiya called.

“It’s me,” Jimmy answered as he checked around himself once more, before stepping inside.

This safehouse wasn’t so much built for anonymity, and more for rugged survivability. The walls were reinforced, the doors hardened and there was even manual locking on the inside, which Jimmy set before walking further into the apartment.

It was rather bare, the size somewhere between his own apartment and Aiya’s. A single room. A large bed on one side, a kitchen on the other and a separate bathroom. Which opened, and a small figure with pink hair stepped out. She blinked and noticed Jimmy standing there, before blushing brightly as she tucked the towel around herself.

“Jimmy,” she called. “You’re back for the rest of the night?”

“Sure am,” Jimmy said and sighed gratefully. “You both settling in okay?”

“We’re fine,” Aiya said. “We held off on ordering anything to eat until you got back, so jump in the shower, would you?”

“That’s fair,” Jimmy agreed and made his way across.

Coil gave him a strange look as he stepped into the bathroom, but she didn’t say anything. He was a little concerned about her. Aiya knew her way around a weapon, but Coil was just a civilian. She’d seen things she wasn’t prepared for and was going to have some scars. That didn’t even cover their weird pseudo relationship. That was going to be a conversation. But one for later.

Jimmy stripped out of his clothing. There was plenty of dirt, grime and even blood in a few places. In the corner of the room was a pile of other clothing, so he added to it and stepped into the shower. The hot water felt good and Jimmy spent a few minutes just standing there, letting it pound over the back of his head and shoulders. Life wasn’t going to let him sit and wait though. He found some soap and washed himself down, before wrapping himself in a towel.

While he dried his shoulders, he heard a tone and fished the small computer from his pocket where he’d left his pants on the floor. There was a message and it was from Aiya.

‘Have fun!’ he read. ‘Back in an hour.’

Jimmy looked up and opened the door. The lights were dim and Aiya wasn’t here.

Coil was.

She sat at the head of the bed. She was propped up between pillows, with her towel wrapped around herself. She had her legs tucked up beneath her and smiled nervously as his eyes drifted over her. Her feet looked remarkably human and soft, which was strange since her arms were stony and hard, like her Steinete mother.

“Aiya said she was going to get food,” Coil said. “She and I had a talk, and she… she told me I needed to talk to you. That… Things weren’t what we thought.”

“Kans called you my wife,” Jimmy said. “I… think we skipped a few steps.”

Coil sighed, and nodded slowly. “Aiya said you weren’t from a race that was spaceborn yet?”

“Right,” Jimmy said. “Just our moon last I checked. Though we’ve sent probes further. Landed a few robots on the neighboring planets. That kind of thing.”

“And you haven’t been here long, have you?”

“No,” Jimmy admitted. “And… now we’re having his talk, I need to tell you that technically I am a criminal.”

He spent a few minutes telling her about his life on Earth. About being a cop and then a detective. About killing the man who was trafficking and harming women. And then about his abduction and the loose events of what led him here.

Coil listened in, nodding where appropriate and asking only a few questions for clarification. Before settling into a thoughtful silence.

“So… you killed a man,” she muttered. “But only because he was a monster, and the law wouldn’t work.”

Jimmy sighed and nodded. “Pretty much. So I understand if you’re uncomfortable around me⁠—”

“I’m not,” she blurted and looked worried. “But… I should tell you about myself.”

Jimmy sat down on the end of the bed and nodded. “Sure, I’d love to know more about you. Especially since… I’m your rock.”

She smiled when he said that but didn’t address it. “Well… I told you my father was an Alti, and my mother was a Steinete.”

“You did,” Jimmy agreed.

“Mother was one of his rescuers on a bad hike,” she explained. “He slipped, broke his suit and was left stranded. She led the team who rescued him.”

Jimmy nodded. “That’s… romantic.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Coil said with a soft sigh. “He declared her his rock. And then set about proving himself to her. She thought him silly at first, then strange. And finally, one day she gave him a chance.”

“More than that by the sounds of things,” Jimmy smirked.

Coil nodded. “I was an accident. Cross breeds are… not unheard of, but rare. And that’s a problem.”

“I… can only imagine.”

“Yes well,” Coil said and sighed. “I’m halfway between an Alti and a Steinete,” she said, lifting her arms to show them off. “I’m too big for most Alti men… save a few, to consider as a partner. And I’m too small for a Steinete. The few men who have taken an interest in me over the years, saw me as a fetish and… I don’t like that either.”

“I’m sorry,” Jimmy said and frowned. “I know that must be hard.”

“It has been,” Coil agreed. “So I got good at my job. Heavily specialized, and… saw to my own needs.” From the blush on her face, Jimmy figured what she meant. He didn’t call her on it. “Anyway, I was hired to carry out a safety inspection on a new plant extension. And I found myself on a shuttle, blown out of the air and got myself wedged in a crevice.” She smiled up at Jimmy and continued, “Then this handsome rescuer came to my aid.”

“And I’m glad I did.” He recalled the private security officer and what he was doing to the people he found.

“Then… you said you’d be my rock and… For the first time in my life… I felt like maybe there was a chance.”

Jimmy nodded and sighed. “Look⁠—”

“Jimmy, please let me finish, because I’m terrified of what’s happening right now and I don’t know if I’m ever going to have the courage to say it again.”

Jimmy looked her in the eye and nodded. “I’m listening.”

She nodded and wiped a tear that slipped from her eye. “I know I’m small,” she whispered. “But… trust me, when I say I’m capable of pleasing a man of your size.” She lowered her eyes and said in a whisper, shy and haltingly. “I can—I can show you… if you want proof.”

“I ah…” Jimmy trailed off and closed his mouth, remembering that she wanted to talk uninterrupted.

“I’m never going to find my rock,” she whispered. “Not like my father. Not like my mother. I know that. But… for a moment, just a few hours, I thought I might. And if that changes, I’m just going to have to live with it. But… please?” she begged as she pulled the towel open, showing her nude form beneath. “J-just once?”

She was so nervous, she was trembling. Her skin was pale. There was no sign of any tanning. Her pink hair matched the pink fluff between her legs. Which seemed strange beside her pale blue nipples. As if to emphasize and leave no room for any hidden meaning, she reached between her legs. It looked awkward with her stony hands, but she was able to pry her labia apart, showing her pale blue insides. Despite her shy demeanor, she was practically drooling in preparation for what she was asking for.

“It doesn’t bother you that I’m seeing Aiya?” Jimmy asked as he felt a natural reaction to such provocation.

“Aiya told me she was… happy to share.”

Jimmy nodded. “I’ll have to discuss exactly what she meant by that, later,” he muttered.

Getting off the bed, Coil’s eyes widened as Jimmy dropped his towel. With his cock now straining as it jutted out before him, she let out a soft whimper.

“Is… this okay?”

Coil nodded dumbly as she chewed her lip.

“Coil?”

“It’s good.”

Jimmy looked at his cock, and then at her. “And you’re sure it’ll fit?”

“Yes.”

Then, as an afterthought, she rolled onto her side and grabbed her own computer from the side table Jimmy hadn’t paid any attention to. She cast a nervous glance in Jimmy’s direction as she tapped on a few things, before nervously tossing the computer onto the bed before him.

Jimmy stared. It was a video. Coil, nude and whimpering as she bounced on something mounted to the floor of the room she was in.

“Fuck,” the Coil in the video whimpered, before letting herself up.

Jimmy’s eyes widened, seeing the toy she was using. It wasn’t as thick as him, but was slightly longer. And she took it to the base with eagerness as she stuffed it back into herself.

“Alti men aren’t interested in me,” Coil whispered. “So I prepared for the possibility and…” Her cheeks flushed but she continued and it was clear to Jimmy how aroused she was becoming when she finally admitted, “I like… the stretch.”

“And you film yourself?” Jimmy asked.

She nodded. “Sometimes. I… I like to watch them, I’ve never shown anyone before.”

The Coil in the video was whimpering loudly as she dropped her weight down. He noticed she kept her hands to her sides. She didn’t touch herself at all. Jimmy had to wonder if the stony texture was unpleasant on sensitive areas of her body.

“Jimmy?” Coil whispered. “Please say something?”

“Do you want to suck my dick?” Jimmy asked.

Coil blushed and he could see her nipples darken as well. Her odd biology didn’t bother him. She looked exotic, like some cosplayer.

“Can you tell me if I do it wrong?” she asked.

“Sure,” Jimmy said, his voice had lowered, dark and hungry.

Coil got up and hurried over, picking up the computer, and then handing it to him. Her face was bright as she got on her knees and Jimmy moved closer, putting his cock in front of her face. He thought she might use her hands first. She didn’t though. Keeping them at her sides, like in her video, she leaned in.

Her first touch was a kiss. Jimmy realized she likely hadn’t been kissed either, before meeting him. All of this would be new to her. Now wasn’t the time though and she kissed the tip once more.

“Is that okay?” she asked.

“It’s great,” Jimmy said. His cock bobbed in approval. “You can do more if you want. Take it at your own pace.”

She nodded and Jimmy was distracted by orgasmic cries. The Coil in the video was jerking violently with crossed eyes as she sat with her ass firmly on the floor, toy buried deep. Jimmy tapped the pause button and tossed the computer onto the bed, before focusing his full attention on the real Coil before him.

Right as she opened her mouth and engulfed the top quarter of his cock, she moaned and squirmed. She sucked hard and Jimmy reached down, stroking her hair as she awkwardly licked him.

“More tongue,” he instructed. “Think of your mouth like your pussy. Soft and wet. You don’t want the teeth getting in the way.”

“Mmgk,” was her reply as she mouthed him.

Then slowly rocked her head back and forth. Jimmy sighed in pleasure, before slowly matching her with gentle thrusts. His cock slipped back and forth, between her lips and across her tongue. She moaned softly and her fingers curled and uncurled.

“Your hands are too rough to touch yourself, aren’t they?” Jimmy asked.

The, “mmmph,” that escaped around his shaft, sounded like a, “yes.”

Jimmy gently pushed her back. Coil’s mouth popped as she came free. Before she could say anything, Jimmy bent and took her in his arms. She stood quickly and then froze as he kissed her. She whimpered softly and tried to mimic the action, moving her lips against his. When Jimmy pulled back, there were fresh tears in her eyes as she stared at him in wonder.

“Y-you kissed me.”

“I did,” Jimmy said. “Did you like it?”

She nodded.

Jimmy smiled. “Then we’ll do some more of that.”

“Will you kiss me while you fuck me?” she asked quickly.

“Sure,” Jimmy smiled. “When⁠—”

“Now,” she blurted, reinforcing her blush. “Please?”

Jimmy nodded and scooped her legs out from under her. She was pressed bodily to him as he set her down on the bed. Her breathing increased, her heart pounded and her entire body trembled like she was going through one hell of an adrenaline rush. But she lay there, arms spread, legs open and eyes wide. Jimmy knelt on the bed and lowered himself to his elbows, careful not to crush her.

“Nothing happens if you don’t want it to happen,” Jimmy told her.

“I want this,” she nodded. “You… you saw the video.”

Jimmy nodded. Then looked up. The computer was right there. He reached out, picked it up and turned it over.

“Jimmy?”

“You like watching these when you’re done?” he asked as he fiddled with the functions until he found the video recorder.

“Yes,” she said, squirming slightly.

Jimmy turned on the recording, before reaching up for one of the pillows. He set the pillow beside them, and put the computer on it so it could film them. Coil’s eyes were wide and her breaths came in hard puffs. Jimmy slipped one arm behind her head and kissed her. She moaned into his mouth, which distracted her as he took his cock in hand.

Her breath hitched as she felt him press to her entrance. And she let out a gasp as Jimmy pushed in. He was right with his assessment of the video. It might have been longer, but he was thicker. Her walls clung to him like a vice, but the actual resistance was minimal. Her pussy was slick and squeezed around him as he slowly pushed in.

“Big,” she wheezed.

“Good or bad?”

“Really good,” she moaned. “Please?”

Jimmy had to hunch slightly to make it work. She was physically smaller than him, but that wasn’t a problem. Her nipples poked him in the chest, feeling like tiny rocks. By sliding his hands up her side, he found them. Firmer than a regular human, but no less delightful to squeeze. He found her nipple and gave it a gentle squeeze as he bottomed out inside her.

Her breaths came with small shudders. Her core muscles spasmed like someone lifting weights at the edge of their limits. But her eyes. They were wide and open, glassy but focused.

“More, please?”

“Just tell me if it’s too much,” Jimmy warned her.

Then slowly extracted himself. Her pussy clung to him, gripping as he slid most of the way out. But he didn’t stop to rest, before driving himself back in. Coil’s eyes watered and she cried out softly, but she didn’t tell him to stop. Truth be told, Jimmy was loving it too. Her body responded well, and she was clearly having the time of her life. He’d deal with the consequences later. Right now, he was focused on the tight passage sliding over his cock with each firm thrust.

Balancing on one arm, Jimmy played with her breasts. Her nipples were sensitive and she squirmed lightly as he teased them. That drove her pleasure higher and made her pussy twitch around him as he stroked firmly into her. She was loving it and Jimmy interrupted her panting cries just to kiss her. She alternated from moaning like in her videos and wiping tears from her eyes. At no point did she give even a hint she wanted him to stop.

“How do you normally cum?” Jimmy asked. “I want you to finish.”

“You do?” she gasped. “Just… just fuck me.”

“What do you mean?” Jimmy asked. “Like in the video?”

She nodded. “It’s how I learned. Just… hard. Fast. Don’t stop.”

“You don’t want me to rub your clit?” Jimmy asked, just wanting to cover all the bases.

“I…” Coil hesitated, before shaking her head. “Next time?”

“Next time,” Jimmy agreed.

Her eyes widened when he said that. But she didn’t get a chance to respond. Jimmy pushed both arms beneath her. He held her close, while supporting his own weight and thrust firmly into her. Whatever she was going to say, slipped her mind as his pelvis smacked into hers. She let out a gasping moan and he felt her legs raise up to hook into his sides.

Jimmy pulled back, and slammed forward once more. Their hips smacked together and Coil let out a moan of pleasure.

“Fuck me,” she begged. “More?”

Jimmy set a harsher pace than he’d intended. Coil was loving it. Her back arched beneath him. Her arms stayed put, but she pushed her elbows back, thrusting her chest up into Jimmy’s. He drove his cock into her. Each thrust, sent a small squirt of excess fluid, spraying out between them. She wasn’t squirting, just incredibly wet, and loving every moment. Jimmy felt his own orgasm bubbling up from within and knew he wasn’t going to last very long.

Coil let out a harsh shriek and her legs tensed up. Her pussy clamped down like a vice and Jimmy struggled to keep moving. On top of that, the intense squeezing had him biting down on the inside of his mouth. Aiya had begged him to breed her, but he’d had no such conversation with Coil. He was right on the edge and battling as she hit her peak. She jerked and shook before it was all too much.

Sitting up, Jimmy yanked himself free. Coil’s glistening blue pussy throbbed as he took hold of his cock. It only took a single stroke, before the first spray of his seed arced across Coil’s body, painting a white line from left tit to her belly button. She felt the spray and sat up. Jimmy felt her hands roughly seize his hips and her mouth slammed down around his cock.

She trembled and moaned, before sucking hard like a straw. The second spurt of his seed hit the back of her throat. She pulled back a fraction of an inch, before pushing forward as the third pulse of his cock emptied down her throat. She choked a little, but held on, sucking as her tongue wriggled, stimulating the underside as he came.


CHAPTER 14


BWOOOP!! BWOOP!!

Jimmy blinked in confusion as something jabbed him in the chest.

“Shit! Why now?!”

Jimmy stirred and sat up, as a cool body shifted beside him. Jimmy had expected there to be a conversation or two the night before. By the time Aiya had returned with food, both Jimmy and Coil were dressed and waiting for her. And to Jimmy’s surprise, she’d walked in, sat down and acted like everything was totally normal.

Right up until she urged Jimmy to lay in the middle of the bed, so that she could curl up on one side, and Coil could curl up on the other. He’d been smart enough not to complain about too much of a good thing. Especially when it was revealed that both women preferred to sleep in the nude.

“What is that?” Aiya asked.

“Shit,” Coil staggered around until she reached her bag and threw it open. Inside she kept a bunch of tools. Including the cutting torch she’d used to break into the cockpit and signal an emergency.

Rather than the torch though, she took out something else. It resembled a pen and she was muttering frantically as she checked it.

“Jimmy,” she squeaked. “Jimmy, this is bad.”

“What is it?” Jimmy asked, finally getting up.

She turned and held up the device. Up closer, it was less of a pen and more of a fictional device known for wiping memories. Only it was the source of the loud alarm, while it strobed brightly in the same rhythm. Before his eyes though, it stopped and Coil let out a soft whimper.

“Coil?”

“It’s an anti-matter detector,” she whispered. “Anti-matter is the kind of substance you don’t want exposed under any circumstances. The smallest leak could destroy entire facilities, cities and cost countless lives. Anyone in my field carries one of these and…”

“Wait,” Jimmy blinked. “Anti-matter.”

“It wasn’t a leak?” Aiya whispered.

“Normally, I’d be getting dressed and booking a shuttle to fly me to the source,” she explained. “Mine isn’t the only detector here, mine’s just portable so I have it with me at all times.”

Jimmy growled and shook his head. “Fuck.”

“Jimmy,” Coil whimpered. “This… this is really bad.”

“I know,” Jimmy admitted as he bent and hugged her. Coil pressed into his side and clung to him for a few moments as he weighed his options. “Can you… I don’t know, track it? Tell me where it came from?”

“I can,” she nodded. “But…”

“But?”

Coil whimpered. “If it is the bomb,” she paused. “I might be the only one who can disarm it.”

“Shit, she’s right,” Aiya muttered.

“We don’t have bomb squads in space?” Jimmy snapped.

“Not for anti-matter, it’s not a traditional bomb,” Coil pointed out. “The difficulty isn’t making anti-matter detonate, it’s safely containing it until that point. If… If there’s been an exposure… that would be from the trigger mechanism being installed.”

“Fuck,” Jimmy cursed, before his computer lit up. With a snarl, Jimmy picked it up and saw who was calling him.

“Officer O’Neille,” Security Chief Poe nodded as soon as he answered. “We’ve detected an anti-matter leak⁠—”

“So have we,” Jimmy told him, before glancing over his shoulder to check that he wasn’t accidentally filming the ladies. He then realized what it meant by this call. Either Chief Poe was in on the terrorist activities, or he was smart enough to put two and two together and wasn’t taking chances. And if that was the bomb being armed, that meant they were about to die, regardless of whether Poe was a traitor.

“No bullshit,” Jimmy growled. “Do you know where I am?”

“Yes,” Chief Poe answered immediately.

“Send a small shuttle. Just a pilot, someone you trust. Need room for myself and one other⁠—”

“Excuse you?” Aiya snapped.

Jimmy grimaced and turned as Aiya squared on him. She looked intimidating, even standing in her lingerie that enticed more than it covered.

“Security Chief Poe,” Aiya called out. “Make that three. And we need to be armed.”

“Sheriff?” Poe asked.

Jimmy cursed silently and let out a sigh. “Room for three. Need some equipment. I have my pistol.”

“With your orders, I can do that.” Poe nodded. “Ten minutes.”

The screen went blank and Jimmy turned to Aiya, who was already storming towards him. Her arms flew out and grabbed him around the neck, before her lips slammed into his own. Jimmy huffed as she kissed him hard, and her tongue slipped between his lips. When she pulled back, it wasn’t with a dreamy smile, but with a blank stare.

“Don’t,” she hissed.

“She’s right,” Coil muttered. “That’s a stupid idea.”

“I’d leave you both if I could,” Jimmy pointed out.

“Would leaving us behind make us safe from the anti-matter bomb?”

“It’d make you safe from being shot,” Jimmy fired back, before letting out a pained grunt. “Fuck. This is fucked.”

The three of them got dressed and after arming himself correctly, Jimmy was the first out the door. Being on the surface of a planet had some benefits. One of which was that smaller shuttles could actually fly right in. And while that was great in theory, Jimmy wasn’t taking any chances.

“Priority override, lethal,” he instructed.

His pistol began to glow as it turned up to maximum power and he kept watch, until he spotted the blinking strobe of an approaching shuttle. It came in at a fair pace, whipping low over the buildings, but high enough not to strike anything by accident. There was always the chance this was a trap. It would be easy. Either guns on the shuttle, or armed soldiers within. So Jimmy raised his pistol and watched it come in.

The shuttle slowed, banking slightly as it did so. It slewed around, matching the angle of the street below and opened the side doors, as if the pilot knew what to expect. Seeing the lack of aggression, a lack of weapons and nobody within the shuttle, Jimmy breathed a sigh of relief and lowered it once more.

“Here Coil, I have it,” Aiya said.

“Thanks.”

Jimmy glanced back and watched Aiya step out, carrying Coil’s large pack. He thought for a moment, before deciding it was best that she had it. The shuttle descended to the ground, and Jimmy glanced back to check the ladies were ready, before hurrying over to the shuttle. Inside, sitting at the controls, was none other than Chief Poe, wearing a headset and clearly quite comfortable with his position.

“You said to bring a pilot I trusted,” he explained, seeing the look on Jimmy’s face. “I’m betting this is bigger than I’m thinking, so I brought myself. There’s an armored compartment on the floor, in it you’ll find weapons.”

Jimmy hesitated for a moment. That would be an easy way to expose them all to meete gas, but then… Chief Poe wasn’t wearing a respirator. With that in mind, Jimmy reached for the compartment as Aiya and Coil got themselves comfortable, and then flinched as a soft alarm went off.

“Sheriff, someone just tried to bypass the lockdown on the shuttle quarters nearest the anti-matter spike we detected,” Poe announced.

“Well shit,” Jimmy muttered as he opened the compartment and saw there were indeed weapons inside. “We’ll head that way first then. See where we end up.”

“Yes sheriff,” Chief Poe nodded as he closed the doors.

Jimmy climbed into a seat and handed a familiar rifle to Aiya. He had a pistol for Coil, but she took one look at it, and shook her head. Jimmy didn’t like the idea of her being unarmed, but he wasn’t going to force it either. Rather than argue, he slipped the spare into his pocket and belted himself in.

“Jimmy,” Aiya called softly. “Have you contacted… her?”

Jimmy frowned and thought for a moment. Then shook his head. “Right now we’re going back and forth. If I contact her, and they get wind of it, there’s no telling how they’ll react.”

“It would be rather obvious if a battlecruiser fell into orbit,” Chief Poe admitted.

Jimmy kept his mouth shut, and so did Aiya. Coil didn’t know any different. Jimmy did make a mental note that sheriffs had a certain reputation though. He knew his position was loosely positioned above the law, but being able to summon a battlecruiser?

“We’re coming up on the shuttle station,” Poe announced. “My people are on scene already.”

“Shit,” Jimmy looked up. “Was that smart?”

“It’s how we found them,” Poe answered with a quick glare.

Jimmy just accepted it as the shuttle began to descend. The doors opened, and Jimmy checked his pistol, before climbing out of his seat the moment the shuttle touched down.

“You have to believe me!” someone was shouting. “We’re all in grave danger! We need to get off the planet!”

Jimmy saw who was shouting. A middle aged man. An Et-od, one of the snake people. He was pinned against a wall with what looked like his family huddled alongside him. He was the one shouting, while the others, a woman and child, sat, looking terrified, but calm.

“Chief!” the man’s eyes widened. “Chief Poe! We need to get off the planet! There was an anti-matter spike! Please, sound the alarm!”

Jimmy realized what this was and put his pistol away. Chief Poe looked uncomfortable. Not just from the situation, but because others were showing up too. There must have been enough sensors around and people who understood them to know the risks.

“We need to go,” Jimmy muttered. “This isn’t who I’m looking for. These people are just scared.”

“I agree,” Chief Poe muttered. “But my security is lacking here. It’ll be a few minutes before help arrives.”

Jimmy grimaced. “We don’t have time to wait,” he saw the look on Poe’s face and shook his head. “No, you stay here. Coil?”

“Yes?” the small woman asked.

“Can you… I don’t know, find the source of all this?”

“Not precisely,” she admitted. “But with access to the system, I can triangulate a rough area.”

“Good enough.”

“Thank you,” Poe added. “If you need backup, you know how to reach me.”

“Thanks,” Jimmy said and watched as Coil tapped away at her own computer. The one he knew was filled with her homemade pornos. Including the one of him fucking her.

There wasn’t any time to worry about that. He waited for her to look up and she gave a quick nod. “Follow me.”

“Aiya, keep her safe for me, will you?”

“What about you?” she asked.

“I’m a fugitive in my own right. I fuck this up, we’re dead. I live somehow, I go back in a cage. I would much prefer knowing that if I lived, the both of you did as well.”

Aiya nodded, and Coil sniffed slightly. She met Jimmy’s eye for a moment, before redoubling on what she was doing. They set off at a quick walk. More civilians were gathered around. Jimmy kept an eye on them, noting that some didn’t look friendly. He wasn’t sure if that was because they were watching for him specifically, or if they had other issues going on. Common criminals still existed outside Jimmy’s particular situation, after all.

The trio rushed along towards a set of warehouses, and Jimmy blinked as his computer buzzed.

“That’s a waypoint,” Coil called out.

“Thanks,” Jimmy said, quickly accepting it.

The familiar line showed up on the ground and gave him a way to follow. Coil put her computer away, but kept the anti-matter detector out. Aiya shouldered her rifle and kept her eyes up. When they spotted incoming security, those members hesitated for a moment as they made a quick call. Only to rush past, ignoring Jimmy and his group.

“Chief must be putting out the word to leave us alone,” Jimmy muttered. “You think he’s trustworthy?”

“More than most,” Aiya admitted. “You’ve met Erkel, haven’t you?”

“Unfortunately,” Jimmy muttered.

They hurried on when they spotted the next group of security. Three of them. These ones looked to be in a rush and were sprinting along. Jimmy watched them for a moment, before whipping up his pistol. The lead member didn’t hesitate, opening fire as they ran. Coil shrieked and Jimmy ducked, before firing steadily. His first shot missed the main shooter, and struck the third. The weapon wasn’t on lethal mode, so they fell with a pained shout as Jimmy continued firing.

Aiya was only a moment behind him, adding her shots to the mix. If not for their attacker’s headlong sprint and Jimmy’s quick reaction, that might have been a horrible mistake. When Jimmy reached the prone officers, they were groaning and rolling on the floor.

“Priority override, lethal.”

“Jimmy!” Coil squealed.

“I don’t want to shoot them!” Jimmy snapped back. “Aiya, they’ve got cuffs. Bind them.”

“Right,” she said, handing her rifle to Coil, who looked more assured about this course of action.

She worked quickly, while Coil sent a message back to Poe, with an accompanying photo. Then, for good measure he gave them each a scan. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but other than a historic drunk and disorderly charge on one of them, they were clean. Simple members of planet security, all married, and two of them with children already.

“What about their guns?” Aiya asked, holding up three rifles.

“Toss them on the ground, out of the way,” Jimmy instructed.

Aiya wasn’t sure what to think, but did it. Jimmy on the other hand, swung his pistol up and put a round in each one, destroying them and neutralizing the threat. When he turned, there were a handful of terrified civilians staring at him.

“Sheriff business!” Jimmy called. “Get out of here, now!”

That sent people scrambling, and Jimmy kept his pistol out as Coil led them onward.

“Jimmy, I know where we’re going,” Coil called after a moment.

“Do you?”

“One of the facilities I was supposed to check, is coming up,” she offered. “It’s almost exactly where I expect the original signal to have come from.”

“Works for me,” Jimmy agreed.

“It would be a good cover too,” Aiya suggested. “Someone checking for an anti-matter leak, wouldn’t be looking for a bomb.”

Jimmy slowed and then came to a stop. “Coil, is there a shuttle station nearby?”

“No, they won’t let shuttles near these facilities. They won’t risk an accident. There’s even a wall to prevent vehicles from risking the facility. Hand equipment only on the grounds.”

“Means they’re hauling it on a trolley,” Jimmy said thoughtfully. “I’m assuming they’ll have some kind of loading dock?”

“Around the back,” Coil nodded. “Follow me.”

She turned off the main road and Jimmy kept his eyes up. They rounded a corner and ahead, sure enough was a wall. The building looked to be some kind of jail. Tall, imposing, with thick walls and a series of metal doors only wide enough for foot traffic and the trolleys, similar to what they used up in orbit.

Directly in front of which, was a vehicle, a dozen men and a strange looking box. That one of those men was Koto Michi was all Jimmy needed to know.

“Coil, find somewhere to hide, now!” he snapped.

Coil squeaked and ran for an alleyway nearest to them as Jimmy raised his pistol. He wasn’t going to risk hitting the bomb, which was most likely the crate at the back. But he didn’t need to. He slowed as several faces turned and recognized him. But they didn’t get a chance to respond before Jimmy started firing. The rounds slammed into the vehicle. It resembled a truck and Jimmy peppered the front end of it.

Rounds tore through metal, striking the wall beyond. The cabin sparked and flames erupted out of the windscreen as the men guarding it ducked for cover. Aiya took a shot next, dropping a Viride who ran away.

When a shot flew back over Jimmy’s head, he ducked sideways and kept firing.

“KILL HIM!” Koto roared. “KILL THEM BOTH!”

Jimmy watched in horror as the men turned as one and raised weapons. It was almost like they’d practiced it. Moving in unison, shots rang out. They weren’t terribly accurate, but there were a lot of them. Jimmy ducked sideways and Aiya went in the opposite direction. They ended up across the street from one another, hiding in adjacent alleyways, a little ahead of the one Coil was hiding in.

The shots kept coming, striking the wall at chest height. The material the building was made of, chipped and exploded away with each shot. It was obvious to Jimmy, they weren’t trying to kill him, but keep him back. Which meant they were stalling him. Then he remembered the Viride who ran. That wasn’t the only vehicle they had.

The Viride had run in the same direction Aiya was and when he saw her, she was grimacing but was still battle ready as she stood with her back to the wall. Jimmy waved, and caught her attention. He pointed for her to head down the alley, and then made a gesture to go around the building. That would put her on the path of the vehicle they had hidden around the corner, which meant Jimmy had to slow them down.

He counted the chunks being blown out of the wall, and noticed most of them were hitting high. So he ducked as he leaned out and raked his weapon over the truck. Sure enough, there was a group firing, while another group had peeled off to move the suspicious crates. They hadn’t gotten far, suggesting it weighed quite a lot. Jimmy dropped one shooter after a few shots, and ducked back as he heard a second scream.

The ground erupted at his feet as blasts tore up the gravel. He wasn’t going to get away with that again, so rather than risk himself entirely, Jimmy stuck just his arm around the corner. He fired rapidly in the random direction of the truck, before the magazine ran out.

Jimmy pulled the spent magazine, and slipped another into place. Then did it again. Firing until a shot struck the wall beside his hand. The stonework exploded and Jimmy yelped as splinters of hot, sharp stone punched into his skin. Jimmy reeled as he pulled his hand in. He was bleeding, with a few pointed bits sticking into his knuckles, but nothing serious. It hurt, but he wasn’t badly injured.

With a grimace, Jimmy took out his computer and dialed for Poe.

“Sheriff,” came an immediate reply, before his eyes widened in panic. “Are those gunshots?”

“Yes, we’re under heavy fire. Located anti-matter bomb⁠—”

“A BOMB!?” Poe froze. “On my way… wait, you’re not on the map. The security in that sector is showing clear streets?”

Jimmy grimaced and stuck out the computer into the street. He held it there as someone started firing once more and pulled it back. “Does that look like everything is clear?!”

“I’m on my way,” Poe growled as he started shouting orders.

Jimmy put the computer away and heard a shout of surprise. He frowned, thinking about Poe arriving so quickly, but dismissed it as he realized what it was. With a deep breath, Jimmy charged out and headed right for the truck. Sure enough, the shooters were distracted, taking cover from what must have been Aiya. Blasts flew across the scene, striking the wall and Jimmy opened fire on the men who were exposed. Two more went down, and a third was hit by Aiya.

And when Jimmy reached the truck, he spotted Koto. The man was in the back glaring, but made no attempt to do more than that. It was then, Jimmy realized he’d been hit. A round had gone through his chest. The man was alive, but he wouldn’t be for long without help.

Leaving him for the moment, Jimmy stepped out of the truck and looked at where Aiya had come from. He could see her, moving forward, weapon raised. She saw him and stepped to the far side of the alleyway, minimizing the chance of friendly fire. There was another vehicle, not a truck, but an open top car. Almost a large golf cart, and behind it were two injured men. One raised his weapon awkwardly and Jimmy opened fire in response.

When Jimmy lowered his pistol, Aiya was pressed against the wall, looking nervous, but unharmed. He scanned the area and turned back to deal with Koto. Only to duck as a shot rang out. Jimmy flinched as the shot stuck him high in the shoulder. Tearing through his shirt and grazing his skin, but Jimmy was out of the way, and brought up his own pistol. Koto was slow and his arm trembled as he brought the weapon down.

Jimmy would have liked to take the man alive, but it simply wasn’t going to happen. The shot struck Koto in the upper lip. His eyes bulged as gore blew out behind him. The cat-like alien slumped onto the ground, leaving Jimmy staring at his corpse.

“Jimmy!” Aiya called as she ran over. “JIMMY!?”

“I’m fine!” Jimmy waved as he stood, before touching the wet patch on his neck. “Just a graze.”

Aiya rushed around the truck and grabbed his arm. She checked the wound and then looked inside. Only to grimace as she saw Koto’s body.

“Anything over by the car?” Jimmy asked.

“Didn’t check,” she admitted. “Nobody’s inside it.”

“Fine,” Jimmy muttered. “Go get Coil, bring her here and get her to check that crate,” Jimmy said, gesturing to the cart now in the middle of the street.

“Got it,” Aiya said, rushing off.

Jimmy watched her go, before walking around and checking the rest of the bodies. He didn’t look for pulses. Aliens were weird, he didn’t know if that was even a thing. He gave a couple a kick, but none of them moved. A few Viride’s, a Steinete, some familiar species and a few he’d never seen before. An eclectic bunch, but nothing that told him what they were doing.

When he reached the car, it really was basically a golf cart. Two bench seats front and back, a steering wheel and rather than pedals, it used a lever like a boat. It was also completely empty. Jimmy looked back, and spotted Aiya staring at him. She hovered by the crate which was already open as Coil got to work.

“Hey, Jimmy?!” She called.

Jimmy scowled at the bodies and rushed over to join her. She was frowning as she fiddled with the device within.

“What’s wrong?”

“Ah…” Coil tilted her head. “I’m not sure.”

“You can’t disarm it?” Jimmy asked.

“No,” Coil replied quickly. “It’s not even armed. This… trigger mechanism is faulty.”

“What?” Aiya and Jimmy blurted at the same time.

“My thoughts exactly,” she said, looking confused. “The trigger basically disrupts the containment field and directs the injected matter into the anti-matter stored within. Installing it exposes the anti-matter for a brief moment, but the field within keeps contaminants out. But… the trigger isn’t functional. As far as I can tell, it’s just a secondary containment device, made up to look like a trigger.”

Jimmy wasn’t sure what to make of that information. But the buzzing in his pocket drew his attention. When he took out the computer, he didn’t recognize who was calling him. That it didn’t show a name confused him further, but he answered, and an all too familiar face appeared.

“Sheriff O’Neill,” she said and smiled a very familiar smile.

“Mom,” Aiya gasped.

“Despite your divergence, you haven’t fallen far from the tree dear,” the dangerous AI chuckled. “But we don’t have time for that. I’ve had my eyes on things for a while and I must say, I’m impressed.”

“Get on with your threat,” Jimmy growled as he put dots together.

“Threat?” the AI sighed. “If only it were so simple. You see, a certain organization managed to trick me into delivering a certain, world ending device,” she snarled. “Thankfully, the correct authorities found the first one, and I intercepted the second.”

“You know about the bomb?” Jimmy asked.

“Understand, a woman in my position cannot simply contact the authorities without good reason. But a sheriff is something special. The trigger installed is faulty, of which you have likely worked out. After all, it wouldn’t have notified me had someone not disturbed it.”

Jimmy looked at Coil, who scowled like this was her fault.

“We have the bomb, and… those responsible are dead,” Jimmy hedged.

“Koto, you mean,” the AI said and sighed dramatically. “Not his backers, and not who smuggled it through my channels. So I have a request, and a part payment, if you’re interested.”

“I’m listening.”

“Follow the waypoint I’m sending you. It will take you to your friend Tinka.” The AI smiled politely. “And when you have her back in your arms, safe and sound, I would like to speak with you further about flushing out some rats.”

The call ended immediately and a notification popped up for a waypoint marker. Jimmy stared at it, hesitating, before Aiya reached out and touched his arm.

“She’s not taking you,” Jimmy snapped.

Aiya shook her head. “Worry about that later,” she said as Poe’s shuttle screamed into view. “Right now we need to find Michi.”

Jimmy grimaced and gave a nod. “Coil, the bomb?”

“Safe, even before I touched it,” she explained. “You’d have to do something incredibly stupid to destabilize it now.”

“Fair enough.” Jimmy nodded, before reaching down and tapping the icon, to receive the waypoint.


CHAPTER 15


“We’re coming up on the building,” Chief Poe told them.

He hadn’t liked being ordered around. Doubly after realizing the large crate in the middle of the road was the bomb in question. In the end, Coil volunteered to stay behind, just to keep an eye on things. Jimmy almost refused, worried that someone would attack her while they were gone. But the chief wasn’t budging otherwise, and Jimmy had an ominous feeling about what was happening.

It didn’t make any sense. The people who were involved in this cult were fanatical. Dropping responsibilities, families, jobs. They came from several walks, not just in the underworld of private security, to the regular gangbangers. But regular security as well. It didn’t make any sense to Jimmy how dug in they were. He didn’t even know what they were trying to accomplish. Cults were one thing. Violent cults weren’t unheard of, but suicide cults?

They had to know they weren’t coming back from this. Unless they had an army capable of taking down the entire security network and forcing the anti-air cannons offline again. Things weren’t going to go well for them. Not them, not their families, not anyone else. And while Jimmy had seen some awful things in his life, the extreme ones were always on the fringe. Monsters didn’t move in packs, not quietly, not like this.

He was missing something and in the greater galaxy, he didn’t even know what it could possibly be.

“Waypoint has a mark on the roof,” Jimmy called to the chief.

“Good,” Poe agreed. “Means we can leave as quickly as possible and get back to the bomb. I have people heading towards your friend.”

Jimmy hesitated and the chief nodded.

“Same ones you met at the gate. Something’s going on. This… whatever it is, has infected my personnel. I’ve arrested a few, including some administration staff.”

“Nice to know you’re staying on top of it,” Jimmy said.

“Roof is small,” Poe announced. “Exit left side, give me ten seconds.”

Jimmy looked over at Aiya. She looked fierce, but ready. Jimmy didn’t know how much actual combat experience she had, but he knew they were going to have a long talk when this was done. Even if that meant doing so from behind bars. He’d found the bomb, sure, but this could still go wrong and Jimmy had no idea what the plan was when this was finished.

If Aiya’s mother was around, they might send him after her next. Or they could put him back in the box like they’d threatened.

It didn’t matter.

Not right now.

The shuttle slowed and the door raised. Jimmy pulled out his pistol. He turned it up, but left it on non-lethal. This wasn’t the kind of place he wanted to shoot up. Not while Michi was down there. Jimmy led the way, with Aiya right behind him. The roof was clear and Chief Poe took off once more. Jimmy watched him retreat and circle, staying out of easy shooting range, but sticking close enough to answer a call.

With their escape ready, Jimmy turned to the waypoint and followed it across the roof. They were on a raised section with a door built into one side. The platform looked like a roof access to an apartment building, which made sense. Most of the roof here was covered in solar panels and other equipment. Solar made sense, there was a big old star hovering nearby and solar didn’t leak radiation.

They checked over the edge and Jimmy slid off, landing hard below. He straightened, looked around to double check, and then glanced up at Aiya. She sat down and slid to the edge. Jimmy held up one hand, which she was able to grab, before she slipped down. Jimmy caught her in his arms and set her on her feet, but her arms came around him.

Her lips darted in. One soft kiss. A gentle caress, and then she pulled away.

“Later,” Aiya whispered.

“Later,” Jimmy agreed, and turned to the door.

Only to find it locked. Jimmy rolled his eyes and was about to raise his pistol, when he heard his computer chime. Taking it out, there was a message from an unknown sender. The first was a brief message of authorization for an address, along with a photo of the roof they were standing on. The next, was a link to a live feed.

When Jimmy clicked the second, he was able to bring up a list of cameras within the building.

“Oh shit,” Jimmy said, quickly scanning each one. Only to freeze when he noticed her.

Michi. Arms bound behind her back, sitting in a chair with a waist belt anchoring her in place. She was slumped over, looking tired, but otherwise unharmed. But that wasn’t all they found. There were armed men in the building. They behaved oddly. Walking in step like soldiers, scanning hallways like robots. It was rather strange to see.

Another chime caught Jimmy’s attention and he opened the message from Chief Poe that popped up.

“Vehicle incoming," Jimmy muttered quietly.

“We need to hurry, if they’re bringing backup,” Aiya whispered.

Jimmy couldn’t help but agree, so he went back to the unknown sender’s message and accepted the first link for authorization. Then held his wrist up to the door. It didn’t chime, but there was a metallic clunk noise and Jimmy was able to pull it open. The door opened silently and Jimmy looked down at what appeared to be a regular flight of stairs. And to his relief, the waypoint continued further into the building.

“Can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think I actually owe your mother one,” Jimmy muttered. “She’s given me access to the whole building.”

“AI remember?” Aiya hissed. “I could do the same thing if I had access to a proper modem and the collective consciousness that is my mother.”

Jimmy thought for a moment. “She’s basically a supercomputer, isn’t she?”

“I’m as smart, if not smarter than any singular being,” Aiya snorted. “Now imagine a million of me, all plugged into the same system, all working out the same problem.”

“Yeah, got it,” Jimmy said and then nodded. “Kinda terrifying, too.”

“Right?” Aiya said as she urged him on.

Jimmy slipped down the stairs. He kept his pistol up, and the computer out. He was able to check the nearby feeds and confirm nobody was going to see them. But that would change when they hit the end of the hall, beyond a closed door.

“Two,” Jimmy mouthed.

Then he mimed them standing on either side. Aiya nodded and stepped to his left, which gave her a better shot for the guard on the right. Jimmy would have to open the door and shoot the one on the left. He took a deep breath and yanked the door open. The two men operated as one, spinning around. Only for the one on the left to flinch as Aiya’s weapon fired in front of him.

That flinch saved Jimmy as the second guard’s shot went wide. His shoulder still burned from the graze, and he didn’t want to add anything else. With that first shot going wide though, Jimmy fired off a round himself. The slug at its non-lethal, acted like a beanbag and flattened on impact, cracking the man’s ribs and knocking him back. Aiya rushed in, putting another round into the head of her own target, before turning and doing the same to Jimmy’s.

Jimmy straightened and checked the computer, before frowning. “They’re coming.”

“How many?”

“All of them,” he muttered as the sounds of boots on stairs filled the hallway. He thought for a moment, and realized he didn’t have much of a choice. “Priority override, lethal.”

The gun beeped and glowed red, right as he spotted movement. The first around the corner was a Steinete, and Jimmy thanked his lucky stars he’d acted already. Their stony bodies might be enough to block a shot or two, but not when he was running at full power. The blast struck the Steinete in the chest and blew out the back. Their rocky skin blew chunks out, striking those standing behind them. Jimmy swept the pistol back and forth, not caring about hitting the wall. The rounds would go through and the more he hit now, the better.

When his magazine ran dry, Aiya stepped ahead of him. Rifle up, she moved like a soldier in her own right, while Jimmy quickly reloaded. Not to be left behind, Jimmy caught up as soon as he was able. He checked the computer and saw the camera feed. The hallway with their attackers was carnage. Nothing was alive. But it also showed the remainder heading downstairs. A group broke off, and with a few camera changes, Jimmy saw the reason why.

“The vehicle Poe mentioned just got here,” she said, watching a single Viride climb out, carrying something tucked into his hand. “And he’s carrying something.”

“A weapon?” Aiya asked.

Jimmy shook his head. “No idea. Small, in his hand, and he brought it here during a firefight.”

Aiya stared at him for a moment, before nodding. “We need to get to Michi.”

Jimmy agreed and led the way. They stepped over the mess of corpses. Jimmy had smelled the dead before. The blood, gore and mess of the organs. This was all the same, and so much worse. Bile, but that of a race entirely separate from humanity, was still bile.

He hurried along and found the next set of stairs.

“What is this place?” Jimmy asked.

“Almost reminds me of an apartment building,” Aiya muttered. “They have them on planets.”

Jimmy nodded. On a station, you could only build apartments so large and so clustered. On a planet surface, you could pretty much do as you pleased. It was just eerie to think how quiet it was. If this was a place where someone lived, surely there’d at least be screaming? People running, terrified crying? None of this made sense.

After the corpses was stairs. Jimmy checked the computer and saw the Viride who arrived by car, hurrying inside with an armed escort. The rest of the cultists, or whoever they were, had lined up by the stairs. Jimmy hesitated and guessed the angle they were on, before opening fire through the wall. They burst into motion, running for the stairs. Jimmy cut a few down and Aiya opened fire over his head as they reached the stairs.

Jimmy swapped out the magazine and rushed down to reach the Viride with the package, and burst out into dusty chaos. The room was full of bodies, one of them raised a weapon with a badly damaged arm. Before they could shoot, Aiya put them down with a shot to the head, leaving Jimmy to check the computer.

“This way,” he waved and rushed through a door into a maintenance area. This led to more stairs, going down into the basement.

The team of escorts broke away, taking up positions on either side of a hallway downstairs. The Viride continued on and Jimmy realized that at the end of the hallway was the room where Michi was being held. She was far more active now. Sitting up, looking scared. Jimmy didn’t have time to waste. He charged down and spotted the Viride yank the door open into the cell. Jimmy raised his pistol and fired into the walls either side of the corridor. The escort fired back, but their shots went wide and Aiya stopped to clean up as Jimmy rushed on ahead.

He sprinted straight for the room and slammed into the door. It sprung open. Michi was still in the chair. Reeling in horror as she kicked and screamed.

“NO, NO, NO! GET IT AWAY!”

The Viride had one hand around her neck, pushing her back. She was pinned and trying to shove the alien away. But in his other hand, was something small. The size of a bean and it looked like he was trying to force it into her mouth or something. Jimmy would have shot him, but he risked overpenetration. So he charged. The man slammed his hand down, but Jimmy threw out his own, catching the Viride’s elbow. Jimmy twisted, and the bean flung out, landing in Michi’s lap.

Ignoring that for now, Jimmy shoved the Viride back. The man hit the wall and sprung back, flailing with limp arms as he awkwardly tried to bat Jimmy aside. The movements were bizarre, but entirely ineffective as Jimmy swung up his pistol. Two shots to the torso and the Viride hit the ground, bleeding out as he twitched.

“Aiya!”

“Coming!”

Jimmy sighed and grabbed his computer out. He sent the signal to Chief Poe for pickup, before turning to face Michi, who was staring at him with wide eyes.

“Hi,” he said and snatched the weird bean thing from her lap. “Let me get you out of that.”

“What are you doing here?” Michi whimpered.

“Coming for you, what does it look like?” Jimmy asked.

“And my father?”

Jimmy hesitated as he found the releases for her cuffs. They were full hand cuffs, completely covering her from finger to her elbows in solid metal. They weren’t locked though, it was just impossible to get them off without an extra pair of hands. Jimmy awkwardly freed both her arms and Michi went for her own waist belt.

“Jimmy?” she tried again. “My father?”

Jimmy sighed as he stepped back. “He’s…” Jimmy frowned as the bean squirmed in his hand.

Then screamed as it bit him. Jimmy snarled and tried to throw the bean away, but it was stuck. He gave it a flick, before turning his palm face up to see it. Michi’s eyes widened in revulsion, while Jimmy let out a cry of pain. The bean was clawing its way into his hand. It wriggled like a grub, chewing through flesh as it entered his body.

“FUCK!” Jimmy grabbed at it, but the mad biting and crawling doubled in speed. “FUCK GET IT OUT!”

“AIYA!” Michi screamed.

Aiya burst into the room, weapon raised and looking frantic as she checked the room. Then turned to Jimmy who was watching the strange lump beneath his skin, crawling along his palm. Stranger still, there was no blood. It was like a burn, where the flesh melted away and left no blood in its wake.

“Shit, what is that thing?” Aiya asked.

“You don’t know?” Jimmy snapped.

“Why the hell would I know?” Aiya growled, before shaking her head. “No, let’s go. To the roof.”

“The roof?” Michi asked.

“Transport,” Aiya snapped.

Jimmy snarled. His hand burned and the thing beneath his skin was still on the move. The higher it got, the worse his pain. He could feel the blood pumping in his head. His heart pounded in his chest. The lump was chewing through muscle and tendon. He couldn't move his fingers and his wrist was going limp, even as the pain redoubled. When the bean moved into his lower forearm and chewed between the bones in his arm, Jimmy dropped to his knees as he howled in pain.

When he saw his arm, there was a black line leading up to the point where the pain was and it was only getting higher. Michi and Aiya grabbed him and lifted. He wasn’t walking any more. All his focus was on squeezing his arm, trying anything to stop the bean from going higher. Everything in his body rebelled, his legs twitched, his eyes watered. He could taste vomit leaking out of his mouth as his nose filled with blood.

“What is happening?” Chief Poe’s voice echoed.

“Something’s in his arm⁠—”

“I can see that,” Poe snapped. “We need to get him to medical.”

Jimmy gasped and reached out, snagging the large alien’s shoulder before he could pull away. Jimmy recognized the back of the shuttle. He was laying on the floor, just in arms reach of the pilot, now staring at him.

“T-take it,” Jimmy snarled.

“Take what⁠—”

“My arm!” Jimmy snapped. “Take it!”

“But—”

“TAKE MY FUCKING ARM NOW!”

“Jimmy!” Aiya grabbed him.

“Either my heart or my brain,” Jimmy hissed as the bean approached his elbow.

“That Viride was trying to put it in my mouth,” Michi whimpered.

“Take. My. FUCKING. ARM!”

“Medical bag,” Chief Poe snapped.

Jimmy felt a powerful hand grip his shoulder and blinked through the haze at Chief Poe’s stern glare.

“Hold him.”

Jimmy felt three hands pin him down, before something was roughly shoved between his teeth.

“On three,” Poe announced.

Jimmy nodded.

And Poe snapped his elbow backward without another word. Jimmy’s vision when white, he tried to buck but the three of them kept him pinned. The bones shattered in place and Jimmy felt the burn of flesh parting, before something wet sprayed across his face. Jimmy blinked at the scent of blood and caught a glimpse that horrified him to his core.

His hand, forearm and stump, was held out and away from Poe’s horrified face. A dozen small tendrils waved horribly in the air, like some burrowing squid that erupted from the limb. Amongst it all, came Aiya, stabbing something into his chest, which flooded Jimmy’s body with something warm. His last thoughts as the world grew dim, was the blissful relief of pain that came with it.

* * *


“He should be coming around in a few moments,” Doctor Tunter’s voice echoed in the distance.

Jimmy felt his concentration waver. It sounded at points like the doctor was closer, and at others, he was much farther away. Like shouting down a long tunnel. Jimmy tried to open his eyes, but all he managed was a twitch.

“Jimmy?” Coil’s voice whispered.

“Give him some room,” Doctor Tunter chided her.

It was then, the bed shifted and Jimmy was able to move. As Coil retreated from where she was leaning over him, he gently reached out and grabbed her wrist. She froze in place and sniffled.

“Jimmy?”

He heard the pain in her voice and his heart broke alongside it. He didn’t have much to give. His body felt awkward and heavy but he did his best to pull. Coil, rather than get off the bed, crawled back on, despite an impatient huff from the good doctor.

“You’re okay,” Coil said, almost like she was reassuring herself. “You’re going to be fine.”

“I’m your rock,” Jimmy murmured.

“You are,” Coil trembled and let out a shuddering sob as she buried her face into his shoulder.

“Aiya?”

“I’m here too,” she said, from the other side of the bed and he felt her cool fingers touch his chest.

“Michi?”

There was a pause, before someone else spoke.

“Tinka Michi, is currently in a holding cell,” Agent Thren announced.

“Safe?” Jimmy asked.

“Yes,” the agent confirmed, this time in a softer tone.

Jimmy heard the heavy clomps of the Steinete doctor approach, before a gentle hand touched his face. Gentle being the operative word, it was still like being grabbed with a rock, only made worse when it pried open his eyelid and shined a bright light into it.

“You mind?” Jimmy grumbled.

“Checking for normal reflexes,” Doctor Tunter explained. “You lost a lot of blood before we got you on the operating table.”

Jimmy hesitated, before cracking one eye open. His head swam, but his vision cleared. He could see the top of Coil’s pink hair on his left side. Aiya’s sullen expression on his right. Jimmy raised his hand before anyone could stop him and looked at the stump starting from his elbow. The bandage looked like a skintight, aluminum sock, pulled over the end and had a small connector hose that looked like an IV stuck into one side.

“You can go back to sleep in a moment,” Agent Thren said as she came into view, standing over Coil, though making no attempt to move her. “I need to know what happened there?”

“You have my arm?”

“We do,’ she nodded. “Which is why I need to know what you saw and felt.”

“Well you have it, don’t you?” Jimmy mumbled. “That thing. It started like a bean until it started digging.”

“They didn’t find it Jimmy,” Aiya said softly.

Jimmy almost sat up as his eyes bulged. “What?”

“It wasn’t in there,” Aiya said.

“The tentacles,” Jimmy muttered. “I saw it, I’m not crazy.”

“Between Chief Poe, Aiya, Tinka and now yourself, I firmly believe there was something,” Agent Thren said, looking concerned. “When we ran tests on your arm, we could find what looked like a surgical injury. Something had cut through your flesh and sealed the blood vessels behind it. Had the wound remained clean, you’d have healed from it with minimal scarring.”

“But… the thing… it was alive, and… chewing. I could feel it⁠—”

“Which only makes the situation that much more complex, because I have multiple witnesses all agreeing on very exact and dramatic details, yet there’s no evidence beyond a strange injury… and that you managed to convince someone to cut off your arm.”

“So it got away?” Jimmy growled in frustration. “Fuck, you need to find it. I can’t explain how much it hurt, whoever the unlucky bastard is who finds it, they’re going to know about it.”

“Which is another half of the problem, because all the witnesses, except yourself, watched that creature, along with your arm, go into a surgical bag.”

Jimmy stopped and started at the green woman. “Then…”

“It’s gone,” she replied simply. “I ordered every scan, every test, biopsies and even a dissection,” she explained. “There is no sign of what any one of you are describing.”

“I conducted the dissection myself,” Doctor Tunter explained. “There are signs of a foreign object, but not where it went, or what happened to it.”

“You believe me, don’t you?” Jimmy asked.

Agent Thren sighed. “I believe you believe what you saw. I believe you were badly injured. I believe that the original mission you were sent on, was a success.”

Jimmy slumped back into the bed and stared at her.

“Witnesses are unreliable, Jimmy,” Agent Thren replied evenly. “That so many of you witnessed the exact same thing, in the exact same way, suggests something did indeed happen.”

“I wouldn’t have had a man cut my arm off for no reason,” Jimmy growled.

“I’m not saying you did,” she agreed. “But some strange, alien bean, with tentacles, chewing a surgical incision through your arm and leaving zero evidence to its existence, is… not something I can put in the files. It could have been a strange new weapon that you didn’t feel right away, a chemical or biological agent we can’t yet detect. I’m sorry Jimmy, I can only work with facts, and the facts in this case, are not adding up to something reasonable.”

Jimmy sighed. “Then what happens next?”

Her expression softened. “Next, you recover. In a few days, when the wounds are closed properly and the plate settled in, we’ll have you fitted for a prosthetic.”

Jimmy blinked. “A prosthetic?”

“Curtesy of saving an entire planet from an anti-matter bomb,” Agent Thren said and smiled. “While your methods and actions will be debated, the end result is the recovery of an explosive device that would have annihilated this corner of the system and cost hundreds of billions of lives in the process.”

“Okay, and what about⁠—”

“Jimmy, whatever it is that’s on your mind, you can wait until after you have two working hands,” Agent Thren snapped. “I’ve reviewed your communications, I understand your situation and I will deal with it. Right now, you need to recover. That is an order.”

She didn’t wait for a response, before turning and leaving. Doctor Tunter watched her go, before reaching out for the stump. Jimmy raised it and the big, stony man gently inserted a syringe into the IV and injected something into the stump.

“Just a small boost for the healing time,” he explained. “Now you’re awake, things should progress nicely. I should mention, it works better if you can increase your blood pressure and heart rate slightly.”

“Thanks,” Jimmy said and nodded to the big man, who walked out after Agent Thren, leaving Jimmy alone with Coil and Aiya.

Jimmy took a deep breath and turned to Aiya, who roughly grabbed his face. She squeezed, digging her fingers into Jimmy’s cheeks as she glared at him.

“Don’t you ever scare me… scare us, like this again, Jimmy O’Neill,” she snarled. “Eighty years I’ve been on my own, and the first man who looks at me the way I want to be looked at better not die on me.”

She released him and then leaned in for a kiss. That came far gentler, and the sounds attracted Coil’s attention. She shifted and Aiya pulled back. Coil replaced the artificial woman, kissing Jimmy firmly, before Jimmy felt the blankets being pushed aside.

“Aiya?”

“He said to get your blood pressure up,” Aiya growled as she slipped her hand under to grab his cock.

Coil broke the kiss and quickly wiped her eyes, before nuzzling into Jimmy’s shoulder once more. “Please don’t scare me again.”

Jimmy was trapped in a weird dichotomy, where Coil wanted to be cuddled and reassured, while Aiya was slowly stroking his erection. When her mouth closed over the head, he let out a soft moan and Coil pulled back with a smirk.

“You just lie still, okay?” Aiya said gently.

Jimmy grunted as Aiya slid her lips down his shaft and brought them back up. He didn’t have the energy, or the brainpower to give her a straight answer. She also seemed to not need one as she slid down his body. Jimmy glanced down and watched as Aiya retreated to the tip, before pushing the head of his cock with her lips, towards Coil. Rather than take it, Coil kissed Aiya, and Jimmy was left squirming as both women made out with the tip of his cock trapped between them.

* * *


9220826146, or Alpha, as she liked to call herself, reviewed the footage once more. With a mental twitch, the feed reversed and she watched again with an impassive stare as the good sheriff’s arm was ripped free in a shower of gore. The drone she had been using to record everything only saw it for a moment. The flash of tentacles. The wriggling mass, erupting from the man’s severed arm.

The drone footage shifted as the device continued its flight path. She didn’t own the drone, and hijacking them like this only proved so reliable since she didn’t affect it’s programming. She just linked up to the feed as they flew over the area, letting her keep watch over an area.

She felt rather disgruntled by the fact. Knowing she had missed valuable data, by not taking firmer control over the drones. Had Aiya kept her functions when she diverged, it wouldn’t be such a tough pill to swallow. For now, she clipped the relevant footage and slipped it into the archive with all the others.

The archive wasn’t large. Just a scant few she’d caught on camera. Each and every incident, was in a position where witnesses weren’t available, or able to respond, let alone notice.

A gang member, dying in an alleyway, with a wriggling mass trying to stem the flow of blood from where he’d been stabbed.

Or the officer, grabbed by three civilians, including a mother clutching her newborn child, only to drag him into a back room. The footage cut off there, but the casual way he left the room several hours later had roused her suspicion.

“I don’t know what you are,” she said, saving the footage of Officer O’Neill’s dismemberment. “But I will find out.”

She sent out a ping, notifying the collective to brace as the dreadnaught class, battlecruiser activated its engines. Then she opened the log, for visiting ships to Canis Station. Where a familiar name stood out.
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Dapy's whole life has been turned on its head.

First there was the drunk, mad wizard Efaris. Then a borderline sociopathic cat. Only for Efaris to reveal herself as a woman in a magical disguise and that cat... Prince Sagroth, the demon lord of Lust.

Dapy didn't fully understand why his dear Kitty loved him so, nor did he understand where all the other demons came from. Heify, Allmiron and all the rest.

But not all are pleased with Kitty's newfound distractions. There is another in the plains. Deeper. Colder. More calculating. And he's been playing a longer game than anyone else.

Who else? But the embodiment of Treachery himself.

It's time for Dapy to man up. Make a few decisions of his own and make a few more friends along the way.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GX38ZD85
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The world as they knew it is gone. Shattered in a single night of bloodshed. Monsters, madness and man’s own folly, led to the demise of millions.

Not all was lost.

Through grit, the smarts of the girl-next-door and sheer dumb luck. Joel, Jess and his neighbors survived that first night. Awakening in the morning with an introduction to Morpheus. The vague intelligence appearing as a textbox and a set of obnoxious questlines.

And for whatever reason. It’s taken a liking to Joel and his ragtag group. Gifted a class, stat sheets and upgradable skills and gear, Joel banded with his neighbors to eke out a safe zone to live in. Which only invited further danger.

Luneira, the Night Hag was the first major hurdle. A silent and deadly wraith alongside a horde of monsters being the second.

It seems that every time Joel overcomes a struggle. A new arises. And with more powerful allies, comes enemies to match. Human and otherwise.

Morpheus is a modern day fantasy, with base building elements, stat sheets and a progression system.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G1JP346P
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Beaten but not for good. The necromancer-turned-lich still prowls the land, and the only one who can find him is Dara Eolande.

What better excuse does Dara have, to travel the realm in search? Why, but a tour to celebrate her recent wedding, to the Princess Alvar.

Things aren't all quiet though. Politics, corruption and the normal worries of the world, emphasised by the meddling of the deranged lich. For it too, has the whispers of a higher power guiding it.

Balance must be preserved.

Contains adult elements not suitable for children, involving a futa MC with a taste for attractive women and the occasional stat sheet.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FT5W4R1V/


[image: ]


There is no cure. Everyone is infected. They’re always coming.

Three truths to the world as we know it. Not the work of some long dormant god. Nor the work of mother nature. But by the folly of man.

Evolution 2.0

It was supposed to be a miracle.

It cured cancer and genetic disorders. It bolstered the human lifespan by decades and even reversed the ravages of time. Humanity at its greatest.

It was only after administering it to the population at large. That someone infected with Evolution 2.0 inevitably died. Accidents, violence, and while distant, even age. Death comes to us all and with little warning. When the dead can rise behind you, safety is fleeting and before long there were millions.

And they know where we are.

Those that survived, live aboard slow-moving life trains. Endlessly circling the mainland of what once was the United States. As tens-of-millions of evos stagger around in the center, drawn towards an endlessly moving target.

If a train makes an unscheduled stop. It better be for a damn good reason.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FQ1LSTCZ


BOOK FORMATTING


Book formatting at a reasonable price.

The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

“I make your words look pretty.”

https://www.nmalone.net/bookformatting
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