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Sebastian Crawley sat on an icy cold metal bench (that was actually his excuse of a bed) inside his little barred prison cell. The cell itself wasn’t quite as bad as he had heard from the various elements of the criminal underworld that he had heard of over the years, but it certainly wasn’t a five-star luxury hotel.

The cell was disgustingly small with it being two metres by two metres in all directions, with thick steel metal bars forming three walls of his little cage, and a solid steel wall (that Sebastian firmly believed was in front of an escape hatch if only he could cut it open) formed the back wall.

The entire cell stunk of pee, poo and other foulness that Sebastian didn’t even want to think about. There wasn’t a mattress, pillow or anything that Sebastian had always taken for granted when he had been a Commander of the Empire Army. It never mattered what battlefield he was in, he always had the best equipment and luxurious items that the men under his command could only dream about.

And they always dreamed about his coffee supply in particular.

The foul sound of people shouting, cursing and pounding their fists against their metal bars made Sebastian look outside through the immense metal bars and out onto the corridor his cell was on.

He had no idea what part of the blade-like prison ship he was on, he could have been near the bow, rear or midsections of the ship. There was also no way to tell it from the humming and minor vibrations of the engines.

That was exactly how Sebastian normally told what part of the ship he was in, but he couldn’t. These damn prison ships were far too well built for that and the extremely long line of prison cells probably stretched on for a good kilometre or two, and Sebastian really hated to imagine how many prisoners were on this floor alone. Maybe two thousand or ten thousand.

And it wasn’t exactly like the corridor was anything to write home about because it had an ugly black metal floor and metal ceiling and its walls were lined with prison cells. There weren’t any Prison Guard Drones, protection officers or anything.

If there was a medical emergency, a riot or anything then Sebastian hated to imagine what would happen. But he wasn’t completely ignorant to what happened to the criminals of The Great Human Empire. As soon as someone was believed to commit a crime, especially one as horrific as treachery against the Emperor (like anyone on this level was meant to have done), they lost all rights and weren’t worth anything more than an insect.

There were so many prisoners that it was just so confusing as to why Sebastian was here in the first place.

He had been fighting, serving and protecting the amazing Empire on some foul jungle world when the Military Police Units of the Empire Army arrested him for treachery and put him personally onto this prison ship. Of course because he was now a criminal in the eyes of the Empire he loved, he had no rights. He couldn’t even ask what his actual crime was.

Sebastian was innocent.

“Make sure this prisoner is kept alive at all costs,” a slightly high-pitched man said.

Sebastian didn’t bother going up to the icy cold bars of his prison cell like the hundreds of other prisoners, because he could see a few cells up there was a man with a black-uniformed prison guard focusing on a prisoner.

Sebastian had to admit the high-pitched man was hot as hell. He was extremely fit, skinny and in his full-on blue battle armour with a logo of the ever-watchful eye of the Inquisition on his chest plate, Sebastian felt his heart skip a few beats. The man couldn’t have been more beautiful and even as the man looked around and Sebastian saw his bright red eyes, he actually didn’t care. 

The man was simply beautiful.

“My Master wants this prisoner no matter what,” the man said to the guard. “No accidents but I am not blind to the works of the Prisoner Core. Feel free to kill and torture any of the mutants and traitorous scum on this ship,”

“Of course my Lord,” the guard said.

Sebastian turned his attention away from the hot man (as hard as that was considering he probably wasn’t going to see another hot man for centuries) and focused on the disgusting prisoner in the cell the hot man was interested in.

The traitor herself wasn’t too remarkable because she had been stripped of her clothes, her cybernetic earing attachments had been ripped out making two gaping holes in the side of her head but the woman was still grinning, like she knew something no one else did.

Sebastian really wished he was still an Empire Army Commander with his gun so he could feel a little safer but he didn’t have anything. He had only his wit, strength and belief in the Emperor, for all that was worth now the Empire believed him to be a traitor.

“Like this one,” the hot man said standing in front of Sebastian’s cells. “Do whatever you wish with this one,”

Sebastian weakly smiled at the hot man. 

“Tell me traitor how do you want to die?” the hot man asked.

Sebastian shook his head. “I am loyal to the throne. I am loyal to the Emperor. I am guilty of no crime,”

The hot man laughed. “Everyone says that and everyone is guilty on this floor of treachery against the Emperor. There is no greater crime against humanity so rest assured traitor that you will die by the blade of righteousness and you will never be able to atone for your sins against the Emperor,”

Sebastian didn’t dare laugh or anything because he partly wanted to make the hot man believe that he was innocent. If anyone could help him escape this prison ship it was him. Even the agents of the Inquisition had immense power over the Empire.

Maybe Sebastian could get this hottie to help him.

But the hot man simply walked away and someone started tapping the cold metal bars of their cell to get his attention.

Sebastian looked over to the traitor the hot man had been interested in and she smiled.

“Don’t worry little human,” she said. “Your death will come a lot sooner than that when my friends show up,”
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As much as Inquisitorial Agent Leo Dawson loved his Master, Inquisitor Mason, he had to admit that he just wasn’t a fan of prison ship duty. He normally loved hunting down traitors, torturing them and helping the Empire to become a safer place for everyone no matter if they were a man, woman or child. 

He wasn’t some traitor babysitter. Leo’s skills was in combat, data analysing and basically doing anything that wasn’t prisoner escort duty.

Even the damn prison guards were starting to creep him out as Leo walked down the immense prison cell corridor. The sheer echo of is footsteps off the metal floor and ceiling was a little off-putting, and the prisoners were just disgusting.

At least all the immense steel cell bars seemed to be perfectly intact, so Leo simply placed his hands on both his pistols just to be on the safe side. If any of the prison bars did break and the prisoners escaped then he was going to kill them.

No matter what his Master’s orders were.

Leo was just glad that even though his Master was currently hunting down traitors and alien forces on a major Hive world five solar systems away, he had been kind enough to lend Leo his fully cloaked warship. 

So at least if anything went wrong the warship was close to lend a helping hand. But as far as Leo was concerned this was just a ship filled with criminals and criminals were hardly smart enough to be a threat to an Inquisitorial Agent.

He hoped.

He had always known that the traitors were foul, disgusting people that were deranged for turning their backs on the Emperor, but to see them just sitting here was unreal. Like there was one traitor in a cell to his left that had massive puffy eyes, no mouth and missing ears. Leo had no idea why the man would ever allow the traitors to do that to him.

They all deserved to die no matter what they looked like and no matter how little their crimes were.

Of course when it came to betraying the Emperor, no crime whatsoever was too little to earn the death sentence but clearly some people in the Empire’s Government didn’t agree, because most of these people were heading to labour camps.

Leo wasn’t exactly sure if he liked the idea of labour camps. They would be sent to some mining world, fitted with explosive collars so if they escaped or rioted their heads would explode (that was good) but traitors had to die. That was the way of the Empire, Inquisition and every one of sound mind.

Leo passed another man with no teeth, no eyes and no stomach judging by the thinness of his waist. Leo just wanted to shoot him there and then because he was a disgrace to humanity. Leo had already memorised all the crimes of the prisoners on this floor and this man’s crime was terrorism.

It was one of the more severe crimes on this floor but it was still a crime, and most of the criminals on this floor were simply charged with conspiracy to commit Treachery. So they were planning to kill Empire officials, commit terrorism or they were planning to actually run off with the traitors and join their ranks.

The idiots.

“My Lord,” a prison guard said behind him. 

Leo slowly turned around with both his guns drawn as he saw a very tall male prison guard with his rifle draw running behind him.

“We have a small problem,” the guard said. “The prisoners are all chanting a single phrase. They’re all saying free the Speaker Of The Lord,”

As soon as the guard said that Leo knew that something bad was going on because that was the phrase or term used to describe the woman that Inquisitor Mason wanted at all costs. The woman was a strange Speaker to the traitor forces in the Empire.

Apparently she had such a way of speaking to the masses that she could convert entire Empire Army units to the traitor forces within minutes. Leo had heard the woman speak and that seemed to be impossible but Mason clearly believed differently.

And it was even worse that the little Speaker had already converted two entire worlds to the traitor’s cause. There had been full-on rebellions against Empire rule on those planets and eventually the Speaker was captured and now Leo had to bring her to his Master.

But why did the other prisoners want her released when they didn’t even know she was here in the first place?

“My Lord,” a female voice said over Leo’s communication device that was implanted in his ear. “There are twenty ships heading straight for us. I tried to contact for reinforcements but my signals are not working. I tried the emergency Inquisitorial code you gave me and that is not working,”

“Shit,” Leo said.

That Inquisitorial code had the power to highjack entire computer networks in an effort to get out an emergency help signal. Whatever technology those twenty traitor ships were using it was so advance that Leo couldn’t even imagine what it was.

“Shit. My crew. They’re traitors. Fuck,” the woman said as a bullet screamed through the air and the line went dead.

A Guard tackled Leo to the ground. Leo snapped his neck. The idiot.

An immense explosion ripped through the ship. Red flashing warning lights appeared on. And all the thousands of prisoners on this floor chanted that Leo was about to die.

And he didn’t think they were wrong for a single moment.
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Sebastian really hated being trapped in that damn prison cell and the damn icy coldness of his bed was seriously starting to annoy him. Yet the sound of the prisoners shouting, chanting and cackling only made Sebastian’s stomach tighten into a painful knot. This wasn’t normal for prison ships, but it was normal for traitors that were about to do something very bad.

Sebastian stood up for the first time in ages and he cursed at himself as his knees and legs ached a little. He walked on the spot for a few moments to help get the blood pumping to them.

He had been Empire Army for ages. He should have known not to sit for too long just in case he needed to spring into action quickly and effectively and on extremely short notice.

Thankfully after a few seconds the aching was gone and Sebastian felt fighting fit, but he still couldn’t understand what the traitors were so excited about. All the other prisoners were chanting, banging on the steel bars of their prison cells and shouting various treacherous words into the air.

Sebastian tried to look up and down the corridor but the bars restricted his view too much. None of this made any sense whatsoever and it was even stranger that no security measures were kicking in.

If Sebastian had learnt anything from his time dating (and mostly having sex) with an Arbiter was that whenever there was something even remotely looking like a riot on a prison ship was happening. Toxic gas would be pumped into the corridor at all speed, that thankfully wasn’t happening. But why?

There was a very hot Inquisitorial Agent on board so clearly that woman whoever she was a highly valuable target. Why wasn’t she on a floor all by herself?

“I told you your death was coming,” the woman shouted towards Sebastian, and Sebastian really didn’t like the weird deranged look in the woman’s eyes.

Then Sebastian smiled as three Prison Guards in their strong black uniforms stormed down the corridor towards the woman’s cell. Sebastian was relieved that the prison guards were finally going to do something with her.

Then Sebastian noticed that the mark of the Emperor showing their loyalty to him on their uniforms had been ripped off. And the eyes of the prison guards were almost glassy, like they were possessed or something and their hands were burnt and scarred.

Sebastian just shook his head because he had seen those markings before on the jungle world he was fighting on. There was a minor belief amongst Empire forces that the traitors had access to a device that if you stuck it against the head of a loyal soldier for a moment, it would corrupt their mind and turn them into a mindless traitor drone.

Of course loyal soldiers always fought back but the machine was so hot that it burnt their hands. Clearly the device was real, dangerous and now Sebastian’s stomach twisted even more.

“Access denied,” a computerised voice said as the prison guards tried to open the woman’s cell.

An immense explosion ripped through the entire ship and Sebastian gripped the steel bars of his prison cell for support.

Red flashing lights appeared and Sebastian’s eyes widened when he saw that the prison guards were now attaching bombs to the woman’s prison cell. They were going to blow her out.

It was reasonable to assume that a traitor warship or fighter or something had crashed into the prison ship and caused the other explosion but Sebastian really wanted to stop the woman from escaping.

“Inquisitor!” Sebastian shouted in some vain hope that single powerful word might cut through the shouts in the ears of that hot man.

Everyone laughed at him and Sebastian really hoped that his plan would work because if not, then he was a dead man.

The explosion ripped through the corridor.

Throwing Sebastian against the solid steel wall of his prison cell and Sebastian stared in horror as the steel bars of his own cell were ripped open.

But the smouldering remains of other prisoners filled his senses, Sebastian forced himself to take a few steps forward and he was horrified to see that the woman was now free.

All the prisoners, prison guards and everything else, except him in a ten-cell radius was dead because of the explosion. And even the woman seemed surprised to see Sebastian was still alive but he just looked at her.

“My friends will be raiding the ship within seconds. I suggest you pick up a guard’s gun and fight your way off the ship. You cannot come with me but I respect your strength,”

Sebastian was so damn tempted to shoot her there and then but he just couldn’t. Then he changed his mind.

Sebastian shot forward. Grabbed a guard’s gun and fired it at the woman.

The woman laughed as the bullets simply bounced straight off her and Sebastian noticed the slight glimmer of a personal shield generator around her.

The woman kept walking away. “Did you really think my friends wouldn’t protect me?” 

Sebastian spat at her direction.

“Oh,” the woman said. “And your time is up,”

Sebastian had no idea what she was talking about until a loud deafening alarm screamed overhead and Sebastian just cursed himself as he realised that was the alarm that opened every single prison cell on the ship. Let alone this floor.

Sebastian just stared in utter horror as he saw the steel bars of every prison cell dissolve away and the traitors in them stepped forward. Laughing manically at their new found freedom.

And Sebastian had no friends, no allies and only a single gun against them all.

He really liked those odds.
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It had been an absolute nightmare for Leo as he carefully stalked the long, grey metal halls of the prison ship to keep ahead of the ever-escaping traitor forces. He had no idea what in the Emperor’s name had happened by there was no end to these traitor forces it turned out.

Leo entered a small hangar that could still easily fit about twenty blade-like transport shuttles, but it was empty. Its walls were perfectly smooth in an ugly grey shade and there were no crates or cover in the entire hangar.

The very fact that there was no cover whatsoever was annoying as hell. Leo loved having cover and it always gave him some kind of tactical advantage but all he needed to do was out flank the traitors and the escaped criminals, get back to the prison cell containing the woman and escape with her.

That was the plan.

The immense smell of smouldering bodies, charred flesh and burnt gunpowder filled the air of the hangar and Leo knew that the traitors were close. It was clear that some of the prison guards were traitor themselves but it was impossible that they had been traitors before.

He had personally vetted and re-vetted everyone aboard the ship, so that damn woman must have spoken to them one by one and convinced them that she was a divine being that could gift them the galaxy.

It was so damn stupid that so many people believed that simple lie of hers and once she had spoken that lie, they always tended to be more willing and susceptible to the other lies of hers. 

Damn the bitch.

Leo quickly realised that he had gotten it all wrong and that the woman was probably gone now and the traitors were clearing the ship of all survivors. At least that way if and when anyone showed up to investigate the slaughter no one would be able to tell them what happened.

Those foul traitors had really thought of everything. Leo knew his only hope was to make it to the main hangar, grab a transport and meet up with the cloaked Inquisitorial warship.

Unless they teleported onboard and saved him first.

“In here I heard something,” a man said.

Leo looked for cover but there wasn’t any. Leo whipped out his two guns and pointed them in the direction of the voice.

Two short men came in through a large metal doorway and jumped when they saw him.

Leo fired.

One man’s head exploded. The other man jumped to one side. He whipped out his gun.

Leo fired.

Bullets screamed through the air. Killing the man. It wouldn’t take the enemy long to come and check on the bullet sounds.

Leo had to move now but he really wanted to check in with his friends on the cloaked warships. Just to see if they were at least aware of the situation.

“This is Leo calling Emperor’s Hammer. Respond,” Leo said loudly enough for his communication implant to realise it was a command but quiet enough so the traitors could hear it and come to investigate.

Static filled the line.

“This is Inquisitorial Agent Leo Dawson. Respond Emperor’s Hammer,” 

“What’s that noise?” a woman asked in the distance.

Leo cut the line and went over to the massive metal doorway in the direction the noise had come from. He really didn’t need this. Even when he was former Empire Army elites he always had five other hot men with him for backup.

“Contact found,” a woman said.

The metal wall exploded open where Leo was hiding.

Someone ripped through it. Tackling Leo to the ground.

The woman slammed her fists into Leo’s face. She kept doing it. Rapidly.

Leo tried to block her. The traitor was good.

Leo rolled sideways. Throwing her off him.

Leo jumped up and shot her in the head. She was a young woman maybe no older than thirty but her blackened teeth, scars and slices in her flesh told him she had been a member of the traitors for maybe a decade or more.

Bullets screamed through the air.

Leo rolled to one side.

Five traitor soldiers stormed in. Firing at Leo. He dodged them as much as he could.

More soldiers’ footsteps came up behind him.

Loyal prison guards fired. The traitors exploded.

More traitors poured in. 

Leo dashed over to the prison guards. Traitor bullets roared towards them.

Slaughtering the guards. Knives flew through the air.

Knives slashed at Leo. He fell to the ground. More knives stabbed around him. Pinning him to the ground.

Then Leo just frowned as he saw the Speaker of Truth walk over to him in all her foul ugliness. She smiled at him and Leo wanted nothing more in that moment than to simply burnt her long black hair.

“Leave this one alive. The knives have him pinned down. When the engines overload, he will learn the true meaning of pain,” she said.

As Leo listened to her and the other traitors walk away, he pulled harder and harder against his own battle armour and the knives that pinned him to the ground.

He knew that one of the knife throwers at least had to be a traitor superhuman Angel of Death and Hope to have the required strength to ram a knife through a metal floor. And that only made the Speaker even more dangerous.

The knives weren’t moving a millimetre. And Leo realised that he was trapped and was probably going to die here.

Not exactly the way he ever wanted to go out.
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Sebastian had actually managed to surprise himself as he ever so carefully stalked the immense ugly grey metal corridors of the prison ship. He had managed to overrun most of the traitors when they had all been unleashed and he supposed that the shouting, screaming and chanting of the prisoners in a ten-cell radius had managed to drown out his call for an Inquisitor.

So as far as the other criminals were concerned he was just another freed criminal like them.

Of course that had all changed now because that stupid woman had managed to somehow corrupt them and now every single criminal on this ship was hunting down those loyal to the Emperor. Sebastian had already managed to kill twenty of them but this wasn’t what he needed.

Sebastian just needed to escape this prison ship and get as far away from this awful place as possible. And as much as it seriously annoyed him, Sebastian really wanted that hot man to be okay.

If he ever saw the hot man again, the hottie would probably kill him for escaping the prison cell but Sebastian didn’t care. He was loyal to the Emperor and that was all that mattered to him.

Sebastian continued to stalk down a particularly long metal corridor and he was disgusted by the absolutely horrific stunk of rotting flesh, mouldy food and the aroma of charred corpses that just made him want to gag. Clearly all the enviro-systems had shut down on the ship because they normally got rid of the smell so Sebastian hated to imagine how far the corruption spread on the ship.

Someone shouted up ahead.

Sebastian couldn’t be certain what was said but he was fairly sure that the person shouting wasn’t shouting words. He was shouting pain and shouting because he was in agony.

Sebastian went towards the sound but heard the heavy footsteps of someone behind him.

He spun around. Sebastian shot two criminals in the chest.

Sebastian stopped for a moment. Three more traitors stormed towards him.

Sebastian shot two. Another criminal swung an axe at him. Sebastian ducked.

Sebastian dashed forward. Getting behind the criminal. Sebastian snapped his neck.

Sebastian carefully continued to go towards the sound and was a little surprised that the sound was coming from a small hangar without anything inside it. 

There was a man pinned down with knives on the ground but none of them appeared to penetrate the man’s fit battle armour.

Sebastian realised that this was the hot man he had seen earlier. The man’s guns were centimetres away from his hands but the knives prevented him from getting them. At least the hot man couldn’t kill him yet, but he really was beautiful.

His bright red eyes were stunningly beautiful, his face was handsome and smooth and the man’s body was perfect.

“What? You gonna kill me criminal,” the hot man asked.

Sebastian just shook his head. He was loyal to the Emperor, the Empire and the values of the Empire Army, and there was no way in hell that Sebastian was ever going to leave a follow loyal servant of the Emperor behind.

It might have been stupid to free a hot man that wanted to kill Sebastian for treachery but Sebastian was a servant of the Emperor first and foremost. He pulled all the knives out of the hot man’s armour.

The hot man didn’t move. He simply stared at Sebastian for a few moments and Sebastian really liked looking into the deep bright red eyes of the hottie.

“You said you were loyal to the Emperor,” the hot man said.

Sebastian nodded. “I took my oath to serve Him and I will always honour it,”

The sound of tens upon tens of criminals echoed around the small hangar. Sebastian saw tons of criminals charging towards them in both directions.

“Prove your loyalty!” the hot man said picking up his two guns.

Sebastian went back to back with him and he fired at the enemy.

Bullets screamed through the air. These criminals only carried hammers and bars.

Heads exploded. Sebastian kept firing. More enemies died.

There were so many of them. Sebastian dashed forward.

Pounding his fists into heads. Breaking jaws. Breaking skulls. Snapping necks.

He had to protect the hot man. He was his only chance of freedom.

The hot man hissed.

A steel bar smashed Sebastian in the chest.

He fell to the ground.

The criminals stomped their feet on him.

Sebastian tried to fight back. He couldn’t. There were too many of them.

Blue smoke filled the hangar. Machine gun fired through the air. Flames roared overhead.

The hot man grabbed Sebastian by the shoulders and pulled him up. Sebastian noticed there were more heavily armed and armoured men and women in the chamber now.

They must have teleported in.

“Leo,” a woman shouted. “We leave now. Ship about to explode,”

“We take this criminal with us. The woman focused on him. He might be useful,”

“Fine!” a man shouted clearly not happy.

Sebastian really wasn’t sure if he wanted to go with all these people but it was better than dying a traitorous criminal and getting burnt alive in a ship explosion.

Sebastian nodded. The hot man grabbed Sebastian and blue smoke engulfed them as they teleported away.
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As Leo stood in the middle of the large semi-spherical chamber that was the bridge in the very heart of the Inquisitorial Warship Emperor’s Hammer, he really couldn’t believe how badly that mission had gone and it was hardly going to get any better when the others came in for their meeting, and even the criminal was meant to be joining them.

The entire bridge was probably the weirdest in the entire Empire because most normal bridges were rather beautiful with their tiers upon tiers of holographic computers and command crew and the floor-to-ceiling windows that allowed its captains to look out over the vastness of space in real time.

But because the Emperor’s Hammer was a special warship it was very different, Leo still wasn’t sure if he liked the bridge being in the very heart of the ship. It protected the bridge better, of course, but it only meant that Leo didn’t get to see the beautiful views of the galaxy when he was in here alone.

In fact there was nothing in the bridge at all besides its smooth grey metal walls that could show a 360-view of the warship with a simple flick of the hand using holograms, there weren’t any seats or controls, and there was only a baby blue metal table in the middle of the bridge. That could be activated and it would show tons of holograms depending on what the user wanted.

Leo would so be lying if he said he didn’t like that little feature, but the views were his true love.

Leo had always loved those views and there was just something so magical, special and even a little mystical about floating in space with all the stars and delightful planets around you. Ever since he was a child he had always wanted to go out amongst the stars, of course Leo had never intended to serve the Empire Army elite units and then the Inquisition but he wouldn’t change his life for anything.

He loved it.

The sound of the metal circular door opening made him smile as Quinn walked in wearing her black battle armour and her heavy flamer was still in her hands, like she was about to be attacked at any moment. Maybe they would be so Leo placed his hands carefully on his two guns on his waist.

Then Marvin stepped into view and he started working on the metal table and activated blue holograms of the system they were in. Marvin was a rather attractive man with his scarred face, muscular body and his killer smile but he was as straight as they came sadly.

His official job for Inquisitor Mason was to run the ship, which he did brilliantly but Leo also really respected him as a friend, battle brother and he was very handy with a machine gun.

“Your criminal is waiting outside with a shock collar around his neck,” Marvin said like it was nothing.

Leo almost wanted to tell him off because the criminal wasn’t a danger to them but that was only anger and lust and no Agent never acted by emotion. They had to be logical to protect the Emperor and after all, putting a criminal in a shock collar with little bombs inside was Inquisitorial protocol.

“You doubt me for bringing him aboard, don’t you?” Leo asked Marvin.

Marvin grinned as he focused on the wreckage of the exploded prison ship as it appeared in holographic form.

“Of course,” Marvin said. “You said that the criminal saved you which means you are not as capable as you once were. It was your job to bring the prisoner to Mason and you failed,”

“We were attacked...” Leo started to say but the words died out in his mouth because he knew that there were no excuses in service to the Emperor. And to be honest, there were a number of options Leo could have done to help protect the target even more. 

An isolated cell being the easiest and most common sense option.

“He’s in a shock collar so if he is a traitor then kill him when he makes his move, but he claims to be loyal to the Emperor and right now there is more evidence supporting that then not,” Leo said with a lot more force than he intended to.

Marvin nodded and thankfully Quinn hugged Leo lightly. 

“Come in,” Leo said so his communication implant could transmit his words to the shock collar and the criminal.

A few moments later the criminal, that Leo now knew was called Sebastian, came into the bridge and stood at attention next to Leo.

Leo was actually shocked. This was the first time he had gotten a real chance to look at the criminal and he was hot. Like really damn hot. In the black robes that Marvin had given him, he looked so fit, slim and downright sexy that Leo felt his wayward parts flare to life.

It would have hardly surprised Leo if Sebastian had a six-pack and v-cut abs, and it was clear from how he was standing at attention he was a former Empire Army something. He had read about all the prisoners earlier but Sebastian’s details didn’t quite register with him at the moment.

But Sebastian was extremely hot.

“We managed to see that the Speaker escaped on one of the eighteen remaining traitor warships that attacked the prison ship,” Quinn said as the hologram zoomed out to show the fleet moving away from them and the wreckage.

“We also know that the woman was able to corrupt loyal prison guards and an entire damn ship,” Marvin said.

Leo hated hearing that. It was just so awful that one woman had the power to do that. No one should.

“Our mission is simple. This is a retrieval operation. We need to get the Speaker back into custody so Lord Mason can interrogate her,” Quinn said.

Leo nodded and was surprised when Sebastian did. He was clearly focusing on this briefing like he was a normal Empire Army soldier again receiving new orders. Maybe he wasn’t a traitor after all.

“Where do we believe they’re heading?” Leo asked.

Marvin stayed silent and Quinn actually shrugged so Leo pinched his fingers together and that zoomed the hologram out.

Leo swiped in the direction the traitors were heading and realised that one ship was breaking off from the rest of the fleet. Leo flicked his wrists and the ship’s trajectory appeared as a line.

It looked as if the ship that breaking off was heading towards a solar system that was weakly inhabited. There might have only been twenty thousand people in the entire solar system. 

There was no way there would be any real Empire Army detachment, Angels or anything to form a defence of the system except from the Planetary Defence Forces. It was only strange that a single ship was heading for it. 

“We need to follow the ship,” Leo said. 

Marvin cocked his head. “We could but what about the other 17 ships. This could be a diversion or something. The Speaker could still be in that fleet,”

Quinn cursed as more and more ships broke off from the traitor fleet and headed in all sorts of weird and wonderful directions.

Leo slammed his fists into the metal table. It didn’t do any damage but it wasn’t meant to.

“Permission to speak,” Sebastian said like he really was back in the Army.

“Denied Criminal abomination,” Marvin said. 

“What?” Leo asked trying not to look into the beautiful whiskey-coloured eyes of Sebastian.

“We do as Lord Leo suggested,” Sebastian said carefully. “The Speaker will head to a system where she can speak and get more followers for her cause then she can make a new plan to escape whilst she has an entire system to protect her. None of the other ships seem to be heading for a solar system nearby,”

Leo nodded. It made perfect sense and that was similar to how the Speaker operated before.

“I agree,” Quinn said but she pulled a gun out on Sebastian. “But how don’t we know the Speaker told you to say that to us?”

Leo didn’t dare react to this situation. He couldn’t openly defend a possible traitor. That would be a death sentence.

Sebastian bowed his head. “I am loyal to the throne and the Emperor and you have a damn shock collar attached to my throat so if you actually believe I am a traitor then kill me,”

Marvin laughed and shook his head. “We keep him alive for now. He’s got fight in him,”

Leo weakly smiled because as hot as Sebastian was he just knew that he couldn’t keep Sebastian alive for much longer against the suspicions of Marvin and Quinn.

And the very idea of that made Leo a lot more uncomfortable than an Agent ever should have felt for a mere criminal.
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Considering that the Inquisition was meant to be a cold, awful and murderous top-secret organisation, Sebastian was actually surprised at how much he enjoyed the next three days with the crew on the Emperor’s Hammer. The crew were really sweet, funny and they definitely knew how to have a good time, all whilst getting their work done of course.

And as Sebastian sat in the little silver metal quarters that the idiot Marvin had “gifted” him, he just had to admit that it was far, far better than the prison cell he had called home for so long.

The quarters itself was definitely a former storage room. It was barely large enough for Sebastian to lay down in and if Sebastian had any personal items he wanted to lay out in the room and decorate, then there would have been no room for them. Yet at least it didn’t smell of poo, wee and other foul smells like the prison ship did.

In fact the only item that Sebastian had had enough courage to ask beautiful Leo for was a picture of the Emperor. 

Back in his Empire Army quarters, Sebastian had always had a picture of the Emperor ever since he had gone to the academy because the Emperor was his Lord and Master and Protector. And it would be a little silly if Sebastian spoke his Oaths into the air at night without directing them at something like a picture.

So Sebastian was more than grateful to sexy Leo as he stared at the little blue holo-image of the Emperor after some battle that was forgotten to history, but Sebastian loved the photo all the same. And the only problem with being here on the Emperor’s Hammer was the damn shock collar attached to his neck.

Sebastian actually didn’t mind protocol in the slightest but the damn collar was massive and it was impossible not to feel it. The rough cold metal against his neck felt strange, annoying and Sebastian just wanted to rip it off. Yet Sebastian knew that if he touched it then the collar would transmit a signal to Marvin and then if Marvin wanted to, he could just electrocute Sebastian.

Hell Sebastian had done that to prisoners before.

Someone knocked on the door and Sebastian grinned when he saw it was beautiful Leo wearing his battle armour, one of his hands was resting on his pistols that hung from his waist. Sebastian was starting to wonder if Leo ever stopped touching them. 

He probably didn’t and that was wise considering their job.

“We’ll arrive in the target solar system in two hours in case you wanted to get ready,” Leo said with caring in his voice.

It was rather strange to hear an Agent of the Inquisition actually caring about someone else, but Sebastian really liked it. Well, he really liked Leo anyway and judging by the way that Leo was looking at him with his beautiful bright red eyes he really liked him back.

It was just a sad fact that for now at least they couldn’t do anything about it. Sebastian hated the fact that he was still a prisoner and Leo was a sexy hunk of a man that couldn’t be a criminal or prisoner. It was only by getting his freedom could Sebastian ever hope to at least ask out the beautiful man in front of him.

“How did you become an Agent?” Sebastian asked. 

Out of all the questions, conversations and laughter they had shared over the past three days, Sebastian was actually surprised he hadn’t asked that until now.

Leo grinned slightly. “I was a former Empire Army elite trooper as you know. I was stationed on the planet Giga 9-2 during the Purge of Ra and the traitors overwhelmed the planet within hours. Yet I killed my captain when he fell to corruption and I took over my unit. I became a resistance leader,”

Sebastian nodded. “I heard and read battle reports of the Purge. There was a man that single-handedly led the resistance and sabotage operations against the traitors until Empire reinforcements could break through,”

“I couldn’t exactly call it single-handled but I liked to think that my actions made a difference to the system,”

Sebastian laughed. “A difference? Without you Empire forces couldn’t possibly breach the system and reclaim it in the Emperor’s Glory,”

It was so great to know that he was in the presence of a true war hero. Sebastian had wondered for decades who the man actually was but it was clear now that Leo’s identity had been erased from official records when he became an Agent of the Inquisition.

“Then after Empire Forces broke through and I helped them reclaim the planet I was trapped on I met Inquisitor Mason. He was the one that led the Empire attack that crippled the enemy resistance I weakened. He liked me, I liked him and he recruited me,"

"I’m glad he did,” Sebastian said out of instinct.

“I’ll see if Marvin and Quinn will allow you to have some armour for the mission. Meet us in the bridge in an hour for a briefing before we make planetfall,” 

“Thank you,” Sebastian said.

Leo grinned beautifully and Sebastian really wanted to see that smile more and more but he just knew where they were going. There wouldn’t be a reason to smile for a long time because this Speaker wasn’t normal, sane or friendly in the slightest.

And if Sebastian saw her then he knew that she would kill him this time. Or try to at least.

And the very idea of fighting an enemy of the Emperor made him so excited that he was surprised he wasn’t bouncing off the walls.
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As Leo stood in the large semi-spherical bridge with its walls now showing a wonderful 360-view of the space around the Emperor’s Hammer, he couldn’t believe how much the past two hours had dragged since he had left wonderful Sebastian. Leo had never ever felt like this towards a man before and it was so odd that time just seemed to go faster around him.

And Leo absolutely loved spending time with him.

Leo gently rested both his hands on his two guns on his waist as Marvin, his heavy machine gun hanging from his waist, stood next to him examining the latest data on the grey holographic table as the hologram showed where the Speaker’s ship had travelled to.

The air smelt great of strong coffee, peanut cookies that Quinn had cooked especially for them (but not for Sebastian) and the rich sweet aroma of vanilla milkshakes thankfully filled the air. Leo really loved being on the Emperor’s Hammer because he never could have gotten these delights on a normal Empire Army warship.

The metal door opened behind them and Leo forced himself not to look too excited when he saw Sebastian walk in and stand opposite him. Sebastian might have been wearing paper-thin black battle armour but he was still beautiful.

It was just a shame that Leo couldn’t convince Marvin and Quinn to allow the so-called criminal to have a low-velocity gun at the very least. The best weapon they would allow Sebastian to have was a rusty pipe but Leo still loved his best friends all the same.

“Marvin,” Leo said focusing on the hologram and wiping his hands so the hologram would zoom in on their target planet. “The Speaker’s ship docked an hour ago at this space station,”

Everyone huffed and Leo couldn’t blame them as they all focused on a grey space station that looked like a snake moving around the small red planet below. The space station wasn’t human-made and that meant that there were aliens in the system.

Leo hadn’t read anything about alien sightings in this region of space but this wasn’t exactly the busiest of regions so it wasn’t like there were a ton of witnesses to report aliens.

“Running the space system design through the database now,” Quinn said.

Leo nodded, at least that would allow them to know exactly what species they were dealing with.

“I’ve sent reports to Lord Mason,” Marvin said. “I think we need to presume that the system has already fallen to the Speaker,”

As much as Leo wanted to disagree because the Speaker had only been in the system for an hour, he knew that it was the safest assumption to have. The Speaker had corrupted entire solar systems in a week or two but that was for systems with a population in the billions and this system only had a population of twenty thousand.

“We need to bring the Emperor’s Hammer in quick and fast,” Sebastian said. “Teleport two people on board, grab the target and get away as fast as possible,”

The entire bridge fell silent. 

“And who made you in charge,” Marvin said bitterly. “You are a criminal and I doubt your belief in the Emperor first of all. Let alone my belief in your corruption because the Speaker spoke to you,”

Leo watched Sebastian for a moment and he was surprised to see him weighing up something in his mind. Leo wanted to go over to him and place his hand on his but that would hardly look good in front of his friends.

“I want to be honest with you all even if it kills me,” Sebastian said, “but I think the Speaker is a bit scared of me. She spoke to me twice on the prison ship and when the bomb went off that killed everyone in a ten-cell radius she was surprised that I was still alive,”

Leo really wished he hadn’t of revealed that so publicly but it was good to see Quinn nod at least. Maybe she believed Sebastian wasn’t a traitor.

Marvin hummed for a few seconds. “My question is why didn’t she die if the explosion was that deadly?”

Leo shrugged but the hologram on the table flashed a few times and Leo noticed the space system was powering down.

The walls of the bridge beeped and Quinn went over to them as the database had found what alien species the space system belonged to. 

“The Serpentine Empire is here,” Quinn said, “and it looks like the space system is a wreckage that was previously tagged by the Inquisition. I’ve updated the records,”

Leo bit his lip. This wasn’t exactly good but in this line of work he wasn’t sure what was good these days. The Serpentine Empire were an alien race made up of immense ten-metre-long snakes that were running across the galaxy after their Empire had mysteriously fallen in the past hundred thousand years. 

It was beyond rare for them to come into contact with humanity but these were desperate times for all species, not just the Serpentine. 

“Have they made planetfall?” Marvin asked.

Leo shook his head. “And my question is why is the Speaker docking on an alien space station? She must know that the station isn’t human,”

Quinn stomped her foot. “She would know and I bet she wants to corrupt the Serpentine,”

Damn it. Leo really hated the notion of the Speaker not only having traitor soldiers and superhumans under her command but also ten-metre snakes. That wasn’t a pleasant idea and that would only make her more and more dangerous.

Leo had to stop her no matter the cost.

And Leo really had to force the fact out of his head that no human that went to fight the serpentine ever returned to tell the tale.
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Sebastian and beautiful Leo rematerialised into a grey square corridor that curved to the left and Sebastian really hated the foul smell of death, snake-skin and rot. It was an awful smell that clung to the air and the walls like its life depended on it, and Sebastian wouldn’t have been surprised if by the time the mission was that the smells clung to him as well.

The damn shock collar zapped him a little and hummed for a few seconds before it went silent and Sebastian was so looking forward to having it off when he earned his freedom.

Leo went ahead a little and Sebastian didn’t like the grey metal walls of the corridor much because it looked slightly off. This workmanship was certainly human in nature but yet the database said this was an alien ship.

Something had to be wrong.

Footsteps pounded behind them. Sebastian spun around and a man just stopped in front of them. 

The man wasn’t wearing any clothes and Sebastian really wished that he had been because the man wasn’t attractive in the slightest. So Sebastian raised his rusty metal pipe a little in case he was a danger.

“They’re coming,” the man said.

Sebastian went forward towards the man and Leo joined him, and as far as Sebastian was concerned this man was an enemy threat.

Something shot towards him. Chomping on the man. The man’s body crackled like an egg.

Sebastian’s eyes widened when he saw that the thing chomping on the man was an immense red ten-metre-long snake with two very long fangs dripping with the man’s dark red blood.

Sebastian stepped slowly back and really wished he had a damn gun. 

“Emperor’s Hammer do you copy?” Leo slowly asked his communication implant.

“I am deeply sorry by dearest Leo,” the Speaker said, “but the Emperor’s Hammer cannot be reached at this time. If you want to leave a message please speak after the tone,”

Sebastian just grinned because the Speaker had style but they were trapped here. And how the hell the Speaker managed to interfere with Inquisitorial technology was beyond him.

The snake looked at Sebastian and his heart pounded in his chest.

The snake charged forward.

Sebastian leapt to one side. The snake zoomed past. Sebastian smashed his pipe on the beast.

The pipe shattered.

The snake slammed Sebastian against a wall. Winding him. Sebastian punched his chest. Air rushed back in.

Leo shot at the snake. The snake shot forward. Diving at Leo.

Sebastian jumped on the snake.

Its scales were ice. Sebastian climbed forward.

The snake jumped up.

Sebastian leapt off the snake. The snake pounded into the ceiling.

Cracking it. Three shards of metal embedded itself in the scales.

Leo kept shooting. 

Sebastian punched the snake. Hard. The impact hurt his hand.

It did nothing to the snake. The snake spun around. Launching itself at him.

Leo threw one of his guns at Sebastian. He caught it.

Sebastian aimed at the creature’s eyes. He fired.

One eye went up in smoke.

Sebastian fired again.

The other eye burnt away and the snake collapsed on the ground. It was slashing and lashing and pounding itself into the walls.

The walls started to crack.

Sebastian grabbed Leo and charged up the corridor. It was only a matter of time before the snake broke the walls. Possibly creating an opening into space.

Sebastian kept running.

A wall snapped by the snake.

Sebastian saw a blast door ahead of them. All Sebastian needed to do was get there before the wall snapped completely and the snake was sucked out into space.

A deafening bomb screamed overhead.

Sebastian ran even faster.

The blast door started to shut. It only did that if there was a breach in the corridor.

Leo rushed past him. He made it to the door. Sebastian was almost there.

The force of the vacuum of space threw him backwards. Sebastian struggled to breathe.

Sebastian was hit in the face by a rope of some kind. Sebastian grabbed it.

Leo pulled him to safety and Sebastian was surprised when he entered an oxygen bubble so that’s how Leo had managed to pull him to safety without being affected by the lack of air.

“That was close,” Leo said as the blast door shut behind them. 

“I agree,” the Speaker said using the station’s intercom system. “I wish you two could have gotten here sooner but my plan worked,”

Sebastian cursed under his breath and his stomach twisted in pain.

“I of course wished Marvin and Quinn were on the station as well but it will not be hard to calculate the cloaked position of the Emperor’s Hammer. Then I will kill them. I would have liked to know you better but it’s shame you’re going to die now,”

Sebastian had no clue what she was talking about as the entire station jerked slightly as the warship that the Speaker had docked with presumably shot away from the space station.

The station jerked violently.

The Speaker was shooting at the station.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 10

[image: ]


Leo was just stunned at the sheer boldness, stupidity and balls of the Speaker that she had only led them here to kill them. When they all eventually caught up with the Speaker, Leo was more than determined to kill her slowly and painfully for daring to put his friends and sexy Sebastian in mortal danger.

The entire space station jerked as the Speaker kept firing on them and thankfully Leo knew from looking at plans earlier that the space station was strong enough to give them a few minutes.

Leo looked around where they were. The large grey metal room was just that. A room. It wasn’t a place with a computer terminal, escape pod or anything inside.

Leo loved how beautiful Sebastian was tapping on the metal walls to check if any of them were hollow but they weren’t. Leo had checked that as well.

The ways in and out of the space station was the hangar, ship docking port and the escape pods. All of those options were now cut off for them because of the blast door locking. There was no way out but Leo was glad that he was reasonably calm about it.

They had to find a way out. It was only a matter of time until the entire station exploded or something.

The station jerked a lot hard. 

“Why human workmanship?” Sebastian asked as he kept tapping the walls.

Leo clicked his fingers and rested his hand on the gun hanging from his waist. He should have thought about that sooner too. It was weird that the wielding on the station seemed to be human in nature and not alien.

Leo went over to Sebastian but when he heard the metal floor was hollow in a certain place.

Leo went back over to the small patch of flooring and stomped on it harder. It was certainly hollow and Leo just hoped that they could break it down and it could lead to their salvation. And not death.

Sebastian whipped out his gun and aimed it at the patch of flooring. Leo did the same. They both fired as the station jerked so firmly that Sebastian’s shot slammed into Leo’s lower leg.

Leo hissed in agony as the shot seared his flesh and sliced through his battle armour but at least his shot had destroyed the flooring. There was an old metal tube large enough for them to fit through underneath.

“The snakes must have enslaved some humans to build the station and the humans added this escape tunnel probably,” Sebastian said.

Through the pain Leo nodded. A deafening boom echoed through the station. 

They didn’t have a choice now. They just had to escape. 

Leo and Sebastian jumped down the tunnel and the icy coldness of space burnt Leo’s hand. He tried to slow his descend by firmly placing his hands on the sides of the tunnel.

He went faster.

A white light appeared at the bottom. Leo tried to slow down. He couldn’t. He was travelling too fast.

Leo could see the white light was a solid metal floor. Travelling at this speed they would both snap their legs if they landed badly.

There was no time to land correctly.

They were going to break their legs. They would be useless after that. They wouldn’t be able to escape.

The white light got closer.

Blue smoke wrapped around them. The station exploded. Extreme heat filled the station.

Leo and Sebastian were zapped away. Leo was just glad the others had teleported them away in the nick of time.

But that was way too close for comfort.
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Sebastian seriously couldn’t believe the pain flooding his neck from the damn shock collar as he and sexy Leo rematerialised in the bridge of the Emperor’s Hammer. Sebastian had always flat out hated bloody emergency teleportations but wearing a bulky shock collar only made it worse. 

Marvin and Quinn had ripped them out of that tunnel and Sebastian’s neck really didn’t like it.

As Sebastian glared at Marvin and rubbed his neck gently, he had to admit Marvin really didn’t seem pleased to see him or maybe that was because beautiful Leo was limping from where Sebastian had accidentally shot him.

Sebastian absolutely hated himself for shooting Leo. He had been the only person on the ship that had actually tried to help, support and protect him from the others, and he had just shot him. That wasn’t good at all and Sebastian really hoped that Leo wasn’t angry at him.

Quinn helped Leo lean against the grey metal table as she grabbed a medical gun that healed the wound as quickly as it had appeared. Sebastian weakly grinned at the beautiful, clever and kind man that he was starting to fall for.

“So you allowed the prisoner to get a hold of your weapon and he shot you with it,” Marvin said resting his hand on his machine gun. 

Sebastian noticed that Quinn also had her hands firmly on her flamer.

Leo shook his head and told them exactly how the gun wound had happened but Sebastian could easily tell that Marvin wasn’t convinced at all.

“We better get underway before the Speaker starts searching for us,” Leo said. 

“I agree but what happened to the population?” Sebastian asked then he looked at the spherical walls of the bridge and noticed that in the distance of 360-view of the space around them, there were tons of little dots rising from the planets.

“Damn,” Marvin said. “There’s ships,”

“Affirmative,” Quinn said zooming in on the ships using the hologram on the table in front of all of them. “I’m detecting twenty cruisers,”

“That would be enough for the entire population,” Sebastian said. “Do you really think she’s good enough to corrupt twenty thousand people in such a short space of time?”

Marvin spat at Sebastian and he really wanted to punch him. “There is nothing good about her,”

“We have to leave now,” Leo said. “We can fight later but-”

Red flashing lights flashed overhead and a holographic form of the Speaker appeared on the table.

“Finally I have your damn location,” the Speaker said through the hologram. “All forces head to these coordinates. I’m uncloaking the ship now,”

“She couldn’t,” Sebastian said.

“Shit,” Marvin said.

The entire ship hummed, popped and vibrated harshly as the cloaking technology exploded and even more warning lights flashed overhead.

Sebastian tried to engage the anti-fire protocols on the ship with Marvin but they weren’t working.

The Emperor’s Hammer
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