
  
    [image: HAVOC]
  


  
    
      HAVOC

      ALIEN CAPTAIN'S ALLIANCE

    

    
      
        HATTIE JACKS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Hattie Jacks

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Editing: Epona Author Services

      Cover: Kasmit Covers

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Lexi

      

      
        2. Bron

      

      
        3. Lexi

      

      
        4. Graal

      

      
        5. Bron

      

      
        6. Lexi

      

      
        7. Graal

      

      
        8. Lexi

      

      
        9. Bron

      

      
        10. Lexi

      

      
        11. Graal

      

      
        12. Lexi

      

      
        13. Bron

      

      
        14. Lexi

      

      
        15. Graal

      

      
        16. Bron

      

      
        17. Lexi

      

      
        18. Bron

      

      
        19. Graal

      

      
        20. Lexi

      

      
        21. Bron

      

      
        22. Lexi

      

      
        23. Graal

      

      
        24. Lexi

      

      
        25. Bron

      

      
        26. Graal

      

      
        27. Lexi

      

      
        28. Bron

      

      
        29. Graal

      

      
        30. Lexi

      

      
        31. Bron

      

      
        32. Graal

      

      
        33. Lexi

      

      
        34. Bron

      

      
        35. Graal

      

      
        36. Lexi

      

      
        37. Bron

      

      
        38. Lexi

      

      
        39. Bron

      

      
        40. Graal

      

      
        41. Lexi

      

      
        42. Bron

      

      
        43. Graal

      

      
        44. Lexi

      

      
        45. Bron

      

      
        46. Lexi

      

      
        47. Graal

      

      
        48. Bron

      

      
        49. Lexi

      

      
        50. Graal

      

      
        51. Lexi

      

      
        52. Bron

      

      
        53. Lexi

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Lexi

      

      
        Bron

      

      
        Graal

      

    

    
      
        Also by Hattie Jacks

      

      
        Just who is this Hattie Jacks anyway?

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            LEXI

          

        

      

    

    
      I sit back in the ridiculously comfortable commander’s chair on my spaceship and prop my booted feet up on the console with a contented sigh.

      The ship, Silver, is top of the line StarCraft. She’s perfect in every way, from her Solar engines to her quality food dispensers. I’m completely in love with her. The comm chimes with the most beautiful sound, one the AI on board has designed based on my DNA. It tinkles like a symphony, and there’s just no way I could possibly ignore it.

      “Answer comm,” I tell the computer. I could have just thought it, given that I also tuned the AI to my brainwaves.

      What appears on the screen in front of me is one furious Haalux warrior. His iridescent gray skin shines with health and his electric blue hallan marking flashes in the light.

      “Oh, Hi, Bron. What can I do for you?” I say brightly, with one of my best smiles.

      Ah, the Haalux. The Harom galaxy’s version of police, space force and all round badasses. At least that’s what the big, serious gray warriors would have you believe. They have the best ships, best tech, and frankly, the muscle power to carry out their duties to their Empire, normally with extreme prejudice. I struggle to take them seriously. Mostly I try to avoid them. I’d rather not have the attention of the Empire on what I do for a living, where possible.

      “Don’t ‘Hi Bron’ me, female!” The Haalux warrior fires out at me, his scarred face twisting into a snarl.

      Bron’s movie star good looks are completely spoiled by his obvious ire. All of the Haalux are built, gorgeous, and completely asexual most of the time due to their weird mating habits.

      Bron is a prime example, black shoulder length hair I’d love to run my fingers through, high cheekbones, piercing orange eyes and full lips I could kiss forever. The scar running over his forehead gives him a bad boy vibe that, under normal circumstances, I’d fall for immediately.

      “Where is my stealth drive?” He shouts.

      When I said Silver was perfect, I meant almost perfect.

      “What stealth drive would that be, Captain?” I say, saccharine sweet. I twist a lock of my long dark hair around a finger and do my level best to look innocent.

      I’ve not been innocent for a very long time, so it’s an expression I practice in the mirror regularly. Looks like it’s not working on Bron, though. He’s gone the Haalux equivalent of puce, which means he’s a darker shade of silvery gray. He thumps his fist on his console and I hear the crunch over the comm.

      Sounds expensive.

      “That would be the stealth drive you’ve stolen from me when Forat showed you the engines, Lexi!” He yells.

      “Now, now, Bron, no need to get your pants in a twist,” I say, calmly.

      I really shouldn’t be wondering what he keeps in his trousers at the moment either. From what I’ve heard, Haalux males are as well-endowed as they are muscle bound party poopers, even if they rarely use what’s found between their legs.

      “I’m just borrowing it for a while, and you owe me, remember?” I say, maintaining my innocence vibe.

      He lets out the angriest snort I’ve ever heard, and I hear him drumming his clawed fingers. He does owe me, and he knows it. I found him, half his crew, the scariest Haalux General ever and a very pregnant human woman on the slave planet, Lyra. Then I helped them all escape the clutches of the Grolix warlord who ran the place, all for no extra charge. Without me, he’d still be stuck in Hardag’s dungeon.

      Shame the Haalux couldn’t have done their usual space police act on that occasion. The nasty green pig-like Grolix slave master running the planet had escaped along with another species that seemed to bother the Haalux some.

      “I want it back. I’m coming over. You’d better let us board.” Bron eventually says, with a level of authority I’m used to hearing from a Haalux Captain.

      Bron thinks of himself as some sort of maverick. He’s just the same as the rest of them, but with a better ship and haircut.

      “Sorry Bron, no can do. I’m needed by my client and I’ve got to get on. I tell you what. I’ll meet you on Crison in a week and you can buy me a drink to say thank you. Maybe I’ll also return your stealth drive too. How’s that for an offer you can’t refuse?”

      I mean, I’m Lexi. I’m the galaxy’s go to for anything that needs stealing, killing, or, sometimes babysitting. I party hard, play hard, and work hard. Who wouldn’t want a date with me? Unfortunately, from the look on Bron’s face, I’m guessing my offer hasn’t gone down well.

      “We’re going to board you in five minutes, Lexi. Have the drive ready for me.” It appears like he’s going full Haalux Empire on this occasion.

      “Okay, Honeybunch.” I smile at him and end the comm.

      “Stealth now and instant jump for saved co-ordinates ‘Lexi five’.” I say to the AI.

      “As you wish, mistress.” It replies in a smooth male voice I’m never going to get tired of hearing.

      The lights on the bridge dim as the stealth drive engages. I might’ve been in space for a while, but I still hold my breath waiting for the engines to engage and for the force pushing me back in my seat when we hyper-jump across the galaxy. I’ll be a long way away from Bron, the Haalux captain, and his Hunter-Class ship, Freebird, so much closer to my client and my waiting credits. Then I can relax.

      I reach under my chair and pull out the odd-looking lump of metal studded with bogey green nodules I was tasked with retrieving from Lyra. That had been the straightforward part. I only hung around and ended up saving Bron’s sorry arse because I’d spotted Tara, a pregnant human woman, waddling through the Grolix fortress.

      What are the chances I’d meet another human, let alone another English human woman, after all this time in a galaxy, light years from the Milky Way? It’s been ten years since I’d awakened in the stinking hold of an alien space ship, so I guess I was due to meet another person, eventually. It was a human folly to believe we were alone in the universe, and it would be a similar folly to believe I’m not the only female stolen away from Earth for alien slavery.

      These days I prefer to concentrate on the life I’ve made for myself, rather than how I got here.

      With yet another beautiful symphony, the comm has my attention. This time, rather than the pleasant-but-pissed countenance of Bron, I’m faced with Xil, an Ulongi pirate cum trader and my current contract handler. He is scarlet, with a skin texture that would make Freddy Krueger envious. His yellow eyes glitter unpleasantly as he leans forward into the camera, causing me to move backwards involuntarily.

      “Hey, sexy Lexi!” He’s the only one that gets away with that title and that’s only because he pays me. “Whatcha got for me?”

      I heft the strange lump of green studded metal from hand to hand. “This is what your client needed stealing back from the Grolix? Your contracts are getting odder, Xil.”

      His eyes widen as he sees the thing.

      “Fah eggs are highly prized as a delicacy, providing they are unfertilized and unmolested.” He says, with a hint of a smile.

      I nearly drop the lump, only just catching it before it hits the ground.

      “This fucking ugly thing is an egg? Ugh!” I put it down very carefully on the console in front of me.  “What the fuck sort of creature lays an egg like that?”

      “Not something you’d like to meet, Lexi, darling.” Xil croons. He obviously wants something.

      I was always completely useless at reading human beings, but when it comes to aliens, they seem almost transparent in their lusts, desires, or emotions. I can tell what an alien of any species wants from half a click away. It’s almost as if I was born to be in another galaxy, and I prefer my current status to what I was born to be on Earth.

      “Cut the crap, Xil. What’s the contract?” I sigh.

      “It’s such a simple one, Lexi. You’ll do it with your eyes closed.” He says, his mouth breaking into a smile full of sharp blue teeth that makes him look like a great white shark.

      I know it’s going to be a shit contract.  But if it’s shit, it’ll pay well and I need the credits.

      “Come and get your ugly-ass egg, and we’ll discuss whether I want your ‘simple’ contract.” I make quotation marks in the air. “Bring something decent to drink this time too. That last bottle had me throwing up for about a fortnight.”

      Xil laughs, his one saving grace, the high-pitched giggling sound is enough to set me off.  “Sure, sweet thing. I’m sending my coordinates through.” He terminates the comm at his end and the bridge of Silver is quiet.

      I throw my head back over the headrest of my chair and let out a long breath. Turns out there is no peace for the Harom Galaxy’s only female space marauder.
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      “She’s jumped, Captain.” My second in command, Jak, calls across the bridge to me.

      “For fuck’s sake!” I grind out. “Coordinates?”

      “She used the stealth drive. We can’t get a fix on her engine signature.”

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I knew she was trouble from the first time I saw her, standing in Hardag’s dungeon, looking like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.

      She saved me from being torn limb from limb by General Kylar, who thought I had messed up the rescue mission for his mate. I hadn’t. It was all part of the plan, but then you try and get that through to a General, who’s reputation is such that even our leader, Rexitor, handles him with naxix gloves.

      I would have been able to get our plan through to him; it just would have taken a bit longer, given that he had me by the throat, making speaking difficult. I didn’t need her help, nor did I need the bag of weapons she had picked up for us.

      I don’t owe her anything, and certainly not my stealth drive. I don’t care that she has bright blue intelligent eyes I could get lost in, or endless soft curves I want to run my hands over, or long dark hair that smells of my favorite juuli fruit. I’m also going to ignore the fact my cock rises every time I’m near her.

      She’s irritating, antagonistic and a thief. Everything a mate shouldn’t be.

      “Fucking female! I’m not telling Rex that I’ve lost the stealth drive. We need to find her and get it back.” I pound my fist on my chair as the always threatening headache behind my eyes comes through with some force.

      “I suspect you’re just going to have to take her up on her offer, Bron.” Forat, my quartermaster, moves across the bridge. He gives me a suggestive grin. He only gets away with it because I’ve known him since I joined the Empire’s fleet, and we’ve fought side by side ever since.

      “Just because Haalux everywhere are finding fated mates in human females, doesn’t mean it’s the same for me, Forat,” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I’m more than happy sticking to zycle mating.” I raise my eyebrows.

      Forat knows that neither of us are stuck with zycle mating. We are amongst a handful of Haalux males who aren’t at the mercy of a thirty-day mating zycle every ten turns once we come of age. Forat takes every advantage of his non-zycle state. I’ve lost count of the number of hybrids he’s fathered.

      I’m a bit more discerning and discreet.

      So, whilst he knows I could mate with Lexi, I will be keeping my cock as far away as possible from her. I’ll get my stealth drive back, punish her, and leave her. I just wish my throbbing shaft would agree with that plan of action.

      “She’s trouble.” Forat says, picking at something on his tunic and echoing my internal monologue.

      As usual, his uniform is scruffy. He doesn’t care what he looks like; he never has. I don’t insist on anything other than complete loyalty from my warriors, and I promise them all that they will never end up in zycle stasis on Freebird.

      “You love trouble.” I tell him.

      “Sir, I have an incoming comm from Istvon Rexitor.” Jak says.

      “Ready room.” I push myself out of my chair and head across the bridge.

      Once I’m installed at my desk, I have Jak transfer the comm. The face of my old friend, comrade, and former commander appears on the screen.

      “Hey, Rex.” I grin.

      “Good thing we’re not standing on ceremony anymore.” He sighs. Being a leader suits him, as does being a mated male. I’m sure I can hear the faint cry of an infant somewhere in the Istvon palace.

      “How’s Jayne and Rose?”

      Rex’s expression softens. “Both delightful. You should try it sometime.”

      Gods, not him as well. “Not sure mating is for me.” I reply, trying to sound genial. “Anyway, what can I do for our great Istvon?”

      “We’ve picked up a trace on Hardag.” He says.

      Hardag, the Grolix bastard who’d held me on his slave planet, Lyra, after a mission gone wrong. The mercenary who, after he had me watch whilst he butchered the rest of my team, made me fight for my life in his killing cages for the enjoyment of his cronies, leaving my tattered and broken body covered in scars, including the one that mars my Hallan facial marking. I should be able to endure the damage with the bearing of a warrior, but I cannot. It is a constant reminder of what he had done to me and my team.

      “How?” I query, “I thought he had used The Unseen to help him get away.”

      “Looks like they need him out there, doing their dirty work.” Rex replies. “I’m sending you over the details by secure e-comm. You know that getting to the Grolix is the only way we are ever going to make an impact on The Unseen.”

      “Yeah, and how’s that going on Haalux?” I ask him. Last I heard, The Unseen’s presence was being located in various dark corners of our planet.

      “We need more information. We need to disrupt their supply network while they still have to use mercenaries like the Grolix.” Rex says as he leans forward to the vid-screen.

      There’s a short high-pitched noise, which is him enabling the highest level of secure communication.

      “They even infiltrated General Kylar’s battalion.” He says, his face solemn, and his double Hallan facial markings flash in the light. He’s suffered from being different for his entire life, so I can’t exactly feel sorry for myself that Hardag left me with a scar that spears through my normal hallan marking running across my forehead. I need to be the warrior that I was, that Rex thinks I am.

      “Fuck it, Rex, you mean that even the General wasn’t immune?” I whistle in amazement. General Kylar’s warriors are the best trained and most loyal in the Empire.

      “If they can get to the General, they can get to anyone, Bron. It’s vital we track down Hardag and take him alive.” My console lights up with the secure message.

      “You can count on me, Rex.” I give my Istvon the formal Empire salute, one arm thumping over my heart.

      “Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” Rex grins at me.

      “Well, that’s leaving it all wide open.” I laugh at him as I end the comm.

      “Jak, Forat, get in here,” I shout through the intercom. Jak arrives first, looking calm and collected as always. He’s followed, eventually, by Forat, who throws himself into a chair and yawns.

      “New information from Rex, seems like we have a trace on Hardag.” I work through the secure e-comm that Rex has sent through.

      “Guess we’re going after him. Again.” Forat says.

      “Unless you’ve got anything better to do, of course.” I say sarcastically. “Exactly what are you doing on my ship anyway, Forat? We don’t need a quartermaster.”

      “Because you can’t do without my sparkling presence.” Forat replies and belches.

      Shaking my head, I turn to Jak. He studies me with his intelligent eyes. I know the ship wouldn’t function without him, and for that I’m eternally grateful. I’ve never been that bothered about the detail, so it’s a good thing he is. I’ve already put him forward for a promotion, even though I don’t want to lose him. I can’t hold a warrior as talented as he is back, it wouldn’t be fair.

      Plus, sooner or later everyone I care about gets killed and I don’t want him to be caught in my curse.

      “This is going to be a blast of a mission ,” I grin. “Get the coordinates locked in and we’d better get planning. It’s been a long time since I was on Crison.”

      The base of basically anything illegal, immoral or desirable in the Empire. Gods, I’ve missed it!
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      I open my eyes with a groan. Lord only knows what that muck was Xil brought with him, but the stuff was lethal. I vaguely remember him bringing me into my room on Silver and dumping me on the bed.

      His client was very pleased to get the egg, and, despite my valiant rescuing of Haalux warriors and a pregnant human, I fulfilled my contract early, which meant Xil got a bonus. He claimed he’s given half to me, but I know the crafty Ulongi too well. I bet he gave me less than a quarter. Still, I got a stealth drive for Silver and that’s my bonus, which I don’t have to share.

      With a further groan, I roll out of bed and the food dispenser produces a cup of what passes for coffee in another galaxy. It has a stimulant in it that’s like caffeine and, this morning, that’s all that matters. I inhale it as quickly as I can to get past the weird synthetic taste.

      If only it were tea.

      I miss tea, one of the few things from Earth that it would almost be worth going back for. The simple act of boiling the kettle, pouring out the boiling water onto a tea bag, the scent of the sweet infusion as it brews. Adding just the right amount of milk and then dunking in a biscuit as I look out of the window at the rolling South Downs where I used to live before everything went to shit.

      Tea, the elixir of life. Too bad I’m never going back to Earth.

      Another coffee substitute appears in the food dispenser hatch because the AI knows what I want. I ignore it and head into my bathroom, quickly using the crystal cleanser, something I’m never going to get used to.

      The hot drink remains at temperature during the time it takes for me to get dressed, and coffee substitute in hand, I head through to the bridge, where the main console blinks with a message light.

      “Hey Lexi!” Xil’s face appears on the screen, and I wince at the sight of him. I’m far too hungover to see that sort of face this early. “Hope you enjoyed yourself last night. That Haalux Per is good stuff.”

      So that’s what it was. Looks like the Haalux are a pretty hard drinking crowd as well as being complete hard cases.

      “I’ve got your new contract all ready for you, check your e-comm. One thing though, you’re going to have to dump your ship.” He holds his scarlet hands up in supplication, as I let out a single, loud swearword. “I know you love her, but she’s not yours and I’ve heard her owners are looking for her.” He leans towards the screen even as I move backwards with a huff and a grimace. “You really don’t want to piss them off.” He grins. “So, dump the ship. I’ll see you when you get back.”

      The message ends, and the screen switches back to a view of the planet Narnx that turns slowly below us in our outer orbit. I clutch the cup of coffee substitute in both hands as I watch.

      Seeing planets from space has lost some of its thrall in the ten years since aliens had abducted me from Earth, but I can still appreciate the sight, give that it’s one that only very few humans have seen. I can’t consider myself lucky for having been taken by aliens, but it’s the best thing that could have happened to me.

      Memories crowd in of the day my brother took me to a remote farmhouse on the edge of Salisbury Plain. His smile, all fixed teeth, as he told me we were visiting a friend, even though he was supposed to be taking me shopping. The look on the faces of all the men in that farmhouse when I walked through the door, a fresh faced twenty-one-year-old girl, unused to the shittier parts of life. My world had been ponies and shopping. I didn’t want for anything, and I’d never known hardship. Until that day. The thoughts bring bile to the back of my throat and, like a true Brit, I bury them at the back of my mind in a box marked ‘for a rainy day’. Formal therapy isn’t in our lexicon. I just know I’ll never be that innocent again.

      My therapy is screwing over all males that get in my sights. It costs me nothing, and it’s a damn sight more lucrative.

      I take one last tour around Silver, gently caressing her smooth lines and trying to ingrain her spectacular good looks on my brain. One day, I am going to own a ship like this.  Hopefully, with this last contract, I will.

      For the time being, I wipe her data banks and set her a course to an out of the way astro-post where her presence will be alerted to her owners and she will be returned to them with a stealth drive addition. I call up a shuttle from Narnx and make a distinct effort not to look at her disappearing into the stars as I head down to the planet.

      I want this to be my last contract before I end up dead.  At some point, I’m going to piss off the wrong species and that’ll be my undoing.  If I can buy a ship like Silver, I can be a legit trader, and that would make me happy.  I think.
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        * * *

      

      I planet hopped from Narnx to another planetoid so small it doesn’t even have a name, although given the dregs that reside on it, Devil’s Arsehole would be an appropriate, if far too grand, title for it.

      However, I was told that there was a cruiser-class ship docked there that had both available passage and the ability to hyper-jump, which is what I need if I’m to get to the destination that Xil gave me.

      Most spaceflight in this galaxy is sub-hyper. A few of the more aggressive species have the technology. The rest scratch a living without it, using Cryo-freezing if they have to travel any distance. I don’t have time for that as apparently my new client is rather keen I get what they want, so I need a ship that can hyper.

      What I see in space dock is an enormous heap of junk, and that’s just the captain. The ship itself, Felf seems to be held together with the Harom galaxy equivalent of duct tape and chewing gum.

      “You have a hyper drive?” I ask the disheveled looking Vivvin Captain. He appears to be grossly fat, but this is not the case, his species has a lot of skin, acres of it. I’ve never asked why, and I don’t want to know. The key thing is to stand upwind of them, because that much skin takes a lot of washing, and Vivvin aren’t too keen on cleanliness.

      “Yep,” he sniffs and wipes his bulbous nose on his sleeve. “Best you’ll get this side of Haalux.”

      “I seriously doubt that.” I sneer. For a start, my Silver isn’t that far away. I find myself aching with longing for her. “Fuck it,” I mutter under my breath. “How much for passage to Isay?”

      “Hmm,” he hums, rubbing his chin that bristles with blue black stubble, “Isay, that’s a bit out of our way,”

      “Fuck off, you’ll go wherever I pay you to go, I know that, you know that.” My patience is wearing thin. As my hangover has worn off, my lust parasite has reared it’s pink and fluffy head. It makes me see sparkly stars, and the Vivvin captain in a whole new light. I need a lie down in a darkened room. “Cut the crap and name your price.”

      He quotes an obscene amount of credits. I draw my blaster and the price falls to a sensible figure very quickly. Males of any species in this ridiculous galaxy always seem to crumble at the sight of a female on the trigger end of a weapon.

      “My number two will see you on board, mistress Lexi,” the captain croons at me as he checks his credit balance once I’ve transferred the money. “You have luggage?”

      “Nope.” I pick up my small backpack. The one thing that’s survived all this time in space. Turns out that it was as indestructible as the manufacturer said.

      There’s one good thing to be said for living in another galaxy. They’ve cracked the whole self-cleaning clothes thing. Makes for a much lighter backpack.

      I sling it over my shoulder and follow the blubbery finger of the captain up into the bowels of his atrocious ship. If I’m lucky, I might even survive the jump to tell the tale.

      The one thing missing from this galaxy is smartphones. I’d give anything for a selfie right now.

      Hashtag ‘I’m gonna die.’
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      I shift against my tilon chains and the control collar around my neck buzzes with a warning. If I try to shift again, it will send a bolt of pain down my spine.

      My species, Rheon, are almost impervious to pain, however whoever designed the collar knows this. The pain that the collar inflicts includes heat and cold that doesn’t stop until I comply. We’re almost impervious to pain, but not entirely, especially when we are in our immature phase, which I am.

      I utilize the other element that my species has, patience. I’m prepared to wait until I can get free and find a way off this slaver ship. Then I can continue my way through this galaxy, searching for my destiny. I made a promise I must keep.

      The door to the cell slides open with a scraping metallic sound and light floods into the dank hole where they keep us. It means I can see the other unfortunates who share my confinement. A couple of brightly colored muscular males huddle together in one corner.

      Two Ulongi enter, one holds a long stun probe and the other has our rations. The brightly colored species move forwards toward the slavers in anticipation of being fed. I bide my time.

      “Don’t move.” The smaller of the two Ulongi with the probe fires it up and the captives scramble away. He sighs and plunges the stick into the side of one of the slaves. The male screeches in pain.

      I don’t quite realize I’ve moved until I grab hold of the Ulongi by the shoulder and fling him away from the other two males. My chains might have been tilon, but the wall they are attached to is not, and I am able to easily rip them from their position. The control collar starts its cycle as the other Ulongi backs away from me. Rheon are not a vicious or an aggressive species under normal circumstances, just if we are provoked.

      “Get back, Rheon,” he snarls. I incline my head.

      “Why did you shock them?  They are only hungry.” I say as I look over at the terrified males.

      “Get back!” He yells, “you can’t have them or us!”

      I let out a low rumble of discontent. Stupid creature cannot understand me, as usual. He thinks I want to eat them. There’s no way I’m that hungry. He pulls out a small black square and presses on it. The collar ramps up its pain level, and I know that at some point it will overwhelm me. I’m not yet mature to withstand it at top power, and I drop to my knees.

      The Ulongi I threw across the cell slowly gets to his feet.

      “Don’t damage it!” He calls across to the other. “It’s been sold.”

      “Fuck it,”  the Ulongi stops the pain. “Stupid Rheon. I’ll be glad when it’s off the ship, look what it did to the wall.” He points behind me. I’ve ripped out two great lumps of metal.

      “Good thing it wasn’t tethered to the exterior hull.” The first Ulongi says. The second ushers the Katahrrians out of the door and picks up the bundle in the corner. Then he flings my rations across the floor at me and turns and heads out of the cell.

      As the door closes, I hear the hiss of escaping air. That’s the other thing that I am currently not impervious to, a lack of air. As they suck the oxygen out of the cell, my world goes black.
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      She’s got her legs wrapped around my waist and her head thrown back, wantonly as I take her hard up against a bulkhead on Guardian. Lexi moans and writhes, but I have her at my mercy and right where I want her. She lifts her head, her blue eyes sparkling at me.

      “Are you getting up, you drunken bastard?” She says, her voice rough.

      “What?”

      “Are you getting up? We’re going to be arriving shortly.”

      Forat pries one of my eyes open.

      “You fucking twat, that’s the last time I try your fucking Royal Per.” I groan at him. My dream of Lexi dissipates and leaves me with an uncomfortable tight feeling in my trousers.

      I’m where he left me, slumped on the floor of my ready room. My mouth feels like a naxix took a dump in it, and I’m pretty sure my left arm has gone dead.

      “That stuff was the nectar of the Gods, you uncouth youngling.” Forat replies. He’s only half in uniform, fortunately, the bottom half.

      I lever myself to my feet, noting with some confusion I still have an erection, one which I try to hide from Forat. I fully intend to punish Lexi when I find her, but not in that way. My subconscious pricks at me suggestively, and I shake my head in annoyance.

      “Do you think we go into zycle?” I ask Forat.

      The Haalux thirty-day mating zycle means a male spends a month stuck servicing females in a zycle mating center, or, if we are violent in zycle, like most males are, sedated and on an extraction machine. From what I hear, it’s singularly the most unpleasant experience a warrior can have outside of battle.

      “Dunno.” He scratches his crotch. “Guess there are times when I’m more horny than normal, that could be it.”

      I hit my comm and call Jak through. The young warrior looks every inch the perfect Haalux, from his fresh uniform to his clear facial marking. He quirks his mouth up at the sight of Forat and me, looking like we’ve spent a month sleeping rough in the Haalux wilderness on a Fleet exercise. Jak doesn’t do alcohol, or stimulants of any kind. I’m not rubbing off on him, and he will go far.

      “This wild-filix chase that Rex, I mean, Istvon, has us on, is there any sign of Hardag yet?” I ask him.

      “Yes and no,” Jak replies cryptically.

      “Seriously, not in the mood, Jak.” I growl at him, which only makes him try to hide his grin. I really should try to instill some discipline in my warriors, not that it ever worked for me. Or Rex, given the havoc the pair of us caused in our day.

      “The co-ordinates are showing a hint of a Grolix engine signature, but there’s a problem as to where they lead.”

      I pull myself up to my full height and ignore the banging headache.

      “The Empire doesn’t have problems.”

      “It’s Isay.” Jak says, deadpan.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I moan. ‘That’s Ordog’s planetoid, isn’t it?” Jak nods.

      The single most mercenary, most lethal creature in the galaxy that isn’t Haalux. If I had a War-Class StarCraft I might think we were evenly matched, but with a single Hunter-Class, there’s no chance. The Empire has tangled with Ordog before. We beat him, but every time he comes back stronger and uses every opportunity to get one over us, taking out our supply vessels and generally being a royal pain in the ass.

      If Hardag has gone to him, given that Hardag is in deep with The Unseen, none of this bodes well for the Empire.

      “The way I see it,” Forat says, collapsing into my chair, “we’ve got two options. One, we go back to Rex and tell him to send the Fleet-“

      “Which I’m not doing, not ever.” I interrupt.

      “Or we get the information we need from Ordog by other means and get Hardag when he leaves.”

      “If he leaves.” I sigh. “What are you thinking in terms of your other means?” I perch on the edge of my desk and fold my arms.

      Forat might be a slob and a lazy bastard, but he’s a damn good strategist, along with being able to procure just about anything you might ever need from out of nothing.

      “We’re going to have to go in undercover.” He cocks his head at me.

      “Undercover? We’re fucking Haalux warriors, Forat. We don’t do undercover.” I reply.

      Forat stares at me as silence descends.

      “That’s all, Jak.” I say over my shoulder to my second in command.

      I sense his disappointment at being excluded from our further discussions. He is one of the best and brightest warriors I’ve ever had the pleasure to train, but there are things he doesn’t need to hear. Obedient to a fault, he leaves my ready room, and I slump into another chair.

      “I can’t do it, Forat. Not again.”

      “Ah, but that’s the beauty of this plan,” he says, brightly. “You won’t have to be a sex slave again.”

      Forat is making light of what happened on Lyra, and I appreciate it. I offer him a weak smile. I make light of it to my warriors, but if only it had been that easy.

      Hardag’s fighting cages were notorious, even to the Empire. That was the reason they sent Rex and me to retrieve the Council member’s son. The stupid male had thought to make his fortune fighting in the cages to spite his father apparently. Not something either Rex or I understood. We, or at least I, was born from zycle mating which meant we didn’t have a family other than the Empire. Brought up in a grouping until we were old enough to join the fleet. The concept of parents was unknown to us, especially the idea of doing something specific to displease them. Our parent was the Empire, and the Empire is all.

      No one makes any money fighting for Hardag. He has slaves, and he is the master. That’s what the Council member’s son found out to his cost and so sent a message to his father asking to be rescued. What no one knew was that The Unseen were already embedded with the Grolix, and they didn’t want any Empire interest in Lyra.

      Our team was left for dead, and I might as well have been. With no time to mourn my fallen warriors, Hardag put me in the cages, day after day, night after night. His winnings accumulated along with my scars.

      I am a warrior; I was born to fight for my Empire.  The killing cages were something else, a dank hole of misery, blood and suffering where I had to take life or give up my own.

      Hardag will pay for what he did to me. He will pay for the loss of my team. I will make him pay if it’s the last thing I do.

      “I could break out another bottle of Per, if you want to go over the details?” Forat offers, breaking into my thoughts.

      I nod, alcohol will chase the ghosts for a while at least.
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