
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   M y pastor used to love that old proverb, “The Road to Hell is paved with good intentions.” He’d tell us how decent people would start out thinking they were doing the right thing, but they’d get seduced by Satan and fuck up horribly. 
 
    Judas Iscariot was his favorite example. He’d talk about how Judas was a good man, who wanted to help people. How he was one of Jesus’s most trusted disciples. But then Satan whispered in his ear and convinced him Jesus was dangerous. So Judas tried to save the movement by betraying Jesus to the Pharisees. 
 
    It didn’t exactly work out like he intended. 
 
    And that was Pastor’s point. Judas had good intentions at the start. But they were totally the wrong thing to do. He ended up in Hell as the ultimate sinner because he hadn’t recognized that his good intentions led to horrific crimes. 
 
    I understand that lesson much better as an adult on the other side of the galaxy than I did as a kid on Earth. People think they’re doing the right thing. 
 
    But all they’re accomplishing is condemning themselves and everyone around them. 
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    Episode 8: 
 
    Tumbling Wildly Out of Control 
 
      
 
   J aQuan yanked the stick hard to the left to dodge the incoming fighter. Then he tapped commands to fire the underside thrusters to put Cataan’s Claw as close to the Imperial battlecruiser’s hull as he dared. 
 
    “Cooressa!” he shouted. “Take over angling the deflector screens!” 
 
    “My station is not optimized for that function,” she replied. 
 
    “Who gives a shit!” he cried. “Just do it until I can get us some help!” 
 
    He risked a glance at the tactical station. Rorgun still lay with Kitekh on top of him. Both remained unconscious. 
 
    “Christ, we are so fucked,” he said. He stabbed the intercom on his board. “Shinzaa, it’s JaQuan. Do you read me?” 
 
    Two fighters dropped into view, attempting to cut them off. If Rorgun were awake, he’d shoot them. 
 
    “Fuck, hang on, Shinzaa,” JaQuan said, not certain whether she’d replied. “Cooressa, angle all the deflector screens forward. Everybody, hold tight!” 
 
    He opened the throttle to full and roared towards the enemy ships. They opened fire with beamers. 
 
    “Just don’t launch any fucking torpedoes,” he muttered as he closed the distance. 
 
    The shields repelled the plasma rays. The fighters stayed the course. 
 
    “JaQuan, we are on a collision course with those ships!” Cooressa screamed. “At this speed, we will not survive the impact.” 
 
    “Neither will they!” he said. 
 
    He held his breath, hoping Imperial fighter pilots were no good at the human game of “chicken.” They continued to fire. The deflector screens held. 
 
    “JaQuan!” 
 
    He ignored her. Just before impact, the fighters broke off. One of them made his decision too late. Cataan’s Claw clipped his wing and sent him careening into the battlecruiser’s hull. It crumpled into scrap, killing the pilot and damaging the mothership. 
 
    Cooressa sighed heavily in relief. Shinzaa shouted over the speakers. 
 
    “JaQuan, what the hell is going on?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re under attack,” he replied. “Kitekh and Rorgun are incapacitated. Tell me you’re in the auxiliary bridge.” 
 
    “I just got here,” she said. “I had to deal with the hostage first.” 
 
    “Take over tactical,” JaQuan said. “I’ve managed to keep the heat off us so far, but I can’t shoot back. 
 
    “Cooressa, did you get that rear deflector screen back online?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “But your stunt with those fighters decreased forward shields by forty-one percent, and we’ve taken hull damage from the collision.” 
 
    “Can’t be helped,” he said. “Shinzaa, I hope you’re as clever as Kitekh. Cuz we’re gonna need some kind of fucking miracle to get out of this one.” 
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    Gwen cheered as Cataan’s Claw won its desperate game of “chicken” with the two Imperial fighters. She was immediately chagrinned. She wasn’t supposed to be rooting for the outlaws. They were the bad guys. She was here to arrest them, for God’s sake. 
 
    But JaQuan was aboard, and he’d sent her a secret message, claiming to be working on the side of the angels. If the Imperials snatched him up, she’d never get to the bottom of what this was about. Plus, she’d never seen him play “chicken” as well as she did. 
 
    And he’d said he loved her. 
 
    God damn it, Gwen, quit thinking with your heart. You can’t afford to go soft here. People’s lives are at risk, and the human race is depending on you to vindicate them. Whether they know it or not. 
 
    She shook her head to clear it. She needed a plan. 
 
    Cataan’s Claw was rapidly approaching the battlecruiser’s rear. Assuming she wanted to remain inside her firing range, she would have to orbit and come around the cruiser’s topside. That would also give her an opportunity to attack the capital ship’s bridge, potentially disabling her. 
 
    Gwen programmed an intercept course that would enable her to cut off Cataan’s Claw before she could finish her maneuver. But before Gwen could fire her thrusters, everything changed. 
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     Horay Kel gripped the arms of his command chair as the ship shook with the impact of the collision. Alarms sounded immediately. 
 
    “Hull breach, Captain!” First Officer Zin reported. 
 
    “Seal the affected area and assign damage control crews to contain any fires or leaks,” he said. 
 
    He didn’t wait for an acknowledgement. 
 
    “Where is Cataan’s Claw?” he asked. 
 
    “Approaching our aft, Captain,” Weapons Officer Gru said. 
 
    Horay thought carefully. The outlaw vessel was staying close to their hull, so as to stay inside the battlecruiser’s firing range. That left them no escape – they couldn’t jump away without putting themselves in the line of fire, and the fighters would overwhelm them eventually. 
 
    However, Galesh had proven herself too clever again, and if he didn’t catch her soon, there was no telling the extent of damage she could do to his ship. She might even be able to harm the bridge, and that would put Horay himself at risk. He needed to wrap this up quickly. 
 
    “Helm,” he said, “the terrorists will no doubt orbit us to come topside. As soon as they’re directly behind us, fire the main thrusters.” 
 
    “Captain?” the helmswoman said, turning in her chair. 
 
    “Do it!” he ordered. “But don’t burn for even one second. I just want it to fire while they’re behind us and then cut out.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” she said, her doubt plain. 
 
    He made a note to give her a demerit after the confrontation was over. 
 
    “Captain, are you certain they will not be harmed?” Zin said. 
 
    No, he wasn’t. But they had their shields at full. It should be a like a sharp re-entry. By the time they recovered, they’d be in custody. 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” he said. 
 
    Horay leaned forward in his chair. 
 
    Okay, Captain Galesh, he thought, let’s see if you can outwit this. 
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    JaQuan dropped off the battlecruiser’s hull, staying inside her firing range, but giving himself room to make the maneuver. Six fighters approached from three directions. He had no idea what to tell Shinzaa. 
 
    “Okay, JaQuan,” the second mate said, “on my go, bring us around topside as close to the battlecruiser as you can.” 
 
    “What about those fighters?” he said. 
 
    “I’ve got them,” she replied. 
 
    No sooner had she said so, than four of Cataan’s Claw’s beamer cannon unleashed plasma towards the enemies, and a pair of torpedoes raced towards the others. Both the missiles hit, taking out their targets. Two of the beams were on the mark as well, destroying the Imperial ships. The other two missed, but the pilots were forced to alter course. One of them slammed into his wingman, killing them both. 
 
    “Nice shooting!” JaQuan said. 
 
    “This does not help,” Cooressa said. “We cannot escape without leaving the safety of the battlecruiser’s minimum firing range. They will get us eventually.” 
 
    “Have some faith, Cooressa,” Shinzaa replied. “Once we get topside, we’re going to hit them with everything we have. Then we’ll drop a static bomb right on top of their bridge and rocket away. By the time everyone’s scanners clear, we’ll have a clean jump to hyperspace and be gone.” 
 
    “You are assuming we can accurately plot a jump point after the static clears and before the battlecruisers can fire on us,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Shinzaa said. “JaQuan, execute orbit in three, two, one. Go!” 
 
    Hoping Shinzaa’s plan would work, he fired retro-thrusters and yanked the stick back. Cataan’s Claw began a steep climb up the backside of the Imperial cruiser. 
 
    Seconds later, klaxons screamed through the bridge. 
 
    “Shinzaa,” Cooressa cried, “their main thrusters are firing!” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” JaQuan said. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Gwen stared at the scene before her, horrified. As Cataan’s Claw came up the backside of the Imperial battlecruiser, the capital ship ignited her main thrusters. The freighter was caught in the wash. She disappeared inside a white-blue blast of fire. 
 
    “No!” Gwen cried, hardly realizing she had. 
 
    The battlecruiser lurched forward, then instantly cut her engines. Cataan’s Claw tumbled end over end, hurtling through space. After only two rotations, the Slashpaw-class shuttle attached to her, tore away, taking the docking arm with it.  
 
    The battlecruiser began pivoting, so she could bring her guns to bear on the freighter. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, you fucking idiot!” Gwen shouted. 
 
    The Imperial had done this deliberately. Realizing she couldn’t get a shot on Cataan’s Claw and that the outlaw vessel might do a lot of damage while she was in so tight, they’d fired their thrusters to push the smaller ship away. 
 
    Except that now it was totally out of control. If they hadn’t been burned alive by the heat of the cruiser’s exhaust, they risked being bludgeoned to a pulp from being thrown about. Anyone not strapped into a seat would be battered into goo. Did that include the senator’s daughter? 
 
    This Imperial captain was either a sadist or a moron. Probably both. 
 
    Despite the stupidity of the tactic, it had sent Cataan’s Claw careening in Gwen’s direction. If anyone was left alive aboard, she would have the opportunity to make the collar. The chance to vindicate humanity was still alive. Plus, she might need to save the people aboard – especially Haneeta Mol. 
 
    She tapped commands into her board and fired her thruster. A moment later, she was on an intercept course with the runaway freighter. 
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    JaQuan stabbed desperately at the controls. His straps dug into his shoulders and his chest as he tried to lean closer to the screen. The ship rolled over and over, and he couldn’t seem to fire the correct retro-thrusters to pull her out of the tumble. 
 
    Alarms screamed across the bridge like hammers pounding on his skull. He tried to ignore them and read the data from the computer, but it was too difficult with the constant motion. If he could just determine the direction they were rotating . . . 
 
    He sent a query to the nav system, asking for details on the roll. A second later, it told him they were tumbling nose to tail backwards. 
 
    Frantically, he tapped commands to fire the ship’s topside and underside retro-thrusters in reverse sequence to slow the tumble. It had to be done carefully – something he wasn’t sure he could manage – lest he put too much pressure against the spin and tear them apart. 
 
    He held his breath as the retro-thrusters fired and cut out in their complex pattern. Gradually but inexorably, the roll slowed. As he gained more control over the vessel, JaQuan added more power to each rocket. 
 
    Finally, the chaos eased. The alarms ceased. JaQuan was back in charge of Cataan’s Claw’s motion and trajectory. 
 
    “Is everyone, okay?” Shinzaa said over the speaker. 
 
    JaQuan didn’t want to think about what kind of shape Kitekh was in. The wild tumble had surely pulverized her. 
 
    But when he turned towards the tactical station, he was stunned to see her floating above it, her arms, legs, and tail levitating in five different directions. Rorgun remained strapped to his seat, but his head, arms, and chest had come off his board and floated in the air like Kitekh, as though he were immersed in water. 
 
    “What the hell?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “When I realized what was about to happen, I deactivated the ship’s artificial gravity system,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Holy shit, that’s brilliant,” JaQuan said. “She’d have been dead if you hadn’t done that.” 
 
    “As, I am sure, would our prisoners,” Cooressa said. 
 
    Cooressa was a genius. With the artificial gravity off, Kitekh had floated up off Rorgun. When the ship tumbled, it rolled around her instead of pitching her into one bulkhead after another. JaQuan knew Brody had no way to secure himself inside his cell. He presumed Haneeta Mol was in a similar situation. Not only had Cooressa saved Kitekh’s life, she’d preserved their ability to use both Brody and Mol as leverage to get out of the trouble they were in. 
 
    Not that it mattered. Haneeta Mol was determined to help wipe out the human race. But Cooressa had no way of knowing that yet. 
 
    “We’re not out of trouble,” Shinzaa said. “One of the battlecruisers has a line of fire on us, and there’s a smaller ship inbound.” 
 
    Gwen. In the heat of trying to survive the attack from the two battlecruisers, he’d forgotten about her. But like a bulldog with a bone, she wasn’t giving up. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Shinzaa continued, “plot us a jump to hyperspace and get us the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Where to?” he asked. 
 
    “Anywhere!” she shouted. “Just get us away from Cecilak before those cruisers can blast us.” 
 
    He nodded, though she couldn’t see him. He examined his board. Their current heading was no good. The Imperial would be able to shoot at them repeatedly long before he could get them up to .3C, the minimum speed for a hyperspace jump. 
 
    But Gwen was coming in hot from two o’clock. An idea jumped into his head. 
 
    “Shinzaa, angle every available deflector screen towards the rear of the ship,” he said. 
 
    Then he altered course. He needed twenty to thirty seconds to make this work. He worried that was too much time. 
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    Horay wasn’t sure what to make of the results of his maneuver. The outlaw vessel had been blown outside their minimum firing range. But they’d regained control and were attempting to flee again. 
 
    “Remarkable,” he said. 
 
    “Captain,” Zin said, “we do not have a line of fire on them.” 
 
    “Order Magnificent Glory to shoot them, bring us about, and get our fighters over there.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Zin said. 
 
    Horay watched as Cataan’s Claw arced around and attempted to get away. He smiled. 
 
    “You will never reach your jump point in time,” he said. “You are mine, Galesh.” 
 
    “Captain,” Zin said, “Magnificent Glory reports she cannot get a clear shot at the terrorists.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “There is another vessel in the line of fire,” Zin said. 
 
    Another vessel? Who? An ally? An innocent? 
 
    “Blow it out of the way,” he ordered. 
 
    “She cannot,” Zin said. “It is a Space Ranger.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    What the hell were the Space Rangers doing here? Was it a coincidence? Were they attempting to arrest the terrorists on their own? 
 
    “Put me on with that Ranger,” Horay said. “I want them out of the way.” 
 
    “I’ll try, Captain,” Zin said. “But it is firing on the enemy vessel.” 
 
    “Put me on!” Horay roared. 
 
    Those policemen were not going to interfere. They were not going to rob him of the vindication of actually capturing Cataan’s Claw. 
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    Gwen put on speed, trying to catch JaQuan before he could get away. The outlaw freighter was accelerating to jump speed. If she didn’t stop them soon, it would be too late. 
 
    She cut loose with her forward beamers, hoping to knock down Cataan’s Claw’s shields. The rays bounced off them harmlessly. Damn it! How much damage did she need to do before they were overloaded? 
 
    “Incoming communication,” the computer said. 
 
    Gwen grimaced. Was JaQuan trying to bargain with her again? 
 
    She tapped the key to put the message on her speakers. 
 
    “This is Captain Horay Kel of Imperial Battlecruiser God’s True Light,” an unfamiliar voice said. “I order you to cease your pursuit and alter course so we will have a clear shot at that freighter.” 
 
    What the actual fuck? Was he serious? 
 
    “Listen, mister,” she said as she fired another volley at Cataan’s Claw. “I’m the only one who has a shot at catching these assholes.” 
 
    As if to defy her, Cataan’s Claw sent a barrage of beamer fire at her. Her shields absorbed it. 
 
    “Ranger, you are interfering with a military operation,” Captain Kel said. “Your weapons are not sufficient to overwhelm them. Ours are. Now get out of the way.” 
 
    Gwen spat a curse. Who the hell did this guy think he was? He was not taking away her collar. 
 
    “Listen, jackass,” she said. “There is a hostage aboard that ship. Assuming she is still alive after your dumbassery sent them tumbling out of control, blowing them out of the stars is not a solution. We need to take out their engines with precision shooting, and you’re not in a position to do that. Now, shut the fuck up and let me do my job.” 
 
    She keyed the intercom off. What an asshole! 
 
    Gwen checked her board. Cataan’s Claw had reached .29C. Shit! The dumbfuck had distracted her to the point she was in danger of losing them. 
 
    She returned fire, hitting the terrorist ship furiously. Blast after blast she sent towards them, ignoring their counter-fire and closing the gap. Almost there. Soon, she’d be able to overtake them and drop a torpedo on the bridge. 
 
    Cataan’s Claw’s deflector screens collapsed. She’d finally overwhelmed them. She locked her beamers on the ship’s main thrusters. 
 
    “I’ve got you now, JaQuan,” she said. 
 
    But before she could push the “fire” button, a jump point opened in space just ahead of the outlaws. Gwen triggered her beamers, but Cataan’s Claw slipped through the interdimensional aperture and was gone before the plasma rays could reach her. 
 
    “Fuck!” Gwen screamed. “No, no, no, no, no, no, no!” 
 
    She pounded her fist on her board. 
 
    “God damn you, you stupid fucker!” she cursed at Kel. “I needed one more second, and you stole it by distracting me!” 
 
    Desperately, she ordered her nav system to compute all possible destinations along Cataan’s Claw’s last trajectory. The answer came back after eight agonizing seconds: None. 
 
    “God damn it!” Gwen shouted. 
 
    Cataan’s Claw had simply jumped away. They weren’t going anywhere. At an indeterminate time, they would drop out of hyperspace and plot a course to an actual destination. 
 
    And neither Gwen nor the Imperial ships that had cost her the arrest would know where that was. She had effectively disappeared into the blackness of space. 
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    Horay thought he might scream. That stupid Space Ranger had let them get away. She’d let them get away! He had them! It all should have been over. He was going to be a hero. He’d have gone from a demotion to a commendation and possibly a better command. 
 
    Whoever she was, she was going to pay. 
 
    “Calculate all possible destinations along their last heading,” he said.  
 
    “I have, Captain,” Helmswoman Yur said. “There are no systems or stations on that trajectory.” 
 
    “None?” Zin said, his incredulity plain. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” she said. “They either made a serious miscalculation—” 
 
    “Or they just jumped away along any heading to escape,” Zin finished. 
 
    “That would be the most logical conclusion, sir,” she said. 
 
    No one spoke for several seconds. Zin broke the silence. 
 
    “Under those circumstances,” he said, “they would likely drop out of hyperspace after they feel safe and then plot a new course for sanctuary.” 
 
    “If they were to do that,” Yur said, “they would be completely untrackable.” 
 
    Horay seethed. By God, he was not going to pay for this. He would not lose his command to someone else’s stupidity. 
 
    “Bring me that Space Ranger,” he ordered. 
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    Idrib entered the Senate Chamber, walking swiftly. The vote to confirm Emello was due shortly. He didn’t want to miss it. He thought there was little chance it wouldn’t pass, but he wanted to make certain he cast his vote in favor just in case. 
 
    “This session is hereby called to order,” the Chancellor said, banging his gavel. “We shall vote on the nomination of Keeper Emello Miic to the Council of Nine. Are there any objections to Keeper Miic’s candidacy?” 
 
     Idrib took his seat as Vrenschen Muur stood. Idrib sighed. He could predict what would happen.” 
 
    “Mr. Chancellor,” Muur said. 
 
    “The Chair recognizes Vrenschen Muur.” 
 
    “I do not object to Keeper Miic’s candidacy,” he began. “But I do object to us considering her without another prospect before us.” 
 
    “This is what we voted for, Muur,” an Elohiman woman said. Idrib didn’t recognize her. 
 
    “And I registered my objection,” the old Graur replied. “The fate of the Empire is in our hands. How can we consider only a single candidate? How can we not look at a pool of qualified individuals? The person we confirm will help choose the next emperor!” 
 
    “Vrenschen, we’ve been over this,” Senator Vlin said. “We asked the Kwin Flaal to recommend a prospect so that we would be in line with God’s will. This is whom they sent.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Senator,” Muur replied. “But I hardly think we should consider Keeper Miic and no one else.” 
 
    Idrib wanted to shoot the irritating Graur. The damned cats constantly overestimated their importance to the Empire. They felt their military skill earned them the same right to guide affairs as the more learned and even-tempered Elohim and Mandra. He swore, when he was Emperor, things were going to be different. 
 
    “You just want a Graur to get the appointment, Muur,” someone said. Idrib couldn’t see whom it was, but he agreed with the sentiment. 
 
    “I have already expressed my desire for the Council to be balanced,” Muur responded. “The Graur are underrepresented as it is, and the selection of a new emperor should be equally carried by each of the Three Races. 
 
    “But that is not my objection here. We have asked the Keepers of the Faith for assistance, and they have sent us a single candidate. Shouldn’t we also want to look at others? Shouldn’t they give us a group from which to pick? We’ve agreed to take this responsibility. Now we want to abdicate it?” 
 
    Idrib barely realized he was standing, hardly knew he would speak. But he came out of his chair and pointed his finger at the obstructive Graur. 
 
    “You would defy the will of God, Vrenschen Muur!” he thundered into his microphone. “The Keepers of the Faith have been asked for their counsel, and they have provided it. They did not draw a lot to arrive at their candidate. They conferred amongst the High Council. The Hierophant herself petitioned God for his guidance. 
 
    “Perhaps it is a shame to you that God did not nominate the person you desired, but the rest of us recognize the authority of the Kwin Flaal. You’ve made your objection known. May God have mercy on you for your resistance to his decree. But let the rest of us walk in the light of the divine will!” 
 
    His voice echoed off the chamber walls. Senators sat in stunned silence, some of them with fear in their eyes. Others nodded. 
 
    Vrenschen Muur narrowed his yellow-eyed gaze. He folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    “I am not cowed by you, Senator Mol,” he said, his tone even. “This body is made up of one thousand voices, of which I am one. Should the Senate oppose me nine hundred, ninety-nine to one, I will not be brow-beaten by you.” He cast a threatening gaze around the chamber. “Or anyone else.” 
 
    Chancellor Sum banged his gavel to regain control of the room. Idrib and Muur continued to bore hatred into each other. 
 
    “If there are no objections to Keeper Miic’s candidacy,” the Chancellor said, “let us move forward with the vote. All in favor, say, ‘Yes.’” 
 
    “What!” Muur cried. 
 
    But the rest of his protest was drowned out by a loud chorus of votes in favor. 
 
    “Those opposed, say, ‘No,’” the Chancellor continued. 
 
    Only thirty or so people dissented. Idrib smiled as Muur shouted obscenities. 
 
    “The motion carries,” the Chancellor said. “Emello Miic is hereby appointed to the Council of Nine.” 
 
    He slammed his gavel down, and the room erupted in pandemonium. Muur and several other Graur decried the way he was run over. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Emello was on the Council. It now had a quorum. Idrib was a breath away from becoming Emperor. 
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    JaQuan fought the urge to vomit. Their narrow escape from Gwen and the Imperial warships had pumped so much adrenalin through him, he thought he would never stop shaking. He took several deep breaths to ease the beating of his heart. 
 
    “Nice flying, JaQuan,” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “Thanks,” he replied. “I’m gonna drop us out of hyperspace. We’re not going anywhere in particular, and it’ll be safer if we’re not rocketing through a poorly understood alternate dimension while we’re trying to figure out our next move.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” she said. “How is Kitekh?” 
 
    JaQuan studied the captain for several seconds. He had no clue if she was in dire physical need or not. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “We should get her to the infirmary.” 
 
    “Drop us out of hyperspace, and bring her down. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Actually,” he said, “we’ve got a bigger problem. There’s a traitor aboard.” 
 
    “One thing at a time,” Shinzaa said. “Let’s get Kitekh and Rorgun taken care of. Then you and I will deal with the other issue.” 
 
    JaQuan grimaced. He didn’t like it. Every moment Aarghun Mrahr was free on the ship, they were at risk. 
 
    But Shinzaa was second mate, and right now, that put her in charge. Plus, if Kitekh’s injuries were serious, they shouldn’t wait to treat them. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Dropping back into normal space . . . now.” 
 
    He cut the hyperdrive. Cataan’s Claw jumped back into the real world. He read the nav charts as he brought the ship to a stop. 
 
    “We’re pretty much in the middle of Bumfuck Nowhere,” he said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Cooressa asked. 
 
    “That there isn’t a civilized world or outpost anywhere near,” he said. 
 
    “Distance from Cecilak?” Shinzaa asked. 
 
    JaQuan consulted the star charts. 
 
    “Thirty-five lightyears,” he replied. 
 
    “Hmm,” Shinzaa said. “That’s probably good enough. Even if they were chasing us, they’d expect us to run farther than that. I’ll meet you at the infirmary.” 
 
    JaQuan unbuckled himself from his seat and pushed off, floating into the air.  
 
    “Cooressa, give me a hand,” he said. “Even in zero-g, it’ll be challenging to get them both down to the infirmary myself.” 
 
    She unbuckled herself wordlessly and came over to help. Beneath them, Rorgun moaned. He put a hand to his head. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “Long story,” JaQuan said. “The short version is Kitekh landed on you and knocked you out. 
 
    “Speaking of which, why the hell didn’t you deactivate the artificial gravity before when I was throwing people around the bridge?” 
 
    “It did not occur to me,” Cooressa answered. “Kitekh incapacitating herself and Rorgun made me think of it when the battlecruiser blasted us with her exhaust.” 
 
    JaQuan nodded. That made sense. The number of things in his life he didn’t think of until after they would have helped was too large to count. 
 
    “Okay, Rorgun, we need to get you and Kitekh to the infirmary,” he said. “Unbuckle yourself and rise up. Be careful, though, we’re in zero-g, and you may have a concussion. Take it nice and easy.” 
 
    “Why-why, sir,” Rorgun said. 
 
    JaQuan smirked. Rorgun couldn’t be too badly hurt if he was butchering English phrases. 
 
    “Aye-aye,” JaQuan corrected. “Not why-why. Aye is an Old World version of yes.” 
 
    “It appears hitting my head did not knock any sense into me,” he said, clearly in pain. 
 
    “Well, you got that one right,” JaQuan quipped. 
 
    Rorgun offered him a feeble smile. Then he unclipped his restraints and rose out of his chair. 
 
    “Lead the way, my friends,” he said. 
 
    “Careful of Kitekh’s arms,” JaQuan said to Cooressa. “She thought she’d broken one of them before I knocked her out.” 
 
    Grabbing the captain as gingerly as they could, JaQuan and Cooressa set to maneuvering her through the hatch and down to the infirmary. 
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    Gwen strode onto the bridge of the Imperial battlecruiser flanked by two security officers – one Mandran, one Graur. She tried not to panic. They hadn’t taken her sidearm. She wasn’t under any sort of official arrest. 
 
    But she knew the captain was threatening her. He was angry Cataan’s Claw escaped, and he’d made it clear he found her responsible. His fighters had swarmed her, forced her to dock with the cruiser. Then he’d sent two brutish-looking security guards to bring her to him. 
 
    Gwen knew this routine well. It didn’t matter that he had no authority to detain her; he was bullying her because he could. He was establishing himself as the big dog. 
 
    It was typical, alpha-male bullshit. She’d had to deal with it her whole life, both on Earth and in the Empire. 
 
    And it made her nervous. She was vulnerable here. Despite being armed, it would be easy for Horay Kel to overwhelm her. It would be simple to refuse to allow her to return to her ship, take her freedom. 
 
    So when she strutted onto his bridge, she projected confidence and authority. But it was all to mask her fear. 
 
    “A human?” he said without preamble. “I thought you told me you were a Space Ranger.” 
 
    Gwen’s mouth twisted in a frown. She supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised, but it was still irritating have to deal with the constant perception that being human made her unqualified for certain jobs. It was like being a woman back on Earth. 
 
    “Ranger Gwen Carter,” she said. “Do you want to see my badge?” 
 
    Kel looked on her with contempt. His black, Elohiman eyes gazed condescendingly over her. She returned the sentiment warmly. He wore the red tunic and blue pants of the Imperial Star Force. Because he was an officer, he also wore a blue cloak, and because he was captain, the cape was trimmed in gold. A sword with an elaborate hilt dangled on his left hip, and a beamer pistol was holstered on his right. He looked like a cheesy superhero, and Gwen struggled to take him seriously, especially since his willowy, Elohiman body looked unthreatening. 
 
    “I was not aware there were any humans good enough to graduate from the Academy,” he said. 
 
    “I’m the first. Forgive me, Captain Kel, but what am I doing here?” 
 
    His alien Elohiman gaze shifted immediately from condescending to frosty. He took one threatening step forward. 
 
    “You are answering for enabling the escape of a terrorist vessel,” he drawled. 
 
    “Enabling the escape of—” she began, but she was too pissed off to finish. 
 
    She’d known this was what it was about, but his bald-faced accusation coupled with his disrespect infuriated her beyond all reason. She had to breathe in deeply to get control of her anger. 
 
    “Listen, Captain, the only person here who enabled that freighter’s escape was you,” she said as calmly as she could manage. “I had that ship dead-to-rights, and if you hadn’t interfered with me, I’d have knocked out her stardrive before she could jump away.” 
 
    The Elohiman’s white face turned crimson with anger. Gwen tried to tell herself that was a bad thing, that she shouldn’t needle this guy until he lost his temper. Trouble she couldn’t fix could quickly follow. But her common sense was rapidly drowning in a sea of rage. 
 
    “Perhaps not having grown up with the technology, you are unaware that the ship’s stardrive does not propel it into hyperspace,” he seethed. “The hyperdrive controls that function.” 
 
    “On the contrary, Captain,” she said, “a ship must be traveling at three-tenths the speed of light for the hyperdrive to engage. If I’d been able to disable their stardrive before they reached .3C, they’d be under arrest by now.” 
 
    “And if you had not been in the way, we would have had a clean shot at them!” he roared. 
 
    “So you could do what? Blast them to pieces?” 
 
    “We would have disabled their engines!” 
 
    “Not from what I could see! You’re the dumbass who fired your engines while they were coming up your backside. It’s a wonder you didn’t burn them up then. But you sent them tumbling ass over elbows, out of control. Did you forget there is a hostage aboard that ship? Forget the crew, you might have killed her with that stunt. And then you thought it would be better for you to shoot at them with a cannon big enough to burn a hole in a capital ship than for a smaller vessel that could target more precisely to handle the takedown? How the fuck did you get your command?” 
 
    His sword sang as he ripped it from its sheath. The Elohiman advanced several paces with murder on his face. 
 
    “I will not be spoken to like that on my ship!” he screamed. 
 
    Gwen’s hand drifted to her pistol. She knew she’d been challenged to a duel. He expected to avenge his reputation. 
 
    She was no swordswoman; she could fight well hand-to-hand or with a nightstick. But she wasn’t going to give this asshole the satisfaction of besting her in a swordfight. If he came any closer, she would draw down on him. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “I’m wasting my time here anyway. I should be out looking for them.” 
 
    The captain lowered his sword several degrees. The look of smug condescension returned to his face. 
 
    “And just where will you hunt for them, Space Ranger?” he said. “They jumped away on a heading that would take them nowhere. They therefore must stop and reorient. They cannot be tracked. 
 
    “Unless of course, you know where they will go, or you have hidden a homing device aboard their ship?” 
 
    Gwen smiled unpleasantly. She cast her gaze around the bridge, assessing the situation. Every eye was trained on her. She noticed for the first time that every officer at a station was Elohim. The only Mandra and Graur were the individuals who had escorted her here. Jesus, was this guy some sort of Elohim supremacist? 
 
    “I tracked them here from the Horari Belt,” she replied. “They conducted repairs at Sigba Station before heading here to seek Governor Mrahr’s assistance.” 
 
    The captain’s black eyes grew large. He dropped his sword arm, and the tip of his blade clanged on the deck. He took another step towards her, but his expression was incredulous now, not murderous. 
 
    “How do you know all that?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” she said, smiling. “It required a little luck and a lot of detective work. But based on their planned heading from Daxal, and knowing their hyperdrive was damaged in their escape, I mapped the closest possible location they might be able to reach at space-normal speeds.” 
 
    “And how did you manage to follow them here?” 
 
    Gwen hesitated. She wasn’t sure how much she should tell him. She needed to get the hell off his ship so she could figure out where JaQuan would run next. Would telling Horay Kel how she found them accomplish that or make it worse? 
 
    “There may be an informant aboard,” she said at last. 
 
    The captain’s eyes got even larger. All his body language had changed. No longer aggressive or angry, he stared at her intently, desperate to hear what she would say next. 
 
    “What sort of informant?” he inquired. 
 
    Gwen frowned. She had to be careful here. If she told him too much, it would blow any chance of figuring out what JaQuan was up to. If she said nothing, he might detain her, question her. Torture her? 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said. “I received a message from the ship after they’d jumped away on their way here. They told me where they were going.” 
 
    She elected not to tell him the part about things not being as they seem. She didn’t trust this fool. And she certainly wasn’t going to tell him about JaQuan. 
 
    “Why would they do that?” he asked, suspicion coloring his complexion. 
 
    Gwen sighed. She needed him to believe she knew less about what was going on than she did. 
 
    “I can’t be sure,” she replied. “It doesn’t make any sense for them to tell me where they were going. They’d escaped me.” 
 
    “Escaped you?” one of the other officers said. 
 
    He wore a cloak with silver trim. Gwen presumed he was the first officer. 
 
    “Yes, I pursued them to the Horari Belt and engaged them. They escaped me. I thought I’d lost them, when I received a transmission via hyperspace buoy telling me where they were going next.” 
 
    Kel and his ex-o exchanged a look. 
 
    “Why would they tell you this, though?” Kel asked. 
 
    “Again, I don’t know for sure,” she answered. “My best guess is that someone aboard that ship is not okay with what’s going on. They’re making it possible for me to follow in the hopes that I can stop it.” 
 
    Kel looked at his first officer again. The other Elohiman shrugged. Gwen watched as the wheels turned in the captain’s mind. He was obviously contemplating possibilities. She didn’t like it. 
 
    “Why you?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Why did they message you,” he said. “Why contact a Space Ranger, especially a human Space Ranger. You would be apt to sympathize with the kidnappers.” 
 
    Gwen bit her lip to resist the urge to punch Kel in the face. How dare he accuse her of collaborating! 
 
    “Listen, asshole,” she said before she could think better of it, “I swore an oath to protect the Empire and uphold the law. I am not going to abet a kidnapping just because the perpetrators are human. And I certainly am not going to help out a terrorist organization. Those pieces of shit in Manifest Destiny should be arrested and prosecuted for treason – not just to the Empire but the entire human race. They are not representative of who we are, and they need to quit fucking things up for the rest of us. 
 
    “Now how about we drop the racist bullshit, and figure out how to catch those bastards?” 
 
    Kel grinned fiendishly. Gwen wasn’t sure if he liked her response, or if she’d played right into his hands. She wanted off his ship. Being near him was making her skin crawl, and she was terrified he would lock her up. 
 
    “I am relieved to know your loyalty lies with the Empire where it belongs, Ranger Carter,” he said. “But you did not answer my question.” 
 
    Once again, Gwen was uncertain what to say. If she told them about JaQuan, they might discount everything she’d said to date. They might believe she actually was a collaborator. She had to be careful here. 
 
    “Captain, I don’t think there’s any great mystery here,” she said. “I engaged them at the Horari Belt. They managed to escape. But whomever the informant is found a way to leave a message so they couldn’t get completely away. I was there, so the message was sent to me. I don’t think it’s any more complicated than that. If it had been someone else, they’d have messaged them.” 
 
    A feral grin spread across Kel’s face. He sheathed his sword. 
 
    “Thank you, Ranger Carter,” he said. “That is all I need. You are dismissed.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Escort Ranger Carter back to her ship,” he said to the security detail. “See she gets off safely.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Gwen began. 
 
    But Kel had already turned away from her. He crossed the bridge to confer with his ex-o. The Mandran guard took Gwen by the arm and firmly turned her back towards the hatch. 
 
    “Let go of me, asshole!” she barked. 
 
    He didn’t listen. The Graur seized her other arm, and the two of them dragged her away. 
 
    “Kel!” she cried. “What the fuck are you doing? Kel!” 
 
    But he didn’t answer. Seconds later, she was pulled down the hall back towards her ship. Dread washed over her mind. She wasn’t certain how she’d done it, but she was convinced she’d made a terrible mistake. 
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    JaQuan wiped sweat from his brow. It had taken twenty minutes to maneuver Kitekh through the ship and into the infirmary. They at last had her laid out on an exam table. Cooressa had left and restored the ship’s artificial gravity. Rorgun sat on a table adjacent to Kitekh while Shinzaa studied the medical computer. 
 
    “Her right arm is broken in two places, she’s got three cracked ribs, and there’s a hairline fracture in her left scapula,” Shinzaa reported. “There are also deep contusions on her shoulders, latissimus dorsii, and neck.” 
 
    “Probably from when she hit the ceiling,” JaQuan said, feeling terrible. 
 
    He’d been so focused on getting them away from the Imperial vessels, he hadn’t waited for Kitekh to get strapped into her station. She was lucky he hadn’t killed her. 
 
    Then again, she wouldn’t have been in that position if she hadn’t assumed he’d been the traitor instead of Mrahr. Unlike his accidental wounding of her, she’d actively been trying to kill him. 
 
    JaQuan sighed. Things remained fucked up. 
 
    “I can have the machines set the bones, cast her arm, and administer painkillers,” Shinzaa said. “But otherwise, she’s going to have to heal on her own. That’ll take time.” 
 
    JaQuan looked down on her. She grimaced in her sleep. 
 
    “Man, she’s gonna be pissed when she wakes up,” he said. 
 
    “She’s lucky to be alive,” Shinzaa countered. 
 
    She tapped a few commands into the medical board. 
 
    “Rorgun, you don’t look to be harmed,” she said, “but we should monitor you for a concussion to be safe. Stay here and rest. We can handle things until I’m sure you’re well.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t argue with me, Rorgun,” Shinzaa said. “Unless we’re attacked or some other horrific problem arises, you’re better off recuperating.” 
 
    “Shinzaa, I am first mate aboard this ship, and the captain is incapacitated,” he protested. 
 
    “And I’m second mate,” she replied, facing him with a fiery, blue-eyed gaze. “I’m also the closest thing to a ship’s doctor. I’m ordering you to rest unless we get into trouble.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “But as soon as I feel well, I’m putting myself back on active duty.” 
 
    Shinzaa held him firmly with her stare. Rorgun couldn’t meet it, feigning pain in his head by putting a hand to it. JaQuan hid a smile. 
 
    “All right, JaQuan,” Shinzaa said. “Come with me. We’ll take care of the other problem.” 
 
    “What other problem?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    “You’re relieved, Rorgun,” Shinzaa called over her shoulder as they left the infirmary. “Don’t make me confine you to quarters.” 
 
    “Where are we headed?” JaQuan asked after they’d made it several yards down the corridor. 
 
    “The armory,” she answered. “If Aarghun’s a traitor, I want to make sure he doesn’t get a chance to make a move against us.” 
 
    JaQuan nodded. He was pleased someone was taking him seriously. Rorgun hadn’t believed Mutakh Kairee would betray him back at Sigba Station, and Kitekh was blinded by Mrahr’s former loyalty.  
 
    He couldn’t understand why she refused to believe the Governor of Cecilak would betray her but could so easily assume JaQuan had. He supposed she’d known Mrahr longer. He’d stood by her during the worst moment of her life. She’d only known JaQuan three years. 
 
    Still, JaQuan had given her no reason not to trust him. He had no motive. Mrahr certainly did. 
 
    They reached the armory after a short walk. Shinzaa keyed open the locker and pulled out two beamer pistols. She checked to make sure they were charged and loaded and then handed one to JaQuan. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. 
 
    “Any idea where he is?” 
 
    “When we were attacked, Kitekh sent him to the engine room to help Lanaliel.” 
 
    JaQuan grimaced. He didn’t want to think about what kind of damage a traitor could do in the engine room. 
 
    “Let’s hurry,” he said. 
 
    They wound their way down to the heart of the ship swiftly. When they reached the engine room, they found Mrahr and Lanaliel talking pleasantly. JaQuan stepped in and leveled his beamer at Mrahr. 
 
    “Okay, Governor,” he said. “Let’s have a talk.” 
 
    Mrahr’s eyes went wide at the sight of a pistol being trained on him. Lanaliel looked on JaQuan as though he were crazy. 
 
    “JaQuan,” the big Mandran said. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    “The meaning is real simple,” JaQuan growled, not taking his eyes off Mrahr. “Two Imperial battlecruisers jumped in right on top of us and started shooting. We barely got away. Kitekh sustained serious injuries and is still unconscious in the infirmary.” 
 
    “Dear God,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “No one knew we were coming here,” JaQuan continued. “Kitekh sent you a coded message on a tight beam. Only you received it – or so you said. 
 
    “So how did those cruisers know to come here? How did they recognize us and start firing immediately? 
 
    “Someone told them, Governor. Someone gave them the information.” 
 
    “It wasn’t I!” Mrahr protested. 
 
    “Wasn’t it?” Shinzaa said. “You had all the details. You had the coordinates to where we were parked, Aarghun. Why shouldn’t we believe it was you?” 
 
    “Because I would never betray Kitekh!” he shouted. 
 
    “Sure you wouldn’t,” JaQuan said. “Just like you didn’t leave the crew to go back to the Graur Defense Force because acting as Kitekh’s first mate wasn’t exciting enough.” 
 
    “That is a completely different thing!” Mrahr roared. 
 
    “Only you couldn’t get back into the GDF,” JaQuan went on. “They wouldn’t take you back because you’d sided with Kitekh.” 
 
    Mrahr took one threatening step towards JaQuan. He raised his beamer. Shinzaa stepped between them and aimed her pistol between her former crewmate’s eyes. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said. 
 
    He hissed at her. 
 
    “There was a time, Shinzaa, when you knew how to fight in the proper Graur way,” he spat. 
 
    “I can still feed you your balls, Aarghun,” she said. “But at the moment, I’m keeping a bad situation from getting messy. If you threaten JaQuan again, I’ll burn a hole through your brain.” 
 
    “My friends,” Lanaliel said, “this won’t solve anything.” 
 
    “I didn’t betray Kitekh,” Mrahr said. He fixed JaQuan with a furious stare. “You know nothing about Graur honor.” 
 
    A wicked smile crept up JaQuan’s face. If humans had any advantage in the Empire, it was that the other races constantly underestimated them. 
 
    “On the contrary,” he said, “I understand it real well. By siding with Kitekh, you made yourself an enemy of the Tribal Council. When you went back to them after several years, begging forgiveness and looking to re-up in the GDF, they told you to go fuck yourself. 
 
    “But of course, they couldn’t completely turn you out. You had seen the error of your ways. You were humbling yourself before their wisdom. They had to give you something. 
 
    “So they stuck you out on Cecilak, a shitty post that would allow them to accept your apology but send a message to you and to others that the will of the Tribal Council was not to be defied. 
 
    “And if it was boring assisting Lanaliel in the engine room and working as Kitekh’s first mate on a merchant freighter, how much worse was it to be governor of a backwater farm moon? Instead of getting what you wanted, your life got worse. 
 
    “But here comes Kitekh – on the run and in need of assistance. The whole galaxy is looking for her and the innocent victim she’s got stashed away. Not only is there a ten thousand-crown reward for her capture, you could restore your own lost honor by turning the criminal over to the authorities. 
 
    “Of course, you’d need to keep her here. So you signal the Imperials and then come out to meet us. You suggest we wake up Haneeta Mol and question her, knowing that will delay our departure. You tell Kitekh you could try to help but you doubt anyone will listen. 
 
    “And the whole time, you’re just waiting for the cavalry to arrive. Keeping us busy until the authorities show up to take us in and restore your honor. 
 
    “I’m a better student of Imperial culture and Graur honor than you think, Governor. Even if I am ‘just a human.’” 
 
    Sadness consumed Mrahr’s expression. He flicked his eyes back and forth between Lanaliel and Shinzaa. 
 
    “Is this what you believe as well?” he asked them. 
 
    Lanaliel spread his hands. He looked sympathetically on Mrahr. 
 
    “I would never have believed you capable of such a thing while we served together,” Lanaliel said. “However, I have not seen you in three years. I do not know how, if at all, you have changed. I therefore can form no opinion other than that JaQuan’s hypothesis is plausible.” 
 
    “You were the only one who knew where we were, Aarghun,” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “That you know of,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “I received Kitekh’s message and read it alone,” he answered. “I personally sent the reply, since she specifically demanded secrecy and I knew that everyone was looking for her. I told no one about where I was going or what I would be doing when I received the coordinates, including the Imperial Star Force. 
 
    “I cannot account for how they found you. But it was not I who revealed your location.” 
 
    “Then who was it?” JaQuan demanded. 
 
    “I do not know. I believed I was the only one who knew you were here.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. If he hadn’t told anyone, then how could the Imperials have found them? 
 
    “That’s such bullshit,” JaQuan said. “There is no way they could have known we were here unless someone told them.” 
 
    “On the contrary, JaQuan,” Lanaliel said, “it is entirely possible they surmised we would come here seeking Aarghun’s help. They might have jumped in hoping to catch us and gotten lucky.” 
 
    “Even if that’s true, they couldn’t have known it was us when they first arrived,” JaQuan said. “They jumped in right on top of us and started shooting. They knew we would be there.” 
 
    No one said anything. JaQuan’s mind whirred. He tried to envision a scenario where Mrahr hadn’t sold them out. None came. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Mrahr began. 
 
    “It’s ‘Mr. Jones’ to you, motherfucker,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “As you wish,” Mrahr said. “If I were a traitor, Mr. Jones, I had ample opportunity to disable the ship so you could not escape. I was down here in the engine room. I could have sabotaged us, so that we could not flee.” 
 
    “Lanaliel would have stopped you,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Assuming I didn’t kill him first,” Mrahr said. “Lanaliel took me for an old friend he had not seen in years. I could easily have slashed open his throat with my claws, murdering him, and then disabled the stardrive so it would be impossible to get away.  
 
    “If my true intent had been to betray Kitekh, to turn her in to restore my honor, she gave me the perfect opportunity to do so. Yet Lanaliel stands unharmed before you, and the ship is fully operational.” 
 
    JaQuan frowned. Those were excellent points he hadn’t considered. A crime required motive and opportunity. Mrahr had both, but he didn’t seize his chance when it came along. 
 
    But then who called the Imperials in? How could they have known Cataan’s Claw was at Cecilak? 
 
    And how had Gwen found them? Even if Mrahr had signaled the Imperial fleet, he couldn’t have called in Gwen. She was on the other side of the Empire at the Horari Belt. Mrahr couldn’t have known how to find her. Something didn’t add up here. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Lanaliel said, “my instinct is that Aarghun is not a traitor. As he notes, he had every opportunity to betray us to the Empire and did not.” 
 
    “Then how did they know where to find us?” Shinzaa asked. 
 
    “I do not know the answer to that,” Lanaliel said. “We have speculated multiple times that something larger than a simple kidnapping is at work here. According to Aarghun, Haneeta Mol has confirmed there is, citing a plot to make her father Emperor and exterminate humanity. It seems likely then, that the appearance of Imperial battlecruisers attempting to capture or destroy us, is not coincidental, even if Aarghun was not the one to summon them.” 
 
    JaQuan rubbed his head and thought. The idea that Mrahr was not involved seemed incredible. But then why hadn’t he made sure they would be captured? 
 
    “That would mean someone else called them,” JaQuan mused. “But who?” 
 
    “That, my friend, is the mystery we must solve,” Lanaliel replied. 
 
    JaQuan nodded. They needed answers. And since they were stuck tight in a conspiracy, it seemed best to get them from one of its authors. 
 
    “I think we need to ask Haneeta Mol a few more questions,” he said. “Where is she?” 
 
    “I locked her in with Brody,” Shinzaa said. 
 
    JaQuan snapped his head around to look at her. Horror broke over him like a tsunami wave. 
 
    “What?” he said, his voice just above a whisper. 
 
    “We came under attack,” Shinzaa said. “I was needed at my station – the auxiliary bridge. There wasn’t time to prepare a cell for her, and she certainly couldn’t be trusted unsupervised after what she told us.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” JaQuan said. 
 
    The urge to vomit returned. 
 
    “What is it?” Lanaliel said. 
 
    “I told Brody how he’d been used,” JaQuan practically shouted. “I told him Haneeta Mol was a willing part of the plot to destroy humanity.” 
 
    Shinzaa blinked twice at him, disbelief and understanding warring for control of her expression. Then she turned and raced out of the infirmary towards the cargo bay. 
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    JaQuan could have predicted what they found in the makeshift cell. He wanted to be wrong. He wanted something to actually go right for them. But that did not seem to be the way things worked for the crew of Cataan’s Claw. 
 
    Haneeta Mol lay sprawled across the deck inside the cell. Her head faced the energy screen, her mouth was open, and her tongue hung down. Her black eyes were open but blank; her white skin had turned ashen. A large, ugly bruise marred her right cheek, and finger-shaped contusions dotted her neck. 
 
    Brody lay asleep on his cot. JaQuan supposed he, too, could have been dead, but he doubted it. The stupid bastard had strangled Haneeta and then laid down to rest. 
 
    “Oh, fuck me,” JaQuan said as they stared at the murder in front of them. 
 
    His words seemed to snap Shinzaa out of her horror-induced stasis. She keyed off the energy screen, stepped inside, and knelt by the Elohiman, putting a finger to her neck. 
 
    “She’s dead,” she pronounced. 
 
    “Fuck me,” JaQuan said again. 
 
    “Can she be revived?” Lanaliel asked. 
 
    Mrahr looked on him as though he were crazy. But Shinzaa attempted CPR anyway. JaQuan didn’t blame her. If Haneeta Mol was dead, they were absolutely fucked. They had no bargaining chip at all. It didn’t even matter if they played it off as an accident – not that JaQuan saw any way to do that. They would still be held accountable for her death by the Elohiman who would become Emperor. 
 
    After a minute or so, Shinzaa ceased her compressions. She shook her head. 
 
    Raw fury exploded through JaQuan. First, the fucking dumbass white boy had unwittingly participated in a scheme to destroy the human race. Now, he’d assured their destruction by strangling the one person who might have been able to save them. JaQuan could not stand Brody’s arrogance and stupidity any longer. He drew his beamer and took aim at the sleeping moron. 
 
    But before he could squeeze the trigger, Lanaliel put a hand on JaQuan’s wrist and pulled his arm up over his head, nearly lifting JaQuan from his feet. With his free hand, Lanaliel gently but firmly wrested the beamer away. He released JaQuan and shook his head. 
 
    “One murder does not justify a second,” the big Mandran said. “And it would make matters worse.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Lanaliel!” JaQuan screamed. “He’s guaranteed the extinction of my people! He deserves to die!” 
 
    “Perhaps he has,” Lanaliel soothed. “Perhaps not. But killing him will not undo anything he has done. It will, however, make it impossible for us to turn him over to the authorities in exchange for amnesty.” 
 
    “What!” JaQuan cried. 
 
    “He’s right, Mr. Jones,” Mrahr said. “The only thing we have left to bargain with is Ms. Mol’s killer. If you send him to join her in the Great Beyond, he can be of no help to us. Then we truly are doomed, along with the human race.” 
 
    “You must control your fury, JaQuan,” Lanaliel said. “What little chance there is of escaping this trap rests on James Brody remaining alive.” 
 
    JaQuan wanted to rage at them all. He wanted to beat Lanaliel senseless for recommending reason and calm. Fuck him! It wasn’t his race that was on the verge of extinction! It wasn’t his people at risk! 
 
    Instead, he threw up his arms and paced in a circle. It was just one more time he was forced to accept there was no justice, one more instance of having to accept he would never be treated as a full person. It didn’t matter if it was the cops shooting his brother in Ferguson back on Earth or Brody getting away with murder in the dead of space. What was right didn’t matter. There was only the bullshit he had to deal with. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Alan said. 
 
    He and Rischa arrived together, walking quickly.  
 
    “We heard shouting,” Rischa added. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Alan said, seeing Mol’s dead body for the first time. “What the fuck happened?” 
 
    “It seems Mr. Brody strangled her,” Lanaliel answered. 
 
    “What?” Alan and Rischa said in unison. 
 
    Shinzaa bowed her head, clearly overcome by shame. She’d put the two of them in the cell together. What the fuck had she been thinking? 
 
    Brody stirred. He rolled over and faced them, his eyes still shut. JaQuan’s desire to beat him to death returned. 
 
    Shinzaa reached over and smacked Brody. He opened his eyes in alarm. His expression quickly turned to irritation. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he said. 
 
    Then he noticed Haneeta Mol dead on the deck. His eyes popped open wide, and he sat up quickly. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘What happened?’” JaQuan raged. “You killed her!” 
 
    Brody’s eyes went even wider. He stared at Mol’s body in total stupefaction for several seconds. Then he turned back to JaQuan, fear lighting his face. 
 
    “JaQuan, I didn’t do this,” he said. 
 
    “What?” Alan said. 
 
    “I swear!” Brody nearly shouted. “I didn’t do this. I didn’t kill her.” 
 
    “Mr. Brody, you were locked in here with Ms. Mol,” Shinzaa said. “There is no other person who could have committed this crime.” 
 
    “But I didn’t!” he protested. 
 
    “She didn’t strangle herself,” Alan said. 
 
    Dread swam in JaQuan’s stomach. Brody had been caught red-handed. There was no point in denying he had killed her, especially since it had surely been done as revenge for her role in the plot to exterminate the human race. And Brody was a zealot. He was a true-believing member of Manifest Destiny. He should be proud of what he’d done. 
 
    But he wasn’t. He was scared. Something was wrong. 
 
    “Jim, if you didn’t kill her, who did?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “I don’t know!” he cried. He looked at Mol’s body again and scratched at his neck. “The last thing I remember is being slammed against the bulkhead. We got bounced around like crazy. There was nothing to hold onto.” 
 
    “Both of you were thrown about?” Mrahr asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Shinzaa came rushing in with her, said we were under attack, and tossed her in. It was a few minutes after you left, JaQuan. 
 
    “Then we were getting flung around the cell like ragdolls. I thought we were going to be killed.” 
 
    “What happened after that?” Mrahr said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Brody replied. “I can’t remember. I must have hit my head and been knocked out.” 
 
    “And landed perfectly on your cot?” Alan said. 
 
    “I . . .” 
 
    But Brody’s voice trailed away as he realized the unlikelihood of his story. He rubbed the back of his head. 
 
    “I don’t have any bumps,” he said. “I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    “Come on, Brody,” Alan said, “you can’t expect us to buy this shit.” 
 
    “I’m telling you I don’t know what happened!” he screamed. 
 
    JaQuan hated himself for believing Brody, but he couldn’t help it. It made no sense for the guy to deny what he’d done. Only a four-year-old would continue to lie in the face of incontrovertible evidence of guilt. 
 
    Moreover, Brody looked scared. The smug look he’d worn for so long that had made JaQuan hate him was gone. He obviously didn’t know what was happening. That and the fact that he understood the consequences of Haneeta Mol’s death terrified him. Unless he was the galaxy’s greatest actor, everything about his reaction suggested he was sincere. JaQuan believed he was innocent. 
 
    Brody scratched his neck again and looked from person to person, practically begging someone to believe him. JaQuan sighed. 
 
    “This isn’t getting us anywhere,” he said. “We should get Haneeta’s body out of here. Then we need to put Rorgun in the picture. Kitekh too, if she’s awake.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with Kitekh?” Rischa said. 
 
    “She got thrown into the bulkhead and knocked out before Cooressa deactivated the gravity system. Broken arm, cracked ribs. She’s a mess.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Alan said. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Brody said. “You’ve got to believe me. I didn’t do this.” 
 
    “I do believe you,” JaQuan replied. “But I don’t see how that helps you.” 
 
    Brody stared at him worriedly. JaQuan shrugged. He didn’t know what else he could say. 
 
    “Lanaliel, grab the body and bring it back to the infirmary,” Shinzaa said. “We can figure out what to do with it from there.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he said. 
 
    The chief engineer stepped into the cell, scooped up Haneeta Mol’s remains, and left in the direction of the infirmary. Shinzaa stepped out and reactivated the energy screen. 
 
    “God have mercy on you, Brody,” she said. “I don’t think anyone else will.” 
 
    They turned as a group and left Brody to his thoughts. He scratched at his neck as tears formed in his eyes. JaQuan didn’t feel sorry for him. He might be innocent of this murder, but he was responsible for it. He’d participated in the kidnapping. He’d brought her aboard. Everything that had happened could be traced back to his fuckery. His regret was useless and too late. 
 
    But JaQuan remained troubled by the prospect of Brody’s innocence. Alan was right: Haneeta Mol didn’t strangle herself. If Brody didn’t kill her, someone else had. Who was it? What was their motive? 
 
    And what kind of horror did it promise for the future? 
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    The two Imperial brutes tossed Gwen roughly through the airlock. She landed hard on her hip and elbow, and tumbled, wincing at the pain. Before, she could regain her feet, they cycled the hatch closed. 
 
    What the fuck was the Elohiman prick up to? Why would he suddenly let her go; no, force her to go? He’d kicked her off his ship. If he was pissed at her, why not arrest her? 
 
    And he hadn’t been angry. Once she’d told him how she’d found Cataan’s Claw, he’d been happy. She could see him scheming as clearly as if he’d written it all out for her on a whiteboard. 
 
    But what was he plotting? 
 
    A loud, metal clanging interrupted her thoughts. A moment later, her ship began to tumble slowly. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she said. 
 
    They’d released the clamp and jettisoned her. That couldn’t be good. 
 
    Jumping to her feet, she raced to the bridge. The ship was already listing at a ten-degree angle, making it difficult to run full-out. 
 
    Pushing off the bulkhead, she staggered into the bridge. It took several seconds to reach her chair. She strapped herself in and started powering up systems as quickly as she could. 
 
    An alarm went off almost immediately. She prayed it wouldn’t be what she thought it was. God didn’t listen. 
 
    The battlecruiser had armed its particle cannon. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit!” she yelled. 
 
    Tapping keys wildly, she fought to bring her particle sinks online in time. 
 
    “Imperial battlecruiser in range to fire in three seconds,” the computer stated passively. 
 
    Gwen willed the stardrive to power up faster. It didn’t listen any more than God had. 
 
    “Two seconds,” the computer said. “One.” 
 
    “No,” she whimpered. 
 
    And then the world crashed. The bigger ship’s particle beam slammed into her port side. Alarms screeched, and Gwen’s scout vessel went tumbling wildly out of control. 
 
    “Particle sinks eighty-six percent full,” the computer reported. “Hull integrity thirty-four percent.” 
 
    Gwen stabbed at her controls, begging her engines to come online so she would have a chance to escape. 
 
    The battlecruiser fired again. Gwen’s sinks were too full to absorb much of the shot. It ripped into the hull, smashing metal and machinery as easily as she could an aluminum can. 
 
    “Hull compromised,” the computer reported. “Life support system failing.” 
 
    Gwen didn’t hear it. She was already unconscious. 
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    Kitekh wanted to ignore the pain. She just didn’t know where to start. Everything hurt. The broken arm was the most severe, but the shoulder and neck came in a close second, and anytime she moved, her ribs made her want to die. Shinzaa had ordered her to take narcotics so her body could actually heal, but she’d refused all but the lowest dose. She needed to think, needed her wits to plot a way out of this. 
 
    Haneeta Mol a co-conspirator in her own kidnapping. A plot to defame humanity so the public would support genocide. Mol now dead, ensuring the belief that Kitekh and her crew were savages who deserved no mercy. And the Elohiman who had effectively murdered her father was on the cusp of becoming Emperor. Even when Rorgun explained it all to her, it hadn’t made any sense. How the hell could she plot a way out of this? 
 
    She’d been out for almost thirty-six hours. They were safe for the moment, but it wouldn’t last. Even if the Imperials didn’t find them, they didn’t have infinite stores. They had to put in somewhere. 
 
    And then everyone would try to kill them. 
 
    She sat at the head of the table in the mess hall with the entire crew assembled around it. Aarghun had been forced to resume his duties as engineer’s mate. She felt bad about that. He hadn’t chosen this fate. It had been forced on him. 
 
    Kitekh tried to draw a deep breath to clear her mind, but her ribs punished her too severely. Grimacing, she looked everyone over. 
 
    “All right,” she began, “we’re pretty well fucked as our human friends would say. I admit I don’t really know what to do. I don’t know where we could go that we would be safe, and we can’t stay out in the middle of nowhere forever. I’ll take suggestions from anyone who has one.” 
 
    “We could try to sneak back to Cecilak,” Aarghun offered. “I can resupply us and learn what the Empire is doing.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Rorgun said. “It’s a good bet the Empire is still there, waiting for our return. They know we have you. They may be hoping you will want to go home.” 
 
    “And even if that isn’t so,” Shinzaa added, “someone in your office betrayed you and called in the Imperial Star Force. We have no idea who did, which means we cannot prevent them from doing so again.” 
 
    Aarghun hung his head. Kitekh smiled sympathetically. She knew he had wanted to help. And she knew the betrayal had seemed to prove JaQuan’s fears about him correct. 
 
    “I am sorry, Kitekh,” he said. “I’ve failed you.” 
 
    “Thank you, my friend,” she said. “But this was beyond your control.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Somehow, I made a mistake. I thought I had taken every precaution, but it was apparently not so.” 
 
    “No sense crying over spilled milk,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “I do not understand,” Cooressa said. “What has milk to do with this? And why spill it?” 
 
    “It’s an Earth saying,” Alan said. “It means whining about what went wrong doesn’t fix it.” 
 
    “You can’t put the milk back in the glass,” JaQuan added. “So crying about the spill is pointless. We just have to figure out how to clean it up.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Aarghun said. “I understand.” 
 
    “I do not,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Moving on,” Kitekh said. 
 
    She appreciated JaQuan offering Aarghun forgiveness. But she didn’t want this to devolve into another strange discussion of Earth aphorisms. 
 
    “Can we go back to the Horari Belt?” Alan asked. “The fleet wouldn’t dare to follow us in there, and there’s enough outlaw stations we could probably hide out indefinitely.” 
 
    “At some point we would have to resupply,” Lanaliel said. “Smugglers and criminals expect payment at the time of service. Unless we are willing to become pirates ourselves, I do not see that as a permanent solution.” 
 
    “And things didn’t go very well the first time we were there,” JaQuan said. “I’m not anxious to go back.” 
 
    “What happened?” Aarghun asked. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Rorgun got us involved with the Kwin Faan,” Rischa spat. “Then things got worse.” 
 
    “What?” Aarghun whispered. 
 
    “I’ll tell you about it later,” Kitekh said. She cast a stern glance around the table. “Now listen, people, no more recriminations. Whether we like it or not, we’re all in this together. We’re all one crew. We’ve been questioning each other too much – myself included. And it’s had disastrous results. My lack of faith in JaQuan almost got me killed. 
 
    “So let’s put all that aside. I need the best suggestions for a real solution to our predicament. The Horari Belt is not ideal, but it’s not off the table. If we can’t come up with anything else, we’ll have to consider it.” 
 
    She wasn’t entirely certain she believed herself. Someone had killed Haneeta Mol, Brody swore it wasn’t him. That in itself was too incredible to accept. But JaQuan claimed not to have summoned Ranger Carter, and Aarghun swore he didn’t betray them to the Empire. Yet somebody must have done all those things. Who, though? 
 
    The pain coursing through her body made it difficult to think. She had to put the question aside for the moment. 
 
    “Who else has a suggestion?” she asked. 
 
    No one spoke for several seconds. Everyone looked back and forth, hoping someone had something to offer. At last, Rorgun cleared his throat. 
 
    “Kitekh,” he said, “I believe there is only one place we can go.” 
 
    “Where?” she asked. 
 
    “Grakur,” he replied. 
 
    Kitekh nearly choked. He couldn’t be serious. 
 
    “Are you—” she began, but she had to stop. She’d twisted to face him too fast. Her ribs savaged her. She drew in a breath, wincing as she fought to control the pain. “Are you insane?” 
 
    “Hear me out,” he said. “We have the kidnapper as our prisoner. Haneeta Mol may be dead, but we can turn over her abductor. Whether Brody killed her or not—” 
 
    “He killed her,” Rischa interrupted. “No one else could have done it.” 
 
    “We can’t verify that,” Shinzaa said. “The security cameras were disabled during the fight. They didn’t record anything during the time the murder occurred.” 
 
    “Regardless,” Rorgun said, attempting to seize back control of the conversation, “Brody did abduct her and has confessed to working with Manifest Destiny. Those are crimes for which he can be tried. If the Empire elects to try him for murder too, that’s the court’s decision. But we have the man who took Haneeta Mol from her father. We can turn him over to the Tribal Council.” 
 
    Kitekh suppressed a snarl. Her ribs were already smarting, and she didn’t need to make it worse. But she wasn’t giving the Tribal Council shit. 
 
    “Like hell,” she said. “I will not allow them to betray me again.” 
 
    “Kitekh,” Rorgun soothed, “everyone on the Tribal Council knows your father was innocent. The problem was Senator Mol had manufactured false evidence. It was nearly impossible to vindicate him.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Aarghun said. “The Tribal Council’s decision was unpopular.” 
 
    “But understood and supported,” Rischa added. 
 
    “Also true,” Aarghun conceded. 
 
    “Kitekh, we have the kidnapper,” Rorgun said. “We can turn him over to them, so they can deliver justice for Senator Mol.” 
 
    “Soon to be Emperor Mol,” JaQuan groused. 
 
    “Actually, it would be Emperor Idrib,” Lanaliel said. “The Fourteenth, I believe.” 
 
    “Thirteenth,” Cooressa said. 
 
    JaQuan rolled his eyes. Kitekh shared his irritation at debating minutiae. 
 
    “In exchange for this act,” Rorgun went on, “charges against you and the rest of the crew would be dropped. And your honor would be restored.” 
 
    Kitekh thought about it. The plan had merit. But would it work? 
 
    “What makes you think they’ll listen to her any more than they did her father?” JaQuan said. “If the Tribal Council is so concerned with the honor of the race and the reputation of the Graur, why wouldn’t they just turn all of us over to the Empire?” 
 
    “Two reasons,” Rorgun replied. “First, they can score favor with the new Emperor. By handing him justice for the death of his daughter, the Tribal Council gains prestige and officially puts the Emperor in its debt.” 
 
    “Why can’t they do the same by turning over everyone as soon as they know we’re in the system?” Alan asked. 
 
    “Because, secondly, it would be a breach of honor. We will formally ask for the mercy of the Council.” 
 
    “I am not begging for mercy!” Kitekh said, slamming her fist on the table. 
 
    She immediately regretted it. Not only did her ribs scream at her, her shoulder felt as though someone had stabbed her twelve times in rapid succession. She whimpered involuntarily. 
 
    Everyone stared at her, concern written on their faces. She ground her teeth and fought to bring the agony under control. 
 
    “I am not begging for the Council’s mercy,” she said. 
 
    “Kitekh, listen to me,” Rorgun said. “We have to explain what happened. More than our individual lives and honor are at stake. Haneeta Mol described a plot to murder every single human in the Empire. We cannot allow that to happen. Not only do we have human crewmates who are friends, we cannot stand for genocide. 
 
    “If you beg the Tribal Council for its mercy, they will be obligated to listen to you. They will be honor-bound to protect you until they have rendered their own judgment. If we tell them the truth – including how Idrib Mol has plotted to use his own daughter’s kidnapping to ascend the throne – and offer them the abductor, James Brody, they will surely rule in your favor.” 
 
    Kitekh’s mouth twisted in a grimace. Most of it was from pain, but a portion was in disgust at the idea of supplicating herself before the very people who had killed her father and taken her career. 
 
    “You’re putting an awful lot of faith in people who fucked her over last time, Rorgun,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “If you’ll allow me one of your human phrases, my friend,” Rorgun said, “I’m playing the odds. The Council betrayed the Galesh family before, because it felt it had no choice but to protect Graur honor. No one was happy about it, and a chance to not only right that wrong but force the Emperor into a position of debt is one they will be happy to take.” 
 
    “Maybe,” JaQuan said. “But if we crap out, there’s no escape.” 
 
    “Crap out?” Aarghun said. 
 
    “If it doesn’t work,” JaQuan said. 
 
    Kitekh sighed. She didn’t like this. She’d sworn years ago that everyone associated with her father’s downfall would pay. If she begged for the Council’s mercy, it would be like admitting failure. It would be giving her revenge to them, and it would be tantamount to forgiving them for their role in her disgrace. 
 
    But what choice did she have? Rorgun was right. The lives of everyone aboard depended on her fixing this mess. Moreover, the existence of the Fourth Race might hang on her decision. Fairly or not, God had thrust her into this moment in history. She would decide which way the future of the Empire would turn. 
 
    She hated that. She had other plans – mostly for the humiliation of Idrib Mol. She didn’t have time to save the galaxy from itself. 
 
    On the other hand, she might still be able to bring down her father’s killer. Escaping this trap didn’t prevent her from attempting to avenge her family. 
 
    “Does anyone else have another suggestion?” she asked. 
 
    “We could find Idrib Mol and launch a torpedo up his ass,” Alan said. 
 
    JaQuan snickered. Aarghun and Rischa grinned. 
 
    “We’d never be able to get a torpedo into a crevice that tight,” Rorgun deadpanned. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Alan said. “Damn.” 
 
    Kitekh smiled at the humor. They needed it, especially under these circumstances. 
 
    “All right,” she said. “It sounds like we have no better option. JaQuan, plot us a course to Grakur. Bring us in on the back side of the system. I don’t want to land on the GDF’s front doorstep. In fact, just get us underway. I have to think about how to slip into the system largely undetected. Our home world is one of the best-defended planets in the Empire. 
 
    “Shinzaa, get me back to the infirmary and put me on whatever regimen of drugs you have to speed up the healing process. I’m going to need to be as well as possible before facing the Tribal Council. 
 
    “That’s all, people. Dismissed.” 
 
    The crew stood as one. Cooressa left the mess swiftly. Alan shot JaQuan a look that Kitekh couldn’t interpret. Then he and Rischa left for the cargo bay. Shinzaa and Rorgun came over to assist Kitekh, but she’d be damned if she was going to allow anyone to see her weakened. 
 
    “JaQuan,” she called, before he could exit. 
 
    He turned back. 
 
    “Yeah, Kitekh,” he said, his tone tired and worried. “What is it?” 
 
    “I owe you an apology,” she said. “Again. This is the second time I forgot how much I trust you. I have no reasonable explanation. I can only surmise that the continual machinations we have endured with little understanding of why they are happening has made me insane. 
 
    “That’s no excuse, though. Not only did I accuse you with no meaningful evidence, I attempted to kill you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She fell silent, unsure what else to say. How did you apologize to someone for wrongly trying to kill them? 
 
    JaQuan smirked. 
 
    “Well, it looks like I got the better of our exchange,” he quipped. 
 
    “True,” Kitekh said. “As it happens, I am the one who is lucky to be alive. 
 
    “I promise you, I will not accuse you again without incontrovertible proof.” 
 
    He stared at her for several seconds, probing her with those dark brown eyes of his. They were deep wells of thought. She’d thought Lanaliel was a philosopher when she first took this ship, sparing his life in exchange for remaining on as her chief engineer. But the Mandran had nothing on JaQuan. She wasn’t sure she’d ever met anyone with more depth. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said at last. 
 
    He turned and left the mess. She wasn’t sure if he’d accepted her apology or appreciated it at all. But she’d given him her word, and that was what was important. She was honor-bound to him now. 
 
    She glanced around, making sure only Rorgun and Shinzaa remained. 
 
    “All right, you two,” she said, “help me out of here. We’ve got a long flight, and I need to be at my best by the time we reach home.” 
 
    She steeled herself for the agony of standing. It was nothing compared to the coming pain of supplicating herself before the Tribal Council. 
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    Horay waited impatiently. He remained certain the interfering Space Ranger was right – that there was an informant aboard Cataan’s Claw, and that they would signal eventually. He just wished it would happen soon. 
 
    He remained convinced killing Gwen Carter was the right decision. She couldn’t report what had actually transpired here to her superiors, and she wouldn’t be able to get in his way or withhold information from him.  
 
    He’d taken the liberty of looking up her record after he’d pulverized her ship with his particle cannon. She was universally reviled. She’d been commissioned begrudgingly and given a bad post and no partner. No one would question him when he reported she’d put herself in his line of fire while trying to apprehend the terrorists. No one would miss her now that she was gone. 
 
    “Our agent in the governor’s office has no additional information to share,” Zin reported. “She discovered the governor was planning to secretly meet with Kitekh Galesh aboard Cataan’s Claw. She alerted us at the first opportunity.” 
 
    Horay frowned. That couldn’t be all there was to it. The snitch was hiding something. 
 
    “Captain!” Communications Officer Los said. “A hyperspace comms buoy has just entered the system!” 
 
    Horay’s scowl changed to a smile. His gamble was about to pay off. 
 
    “To whom is it broadcasting?” Zin asked. 
 
    “No one, sir,” Los said. “It is sending out a general message with no specific target.” 
 
    “What is the message?” Zin said. 
 
    “It is coded, sir,” Los answered. 
 
    “Intercept the message and decrypt it,” Horay ordered. 
 
    He strolled over to the comms station, trying to contain his excitement. If the message was in code, it was clearly from Carter’s informant. 
 
    “Intercepted,” Los said. “Decrypting now.” 
 
    Horay gripped his sword pommel impatiently. Did Los not understand how important this was? 
 
    “Message decoded, Captain,” he said at last. “It reads as follows: 
 
    “Gwen, I am so sorry this has happened. I have little time before we jump again. We are going to Grakur. The captain will ask for mercy from the Tribal Council. Love, JaQuan.” 
 
    Silence descended on the bridge when Los finished reading. Horay played the words over in his mind. 
 
    “This does not make sense,” Zin said. “That sounds like a love letter. Who are these people – Gwen and JaQuan?” 
 
    “The Ranger’s name was Gwen Carter,” Horay said. “This JaQuan must be her informant.” 
 
    “But that message implies they are lovers,” Zin said. 
 
    “Yes,” Horay said. “It seems our late Space Ranger was not fully forthcoming with us. 
 
    “Set course for Grakur, best possible speed.” 
 
    Horay smiled again. He’d been right to kill the Space Ranger. She was compromised. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t be useful. She’d given him the tools he needed to catch these terrorists. 
 
    Kitekh Galesh and Cataan’s Claw were through. 
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   O ne stupid, well-intentioned mistake. The wrong word spoken to the wrong person. 
 
    Now, all the bricks are laid on the Road to Hell. Grakur is doomed. So is the Empire. And it’s all my fault.  
 
    Just like Judas, God isn’t going to forgive me. 
 
      
 
    Will Cataan’s Claw make it to Grakur before the Empire? 
 
    Will the Tribal Council help ? 
 
    Is Gwen Carter really dead? 
 
      
 
    Find out in the next thrilling episode of Empire’s End, “A Woman of Faith”! 
 
      
 
    Available now. 
 
    Tap here to get it Amazon.com! 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    So if you’re still with me I’m incredibly thankful. I appreciate you staying with the story this far. You for sure don’t want to miss the next episode. Lots of big questions are finally answered. We’ll find out who the traitor aboard Cataan’s Claw really is and what they’ve been plotting. And now that the Council of Nine has a quorum, Idrib Mol might pull off his scheme to steal the throne. Things are heating up, and there’s lots of excitement left. Be here for it! 
 
    Thanks again for reading this far. See you in Episode 9! 
 
      
 
    -JP 
 
      
 
    P.S. (As always, I’d be grateful for a review. Tap here to review Episode 8.) 
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