
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   I n the military, they love to teach you about honor. They drive that shit into your head, trying to make you feel like you’re part of something larger than yourself, something noble. 
 
    I was a Marine. Our motto was Semper Fidelis – always faithful. We were the good guys, and we were going out to destroy evil in the world, wherever it dared to raise its ugly head. 
 
    Mostly, I think, this was about getting people to obey orders. When you’re supposed to shoot somebody or charge into a well defended stronghold, your superiors don’t want you trying to decide whether or not that’s a good idea. They want you to act without question. Because we’re the Good Guys. We have honor and courage. If we die, it was a noble sacrifice. 
 
    There’s more to it than that, though. If you aspire to nobility, if you want to act with honor, then you try to do the right thing. Teaching young people to die for their country makes them better people. 
 
    But it’s a slippery slope. It’s easy to convince yourself you’re acting nobly because you’ve got honor. If you become too convinced of your own righteousness, you can tell yourself anything you do is honorable. 
 
    Then you get catastrophes like Grakur. You get massacres. Then no one is noble. They’re all dead. 
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    Episode 11: 
 
    Honor and Nobility 
 
      
 
   S weat beaded on JaQuan’s forehead. His heart pounded. He opened the throttle fully, pushing Cataan’s Claw towards the minimum speed for a hyperspace jump. 
 
    “You know this jump is only going to take about twenty-nine seconds, right?” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” Kitekh replied. 
 
    “You know coming in that close to Korenka is dangerous as all shit, right? That I can’t predict exactly where we’ll re-enter normal space, so we might actually hit the moon or go by it too close to the gravity well, thereby tearing ourselves apart?” 
 
    “Relax, JaQuan,” Kitekh said, her voice irritatingly soothing. “I trust you.” 
 
    JaQuan snorted as the ship reached .2C. It wasn’t a matter of trust. His skill as a pilot or navigator had nothing to do with it. Kitekh wanted a short jump that would drop them into the Grakur system on the dark side of the moon Korenka. If his calculations were off by the tiniest fraction, they might not survive re-entry to normal space. 
 
    “His piloting won’t matter if we don’t make it through the defense grid,” Rorgun said from the tactical station. 
 
    “I’ve already told you,” Kitekh said. “Aarghun’s code should still be good.” 
 
    “You’re putting an awful lot of faith in the Empire not anticipating he’s working for us now,” Rorgun said. 
 
    Heat wafted up from the neck of JaQuan’s ship suit. All this uncertainty was stoking the fires of stress in his stomach. He felt like a furnace. 
 
    “The Empire most likely doesn’t even know about me yet,” Mrahr, sitting in Cooressa’s place at the comms station. 
 
    “We’ve been gone four days,” Rorgun countered. “That’s plenty of time for your office or those battlecruisers to signal ahead.” 
 
    “They haven’t,” Kitekh said. “They are the same ships that ambushed us at Daxal. The captain wants to arrest us himself. We’ve embarrassed him. He won’t want any assistance in bringing us in. 
 
    “He also doesn’t know that we have discovered the traitor aboard our ship. He thinks he can surprise us.” 
 
    Dread crawled up from JaQuan’s stomach and sat in the front of his mind. Kitekh’s plan was wild and reckless. He checked the speedometer. The ship was at .26C. 
 
    “Explain this defense grid to me again,” he said. 
 
    “During our war with the Elohim and Mandra, the Tribal War Council feared enemy vessels equipped with mass drivers could jump in and bombard the planet,” Mrahr explained. 
 
    “Mass drivers?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “Essentially giant rock-throwers,” Mrahr said. “The Mandra developed technology to launch large objects from orbit at a planet. If the missiles are big enough they won’t burn up in the atmosphere.” 
 
    “Meaning you can simulate a meteor collision,” Rorgun said. “Hurl enough projectiles at the surface, and you can cause catastrophic environmental change. It is possible to destroy a planet or at least render its lifeforms extinct.” 
 
    “And Grakur is especially susceptible to such a cataclysm,” Kitekh said as the ship reached .28C. 
 
    “Why?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “It is tectonically unstable,” Mrahr answered. “Earthquakes and volcanic eruptions are common.” 
 
    “There is only one habitable continent,” Rorgun added. “Our culture is warlike, because holding territory was critical to survival. Much like humanity, we developed space travel out of a need to find other places to live.” 
 
    G pushed JaQuan back into his seat. The ship climbed to .285C. He wanted to vomit. This jump terrified him. 
 
    “So what did they do to stop it?” he asked, trying to distract himself. 
 
    “The defense grid is a series of mines that ring the planet,” Kitekh said. “There are only two safe passages in.” 
 
    “And the mines are undetectable because they sit in hyperspace,” Rorgun said. 
 
    The fires of dread burning in JaQuan’s guts blossomed into full-blown terror. This was worse than he’d thought. 
 
    “And we’re flying through that?” he cried. 
 
    “Yes,” Rorgun said. 
 
    The ship hit .29C. They were almost there. 
 
    “But I have a code that will render safe passage,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “Assuming it still works,” Rorgun said, making his doubt plain. 
 
    “It’ll work,” Kitekh said. “JaQuan open the jump point on my mark. Aarghun, get ready to transmit.” 
 
    JaQuan tried not to panic. If Mrahr’s code, whatever it was, didn’t work, they’d be dead before JaQuan got the chance to kill them with a bad re-entry. He checked his board. 
 
    “Speed is .298C,” he reported. “.299. .3C!” 
 
    “All right, jump!” Kitekh said. 
 
    Hoping he wasn’t about to kill them, JaQuan engaged the hyperdrive. A jump point opened in front of them. 
 
    “Aarghun, begin broadcast!” Kitekh shouted as Cataan’s Claw slipped out of reality and into hyperspace. 
 
    For half a second, nothing happened. The experience was the same as any other trip through hyperspace JaQuan had experienced. 
 
    But then a strange humming sound echoed through the ship, like blowing across the lip of an empty bottle. It fluctuated a quarter step up and down, like the wail of a banshee. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    Kitekh smiled. 
 
    “Setting a trap like this makes the planet more defensible, because it limits the ways you can safely approach. But it also turns Grakur into a cage. If an enemy bottles up the only two passages, there would be no way to get out. 
 
    “The Graur are better generals than to leave ourselves with no retreat. The mines detect harmonic resonance. Starships leave a signature – a trail, if you will – that the mines recognize and lock onto. However, all GDF captains and high-ranking tribal personnel are given a code that allows them to program their scanners to send a false signal. Essentially, if you have a code, you can change your ship’s harmonic resonance to fool the mines.” 
 
    JaQuan flicked his eyes around the bridge. All around him, the bulkheads whistled their strange song. 
 
    “How do we know if it works?” he asked. 
 
    “If we aren’t blown to singularities,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “The code to send the signal wouldn’t work if it had been deactivated,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “Meaning we wouldn’t be hearing . . . whatever that is?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “No, actually,” Kitekh said. “We can always send a signal to put out a different harmonic resonance. The science is difficult but not impossible to master. 
 
    “Aarghun’s code, if it is genuine, will alter our signature to the correct resonance to fool the mines.” 
 
    “So Rorgun’s right,” JaQuan said. “We won’t know if it worked until we make it safely to the other side.” 
 
    No one said anything. JaQuan hung his head. 
 
    “Shit, Kitekh,” he said. “This is some fucking shit, this is.” 
 
    “Just be ready to re-enter normal space on time,” she said. 
 
    JaQuan stared at his board. His mouth had gone dry. He tried to swallow and couldn’t. 
 
    “Re-entry in seven seconds,” he croaked. 
 
    No one dared to speak. The spectral melody was the only sound. It sang like a ghost haunting an old house. Every scary movie JaQuan had ever seen ran through his head, quickening his pulse. Palpable dread squeezed his heart. 
 
    “Three seconds,” he reported as the jump point approached. “Two . . . one!” 
 
    He keyed off the hyperdrive, flinging them back into normal space. 
 
    Alarms started screaming instantly. Korenka appeared on his scope, coming up fast. 
 
    “Shit! Hang on!” JaQuan shouted. 
 
    He tapped controls to fire the maneuvering thrusters and yanked the stick to the left. That set off another series of klaxons, and the bulkheads groaned loudly in protest. 
 
    “Hull integrity down to sixty-two percent,” Mrahr shouted. 
 
    “Rorgun, get me some fucking help with the deflector screens!” JaQuan said. 
 
    “JaQuan, we’re coming in too fast,” Kitekh said. “Hit the brakes!” 
 
    He did his best to comply. He fired the retro-thrusters at full burn, trying to halt their progress towards the moon. Cataan’s Claw whined and creaked, threatening to break apart. 
 
    “Hull breaches in sectors one and seven,” Mrahr reported. “Hull integrity at fifty-four percent.” 
 
    “Deflector screens activated, but I’m not sure they’re helping,” Rorgun said. 
 
    JaQuan wasn’t sure what to do. They were coming in too hot at a bad angle. If he didn’t brake and veer away from the moon, they would crash. But if he did what was necessary, he might tear the ship apart. 
 
    Another alarm sounded, warning him they had entered Korenka’s gravity well. Shit, that was going to put more stress on the hull. 
 
    JaQuan continued to brake hard and pull the ship to port, hoping to avoid being sucked down. A loud whine followed by a frightening clang told him it wasn’t going to work. If he didn’t do something now, Cataan’s Claw would break up over Korenka. 
 
    “Two more hull breaches!” Mrahr shouted. “Hull integrity at forty-six percent!” 
 
    “Okay, hold on tight,” JaQuan said. “We’re going down.” 
 
    “What!” Kitekh said. 
 
    He ignored her. There was no time to explain his plan; he needed all his focus to keep them alive. 
 
    Cutting power to the maneuvering thrusters, he let the moon pull them down. Hopefully, giving up on fighting Korenka’s gravitational pull would keep Cataan’s Claw in one piece. 
 
    Next, he laid off the brakes and concentrated on pulling up. The ship was down to .12C – still too fast but much more manageable. 
 
    “JaQuan, Korenka has no atmosphere to slow us down,” Kitekh said. “Brake!” 
 
    He wished she’d stop shouting at him. It was all he could do to fly the ship. Sweat broke out all over him. His body roared with heat, making it hard to focus. 
 
    Alarms screeched through the bridge as Korenka’s surface raced towards them. JaQuan pulled back on the stick and increased power to the braking thrusters. 
 
    “Come on,” he muttered. “Pull up, you bitch.” 
 
    “Impact with lunar surface in ten seconds,” Rorgun said. 
 
    JaQuan pulled the stick back as far as he could. Their speed dropped. Their nose rose. 
 
    But they were still on an impact trajectory. 
 
    He didn’t know what else to do. He had the braking thrusters at full. He was pulling up with everything he had. 
 
    “Impact in five seconds,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “JaQuan . . .” Kitekh prodded. 
 
    “Three seconds,” Rorgun said. “Two seconds . . . one second!” 
 
    JaQuan got the nose up over the surface. The bottom of the ship scraped along the rocky terrain. He fired the main thrusters while continuing to pull back as hard as he could. 
 
    Cataan’s Claw skipped off the ground as more alarms sounded. JaQuan fought to get her nose up higher, so she could take off. 
 
    She skimmed the surface, then landed roughly again. Still he gave her thrust. Grinding against the stony, she threatened to come apart before popping back up into the air. 
 
    Battling the controls, JaQuan fired the underbelly thrusters. Only three of them responded. The remainder were offline, no doubt damaged or destroyed in one of the impacts. 
 
    Cataan’s Claw wobbled vaguely upward. As soon as her nose was pointed away from the lunar floor, he kicked in the main thrusters again. 
 
    Seconds later, she was in a low-altitude orbit and more or less under control. JaQuan sighed and turned to Kitekh. 
 
    “Okay, I’ve stabilized us,” he said. “We’re not gonna crash right away, but we’re also not going anywhere without extensive repairs.” 
 
    “Hull integrity is at thirty-eight percent,” Mrahr said. “We’ve got breaches everywhere.” 
 
    “And five of the eight underside thrusters are out,” JaQuan said. “We’re fucked up pretty bad, Kitekh.” 
 
    The Graur captain seemed unperturbed by the damage reports. She clicked the intercom. 
 
    “Is everyone all right?” she asked. 
 
    “Define ‘all right,’” Alan responded. 
 
    “Is anyone dead or injured?” she asked. 
 
    “Alan and I are unharmed,” Rischa said. 
 
    “Physically, at least,” Alan added. 
 
    “Both the prisoners and I are also okay,” Shinzaa reported. 
 
    “Lanaliel?” Kitekh said. 
 
    The chief engineer didn’t respond. Kitekh waited three seconds. 
 
    “Lanaliel!” she barked. 
 
    “As our friend JaQuan might put it,” Lanaliel said, his voice weak. “I’ve been in better shape.” 
 
    Oh, fuck, JaQuan thought. Please be okay. 
 
    “What?” Kitekh said. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    There was another pause. JaQuan didn’t dare to breathe until his friend spoke again. 
 
    “There is a large piece of metal embedded in my thigh,” Lanaliel answered at last. “I believe it is from the hyperdrive. I also have lost part of my left horn.” 
 
    JaQuan winced. He hadn’t been good enough. Not only was the ship wrecked – probably beyond repair – he’d fucked up his best friend aboard. 
 
    “Shinzaa, get over to engineering right away,” Kitekh said. “See what can be done.” 
 
    “On my way,” she replied. 
 
    “You too, Aarghun,” Kitekh said. “Shinzaa may need help. 
 
    Mrahr unclipped himself from his station, rose, and departed. 
 
    “Rischa, is the lander okay?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “It seems to be from what I can see,” she reported. “But I’ll need to look it over more carefully.” 
 
    “You and Alan get on that immediately,” Kitekh ordered. “I want her prepped and ready to launch as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Kitekh switched off the intercom. She turned to JaQuan. 
 
    “Good work,” she said. 
 
    “How do you figure that?” he said, still feeling like shit for hurting Lanaliel. 
 
    “We’re alive,” Kitekh replied. “As long as we’re alive, we can keep fighting.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. Kitekh was crazy. 
 
    He ran diagnostics on the drive system. Four of the five offline thrusters were destroyed. The hyperdrive was down, and given that Lanaliel had said he had a piece of it embedded in his thigh, JaQuan figured it was irreparable as well.  
 
    They’d made it to the dark side of Korenka like Kitekh had wanted. But they were effectively dead in space. Cataan’s Claw had seen her last voyage. 
 
    “Now what?” he asked. 
 
    “Now we load the last of our supplies onto the lander and get the hell out of here,” Kitekh said. 
 
    He shrugged. He supposed she was right. They’d always planned to abandon ship, although the original idea was to keep it hidden behind Korenka, so they would have a means to get out of the system if things didn’t work out. 
 
    “Kitekh,” he said. “The ship is wrecked. We won’t be able to come back.” 
 
    For the first time, she looked somber. JaQuan wasn’t sure how long she’d been captaining this particular vessel. He felt guilty about destroying it. 
 
    “It’s just as well,” she said. “Everyone in the galaxy is looking for this ship. We need a new one, no matter what happens on Grakur.” 
 
    JaQuan nodded. He supposed that was true. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, unclipping her harness. “There’s no time for sentimentality. We need to finish our work here, so we can make it to the Tribal Council before the Imperials arrive.” 
 
    She stood and moved towards the hatch. JaQuan exchanged a look with Rorgun. The first mate seemed to share JaQuan’s concern. But neither of them knew what to do.  
 
    Rorgun moved first, powering down his board and getting up. JaQuan unstrapped himself and followed. 
 
    Assuming he hadn’t destroyed the lander, they at least had a way off their dead ship. But after that, there were no guarantees. It was hard to believe that, once they reached Grakur, there would be any escape from the deathtrap Brody and Cooressa had made for them. 
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    Idrib held out his arms as the attendants laid the grand cloak for his coronation over him. He beheld himself in the mirror. The silver gown embroidered with the seal of the Empire across the chest flowed down him, sweeping the floor. The blue cloak with gold stitching woven throughout attested to his grandeur. His silver hair was pulled back in an elegant ponytail, held by a golden clasp, also with the seal of the Empire. 
 
    Soon the bejeweled necklace of the Emperor would adorn his neck, completing the picture of august majesty. Truly, God had blessed him. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Emello asked. 
 
    “I have been ready for years,” he replied. “God himself ordained this day. He put me on this path so that his will could be done.” 
 
    “Just remember that once you are crowned, there are numerous issues you must address.” 
 
    Idrib turned and gave her a withering look. Did she really believe he didn’t understand the gravity of the situation he was stepping into? 
 
    “I am well aware of the state of the Empire,” he said. “And I know what must be done.” 
 
    “Of course!” she said. “God would not have placed you here if you were not the right person. 
 
    “However, I remain concerned about the mood of the Graur. Your proposal to fill the Council of Nine was first opposed by Graur senators. So was my candidacy to be seated on the Council. And the final vote to elevate you was four-to-one, with Renakh Nakuur the lone voice of dissent. 
 
    “The Graur complain of low representation in the Senate and the Council of Nine. They are feeling ignored and dismissed during this crisis. I believe soothing their hurts is the first priority for your reign.” 
 
    “The first priority of my reign is to re-establish order, Emello,” Idrib spat. 
 
    He turned and faced her fully. Since when had she become such a pacifier? 
 
    “Lawlessness runs rampant throughout the galaxy,” he went on. “That needs to be suppressed as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “I agree,” she said, spreading her hands. “But let us not forget that the Graur dominate the ranks of the military and police forces. I believe you can secure their cooperation much faster if you make them feel heard.” 
 
    “Secure their cooperation?” he roared. He stepped closer. “They are Imperial citizens, Emello. They have pledged their loyalty to the throne. Those in the military and Space Rangers have sworn their lives to protect and defend our principles. Are you suggesting that if I don’t mollify them, they will commit treason?” 
 
    “Of course not. Loyalty and honor are the hallmarks of Graur culture. I am saying they will serve more ardently if you give them the impression you are their friend.” 
 
    Idrib blinked at his co-conspirator. She wasn’t making any sense. 
 
    “In less than an hour, I will be Emperor. The Emperor has no friends. He is the voice of God incarnate. He is the law. The people accept this. Those who do not are traitors.” 
 
    Emello frowned. She studied Idrib for several seconds without commenting. Irritation gnawed at Idrib’s brain. 
 
    “Speak, Emello. Say whatever it is that is on your mind.” 
 
    “I worry about you, Idrib. All that you say is true, but an Emperor, no matter how divine, must have cooperation to rule. The Graur are a fierce enemy. While it is inconceivable they would revolt, they can make your reign difficult and unproductive if they perceive you as a foe.” 
 
    “I know how to handle the Graur,” he said. “They want honor and conquest. I’ll give them both in ample amounts.” 
 
    “Do not forget either that an emperor must walk in the light of God to hold the crown. You are here because God wanted it, Idrib. Don’t let your ambition blind you to his word. He can remove you as easily as he elevated you.” 
 
    Idrib snorted derisively. Easy? Had Emello already forgotten how difficult it had been for them to actually execute God’s will? How many obstacles they had had to overcome to achieve what God had asked of them? 
 
    “God speaks to me, Emello,” he said. “You may think you or the Hierophant are the ones who bring his message to me, but you are mistaken. I know God’s will. He whispers it to me every night. 
 
    “The Graur will do what I say, because they are loyal subjects of the Empire. They know my word is God’s. Those that defy it pit themselves against the Almighty. The Graur know God is the one foe even they cannot defeat.” 
 
    She nodded. Idrib wasn’t sure she accepted what he said, but he didn’t care. Soon, he would be Emperor. Then, the fate of the galaxy would be between him and God. Anyone else who got in the way would die. 
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    JaQuan changed out of his ship suit and into his Levi’s, t-shirt, and leather jacket. He didn’t care how practical the ship suit was. The clothes were all he had left of Earth, and he was damned if he was leaving them behind.  
 
    He grabbed his tablet and the photo of Gwen too. He didn’t know why he was still keeping it. She’d abandoned him in favor of the Space Rangers and her misguided sense of duty three years ago. And she’d tried to kill him back at the Horari Belt, despite his having saved her life at The Outpost. 
 
    But his heart still yearned for her. So far as he knew, she was still alive. If he ever saw her again, she’d probably try to arrest him for kidnapping. Or shoot him. 
 
    She was the only decent thing he’d found in the Empire, though, along with his friendships with the crew of Cataan’s Claw. He couldn’t just let go of her. 
 
    By the time he reached the cargo bay, Rischa and Alan were arguing. Alan, too, had changed clothes. He wore the tunic, trousers, and boots typical of the Empire, and a hooded black cloak was tied around his shoulders. A sword hung from the belt on his left hip. 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. Alan looked like a refugee from a Renaissance festival. 
 
    “Come on, Rischa,” he was saying. “Don’t do me like that. You’re supposed to be my friend.” 
 
    “JaQuan’s my friend too,” she said. “And you fried him with that thing.” 
 
    Ah. So while Shinzaa was tending Lanaliel, Rischa was in charge of dispensing weapons. Alan wanted his fucking electroray gun. 
 
    “That was an accident!” Alan protested. 
 
    Rischa folded her arms. 
 
    “And I don’t want to see another accident like it,” she said. “Especially not with me as the victim.” 
 
    “I also saved his life with that thing,” Alan said. 
 
    “You can save his life with a beamer. Shinzaa gave me explicit orders not to let you have your electroray gun.” 
 
    Alan flung his hands in the air and turned away from her. Fury poured over his face. He spied JaQuan and immediately hustled over to him. 
 
    “JaQuan,” he said, “will you talk to her?” 
 
    “You seriously want me to ask her to give you an electroray gun after you burned me with one at The Outpost?” he said. 
 
    Rischa hid a smile. Alan looked outraged. 
 
    “I kept that fucking space bug from chewing your face off!” he cried. 
 
    “Man, why is that damned gun so important to you?” JaQuan asked. “A beamer is more precise and more likely to kill. Why do you want to use something that’s less reliable?” 
 
    Alan couldn’t meet his gaze. He studied the deck. 
 
    “I just like it. That’s all,” he said. 
 
    JaQuan crossed his arms and threw a hard stare at Alan. The younger man glanced up at him, saw the look, and dropped his eyes again. 
 
    “Bullshit,” JaQuan said. “What’s the real reason?” 
 
    Alan shifted from foot to foot. Finally, he met JaQuan’s gaze. 
 
    “When I was a kid I read a lot of comic books,” he said. “There was this one hero, Black Vulcan. He could shoot lightning from his hands. I liked that. 
 
    “I liked him. There aren’t that many black superheroes, you know? When you see black guys in comics, they’re usually villains. Or sidekicks. I mean, even The Falcon was Captain America’s partner. He wasn’t his own guy. 
 
    “But Black Vulcan wasn’t anybody’s sidekick. He was the main hero. He was someone I could identify with. He was black, and he was badass. And he was a good guy. So, you know, an electroray gun . . .” 
 
    His voice trailed away, unable to finish the confession. JaQuan stared at him for several seconds.  
 
    “You know Black Vulcan started out as the token black on Superfriends, right?” he said. “That it was so racist they had to put ‘Black’ in his name. He couldn’t just be ‘Vulcan’ or ‘Lightning Man’ or something.” 
 
    “So?” Alan replied. “He got his own book. He became his own hero. His stories were black.” 
 
    JaQuan nodded. He turned to Rischa. 
 
    “Let him have his electroray gun,” he said. 
 
    Rischa stared at him incredulously for several seconds. She scowled. 
 
    “Shinzaa’s going to be furious,” she said. 
 
    “We’re all fucked anyway, Rischa,” JaQuan said. “We may as well go out the way we want to.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “All right, come with me,” she said. “I’ll get it for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Alan said. “Both of you.” 
 
    “Just don’t make me regret it,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Or me,” Rischa added. 
 
    JaQuan smiled. He couldn’t fix any other damned thing with this fucked-up situation, but if Alan could go down as the superhero he’d always wanted to be, well, that seemed worth it. 
 
    When he reached the lander, Shinzaa and Mrahr were approaching slowly, each supporting Lanaliel. The big Mandran still had a chunk of metal protruding from his left thigh. The leg was wrapped in bandages, and Shinzaa had immobilized it with a brace. Blood stained the dressings around the wound. 
 
    Lanaliel’s brown face was a mask of pain. Blood stained the white stripe between his eyes in gory, little, red dots. His Mandran stoicism remained intact, but JaQuan could see in his eyes that he was in agony.  
 
    He was also missing a third of his left horn. He looked broken and defeated, a mockery of the strong, intelligent, thoughtful creature JaQuan knew. 
 
    “Jesus, Shinzaa,” JaQuan said. “You couldn’t remove the metal from his leg?” 
 
    “Most of the medical machines are offline, damaged in the crash,” she said. “Aarghun and I cut away all the excess shrapnel, but removing what’s actually inside him will require surgery.” 
 
    “And there’s no guarantee the leg can be saved,” Mrahr added. 
 
    God damn it. Brody and Cooressa had fucked them up really badly. The ship was lost, Kitekh had a broken arm and would have to throw away her dignity before the Tribal Council, and now Lanaliel would be lucky to survive with both his legs. 
 
    “We need to get him medical attention as soon as we’re planet-side,” Shinzaa said. “I’ve given him painkillers and antiseptics, but he needs a hospital.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Do not despair, my friend,” Lanaliel said, his voice weak. “Our fate remains very much in our hands.” 
 
    JaQuan gaped at Lanaliel. Sometimes, his Mandran stoicism and philosophy were beyond all belief. 
 
    Shinzaa and Mrahr helped him up the ramp of the lander. JaQuan watched them go, his heart full of regret. 
 
    He was about to follow, when Kitekh and Rorgun approached, flanking Brody and Cooressa. The two Graur leveled beamer pistols at the prisoners. JaQuan frowned again. Kitekh, with her arm in a cast and a sling, must have felt weak and pathetic to have to use a beamer to keep her treacherous crewmembers in line. Both she and Rorgun eschewed weapons, preferring to fight with their claws. 
 
    “Well, look who it is,” JaQuan taunted. “The co-conspirators. Did they tell you, Brody? Cooressa wants to wipe out the human race too.” 
 
    Brody’s eyes flicked over towards Cooressa. Shame and anguish played across his face. 
 
    “That’s right, dumbass,” JaQuan continued. “Everyone who was ‘helping’ you was actually playing you. You’re a tool, Jim. I don’t think I’ve ever meet a stupider motherfucker in my life.” 
 
    No one said anything. JaQuan supposed there was nothing to add. Cooressa smirked. JaQuan looked at Rorgun. 
 
    “You better get that bitch aboard before I beat the smug look off her face,” he said. 
 
    “Easy, JaQuan,” Rorgun said. “We need her alive.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I’d kill her,” he replied. 
 
    “You cannot defy the will of God,” Cooressa said. “Everything happens according to his plan.” 
 
    “Then enjoy Hell,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Enough, JaQuan,” Kitekh said. “We’ll see justice is done. 
 
    “Rorgun, get them aboard.” 
 
    The first mate shoved Cooressa forward. He met JaQuan’s gaze as he drove the prisoners up the ramp. His yellow eyes made it clear he agreed with JaQuan. Rorgun would just as soon execute Cooressa for her treachery. But the tactician in him knew they were best served turning her over to the authorities. JaQuan knew Rorgun was right. But he didn’t like it. 
 
    “Is everyone aboard?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “We’re just waiting on Rischa and Alan.” 
 
    “What? They should have been here first. They were getting the lander ready to fly.” 
 
    “They’re getting Alan his electroray gun,” JaQuan said. 
 
    Fury rose up from Kitekh’s heart and covered her face. JaQuan held up a hand. 
 
    “I told her to do it,” he said. 
 
    Shock replaced the anger on her tabby face. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “It was important to him. For God’s sake, Kitekh, our odds of wriggling out of this mess are pretty long. He may as well have his weapon of choice for the final battle.” 
 
    She stared at him for several seconds. Then she nodded. 
 
    “You have the soul of a Graur, JaQuan,” she said. “I’m fortunate to have you on my crew and to call you friend.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure how to react. This was the same person who had twice planned to kill him over a betrayal that didn’t happen. She was also the captain who had given him a chance when he had needed a job and a way off Nimia Station. 
 
    “Yeah, well, sorry about getting you into all this shit,” he said. 
 
    “It was unavoidable.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I’m the one who vouched for Brody and got him aboard.” 
 
    “They’d have just found another way, JaQuan. Cooressa’s been on my crew for four years as a sleeper agent. It was always their plan to frame me for this.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make me feel any better about it,” he said. 
 
    She smiled.  
 
    “Like I said: the soul of a Graur.” 
 
    JaQuan wasn’t sure what to say, but Alan and Rischa relieved him of the need. They rushed across the cargo bay, Alan’s cape flowing behind him. JaQuan grinned. He looked like a superhero. 
 
    “You two are asking to be left behind,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Don’t blame me,” Rischa said. “I didn’t want any part of this. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    She handed JaQuan a beamer and holster. He took it and buckled it on. Then he met Kitekh’s gaze. 
 
    “Ready to depart, Captain?” he said. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. 
 
    The four of them went up the ramp. JaQuan keyed it closed behind them. Then he moved to the pilot’s chair. Kitekh sat next to him. 
 
    “Take us out,” she said. 
 
    He powered up the lander’s stardrive and strapped himself in while he waited for the engines to come online. Twenty seconds later, his board told him everything was ready. 
 
    “Release docking clamps,” he said. 
 
    Rorgun tapped commands into his board. A moment later he turned to JaQuan. 
 
    “Docking clamps released,” he said. 
 
    “Open shuttle bay door,” Kitekh ordered. 
 
    Rorgun complied again. The hatch in front of them opened, revealing the lunar surface and the stars. 
 
    “Shuttle bay door open,” Rorgun reported. 
 
    JaQuan fired the lander’s maneuvering thrusters, easing it out of its bay and away from Cataan’s Claw. After thirty seconds, he had them free. 
 
    “We’re clear to navigate,” he said. “Course?” 
 
    “Catraal, Grakur,” Kitekh said. “Bring us over the northern pole of Korenka.” 
 
    “You got it,” JaQuan said. 
 
    He oriented the lander north and then fired the main thruster. The cargo shuttle roared over the surface on its way to the Graur home world. 
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    Horay Kel seethed at the presence of the three Graur warships that blockaded the Grakur system. He’d expected something like this. The Graur were touchy and territorial. He’d known they’d object to two Imperial battlecruisers arriving unannounced. 
 
    But that didn’t staunch his irritation. Who the hell did they think they were? This might be their home world, but it was still part of the Empire. 
 
    “Battlelead Krihm,” Horay said, addressing the Graur commander. “We are here in pursuit of fugitives. Lower your shields and allow us access to the planet.” 
 
    “I don’t care if you’re in pursuit of your long-lost love, Captain Kel,” the Graur replied. “This is Graur sovereign territory. I’m not allowing in one Imperial warship, let alone two. I would be happy to put you in touch with our police force, so we may assist in the capture of your fugitive.” 
 
    Horay wanted to scream. He neither wanted nor needed assistance from the Graur’s primitive police force. He didn’t trust them not to sympathize with Galesh and her outlaw band. He muted his microphone. 
 
    “Gul, get me the specifications on these vessels,” he said to his tactical officer. “I want to know the quickest way to disable them, should it become necessary to fight.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Gul replied. 
 
    Horay, reopened the comms channel. 
 
    “Battlelead Krihm, this is an Imperial matter,” Horay said. “My authority as an agent of the Emperor supersedes your territorial sovereignty.” 
 
    “Not without a writ from the Emperor, it doesn’t,” Krihm shot back. 
 
    “There is no Emperor from whom to get a writ at the moment!” Horay shouted, finally losing his temper. 
 
    “Then you are out of luck, Captain Kel,” Krihm replied. “You can go through proper Tribal channels, or you can go home.” 
 
    Horay had to seize tight control of his heart not to order Gul to blast the Graur ships to atoms. He wanted to raise his shields and ram his way through the blockade on his way to Grakur. 
 
    “Captain,” Gul said. “The vessels in question are Sharpfang-class medium cruisers. Each carries two wings of Swiftclaw-class fighters. They are armed with beamers, particle cannon, and torpedoes. Our weapons are heavier and our armor superior. But they are faster and more maneuverable. Unless we could surprise them so that their shields were down and particle sinks offline, it would be impossible for us to disable them on the first volley. 
 
    “Moreover, while we could likely outlast them in a straight confrontation, the Graur Defense Force would quickly come to their aid. With only two battlecruisers, we lack sufficient firepower to make headway into the system.” 
 
    Horay ground his teeth in fury. How dare these local security officers with an overinflated sense of their own importance stand in his way? 
 
    He sighed. He couldn’t do this alone. Still, he was the one who had tracked Kitekh Galesh to her home world. He could still take credit for the apprehension and command any support ships. 
 
    “Zin,” he said to his first officer, “order Magnificent Glory to the secondary approach vector. I do not want the terrorists slipping out the side door while this imbecile keeps us tied up here. Then contact the Imperial High Command. Inform them we have traced Cataan’s Claw to Grakur and that the local authorities are refusing to cooperate. Ask them for support vessels to convince the Graur we mean business.” 
 
    Zin’s eyes widened. He was obviously mortified by Horay’s intentions. What the hell was the matter with him? The Empire was falling towards chaos. If the military didn’t hold it together, enforce Imperial law, who would? 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Zin said. 
 
    He turned awkwardly and went to the comms station to obey. Horay returned his attention to the Graur vessels. Captain Krihm was no doubt grinning smugly, convinced Horay wouldn’t dare to escalate this situation. He was sadly mistaken, and Horay looked forward to teaching the insolent felinoid the error of his ways. 
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    JaQuan set the lander gently down on the designated landing pad in Catraal. His guts twisted up inside him as he cut power to the engines. Shit was about to get real, as his friends back in Ferguson used to say. 
 
    They were now officially trapped. Kitekh had bullshitted their way down to the surface by telling the patrol fighters they were bringing soil samples back from Korenka for the Grakur Geological Survey. But now that they were down on the planet, it would take more than fast-talk to get them where they needed to go. 
 
    Worse, everyone on Grakur spoke Graul. The patrol fighters who’d intercepted them on the way here questioned them in the Graur’s native language. All the instructions from the spaceport’s control tower had also come in Graul. JaQuan had had to rely on Kitekh’s translations to pilot the ship to the landing pad. He felt naked, unarmed, and lost surrounded by the giant felinoids he couldn’t understand and who very well might wish him harm. 
 
    And inside Grakur’s planetary defenses, with nothing but a cargo shuttle to carry them away, escape would be impossible if anything went wrong. 
 
    Given that Kitekh was about to throw herself on the mercy of the Tribal Council when everyone in the galaxy was looking for her, JaQuan saw no way for things to go right. 
 
    His heart pounded. His stomach hurt. And sweat beaded on his forehead. With a heavy sigh, he turned to Kitekh. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now we divide our forces,” she replied. 
 
    “Man, that never works in the books,” Alan said. 
 
    JaQuan snorted in mild amusement. Alan’s continual desire to see life through the lens of an adventure novel was ridiculous. But in this case, JaQuan agreed with him. 
 
    “This is not a work of fiction, Alan,” Kitekh said. “And because we have multiple objectives, we must work in small teams.” 
 
    Alan rolled his eyes. If Kitekh saw it, she didn’t react. 
 
    “Shinzaa, Rischa, take Lanaliel to the nearest medical facility,” Kitekh ordered. 
 
    “What? Kitekh, no,” Shinzaa said. “You can’t mean to take two of your best fighters out of the confrontation. We don’t know what the Tribal Council will do. We don’t know how it will react.” 
 
    The unease in JaQuan’s stomach grew. The very fact that Shinzaa was worried about not being able to defend Kitekh scared the hell out of him. 
 
    “Shinzaa, listen to me,” Kitekh said. “Lanaliel will die if we don’t get him treatment. You know this. He is already in great danger. I cannot allow him to expire without at least trying to save him. 
 
    “You are the closest thing to a medic we have. You are familiar with his injuries. You have treated them to date. You are therefore the logical person to accompany him to the hospital.” 
 
    “And me?” Rischa asked. 
 
    “Lanaliel dwarfs us all,” she replied. “If his condition worsens before you can get him aid, it may require two people to get him there. You and Shinzaa are two of the strongest we have.” 
 
    Rischa nodded, though she didn’t look happy about it. Lanaliel said nothing. His face remained a mask of pain. 
 
    “Aarghun,” Kitekh continued, “you will accompany me to the Tribal Council. Your testimony is critical. 
 
    “The rest of you will remain here, guarding the prisoners.” 
 
    “What?” JaQuan said. “No fucking way.” 
 
    “JaQuan, we cannot bring the captives with us,” Kitekh said, her voice melodious, her tone soothing. “Too many things could go wrong, and they are our only bargaining chip. Plus, I need my pilot at the controls of our only means of escape.” 
 
    “I’m not waiting here like sitting duck,” JaQuan protested. “I don’t speak the language, and eventually someone is going to wonder why we haven’t offloaded the samples we supposedly brought back. If they start asking questions, I won’t be able to answer them.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m leaving Rorgun with you,” she countered. “He’ll be able to handle the authorities should they decide to make trouble.” 
 
    “Someone’s gotta drive the getaway car, JaQuan,” Alan said. 
 
    “Fuck that shit!” JaQuan practically shouted. “This ain’t no getaway car. There is no ship on this planet it could get away from. Even the shuttles are faster and better-armed. They’re fucking Graur ships for Christ’s sake. If we stay here, we’re dead.” 
 
    Fury and frustration poured off him. What the hell was she thinking? Did she not understand she would be condemning Alan and him? 
 
    “JaQuan,” she said, her face infuriatingly passive, her eyes ridiculously soothing. “We cannot herd Brody and Cooressa through the streets of Catraal to the Council. Even if we had some way to prevent them from attempting escape or causing a scene, if we take them to the Council we give away our leverage. They’ll be able to seize them from us and leave us with nothing. 
 
    “We must keep the prisoners in a safe and separate location. Otherwise, we’re just surrendering.” 
 
    “Ain’t nothing fucking safe about this location!” JaQuan shouted. “All they have to do is wait for you to leave. As soon as you approach the Tribal Council, they’ll send people to bring us all in.” 
 
    Mrahr, Shinzaa, and Rischa all started shouting. JaQuan didn’t care what they said. He had no ears to listen to them. He was damned if he was going to sit here and let Kitekh make a target of him. 
 
    “Enough!” Rorgun said. 
 
    The cabin fell quiet. Rorgun crossed his arms and sent his yellow-eyed gaze around the room before bringing it to rest on Kitekh. 
 
    “This plan is unacceptable,” he said. “My place is at your side, Kitekh. You are walking into danger, and you are injured. I will not allow this.” 
 
    “Rorgun . . .” Kitekh said, sounding tired. 
 
    “I can defend her,” Mrahr said. “Let’s not forget that Kitekh was my crewmate in the GDF. That I was her first officer before you, Rorgun.” 
 
    “Jesus, are we gonna have a pissing match now?” Alan said. 
 
    JaQuan nodded in agreement. His heart was pounding. Kitekh hadn’t discussed her plan with anyone before they left Cataan’s Claw. Now, no one would follow it, including himself. Disaster was looming. 
 
    “That is immaterial,” Rorgun said, ignoring Alan. “I do not insult you, Aarghun. I have complete respect for you. That does not change the fact that I must be at Kitekh’s side.” 
 
    “Why?” Rischa asked. “What do you know that you’re not telling us?” 
 
    JaQuan studied her for a moment. Her black face blazed with mistrust. She still hadn’t forgiven Rorgun for working with the Kwin Faan, for nearly getting Alan and him killed. 
 
    “I know nothing specific about the future,” Rorgun replied. “Nor do I know how the Tribal Council will react to Kitekh’s plea.” 
 
    “Despite the fact that you’re the one who wanted us to come here,” Alan said, a look as accusing as Rischa’s on his face. 
 
    “There is no conspiracy at work,” Rorgun said. “I know only my purpose.” 
 
    No one said anything for several seconds. JaQuan stared at the first officer in irritation. He was sick to death of people claiming righteous paths and higher purposes for their actions. That kind of thinking had his race on the brink of extinction. 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about, Rorgun?” Alan asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    “Yes, please explain yourself,” Mrahr added. 
 
    Rorgun didn’t sigh or bow his head as JaQuan might have. He continued to hold Kitekh with his piercing gaze. 
 
    “I am not here by accident,” he said. “I was a member of the Kwin Faan – a warrior battling to save the Empire.” 
 
    “A traitor,” Rischa said. 
 
    “I survived the Empire’s final assault,” Rorgun continued, ignoring her. “Most of my friends died. I despaired. I could not understand why God would allow this to happen. I saw no purpose to allowing the Empire to rot from corruption until it could no longer be saved. 
 
    “I prayed, asking God for wisdom, asking for an answer. And wondering why I should be spared to watch this horror unfold, when so many of my friends had gone to their final reward in the Great Beyond. 
 
    “That night, God answered me. He sent me a vision. In it, he told me I would one day meet a Graur captain who had been wrongly disgraced. She would be seeking vengeance but be unable to get it. He told me I must serve her, that I must preserve her. 
 
    “I asked him who this captain was and why I must protect her. I wondered what higher purpose she was to serve. God did not answer my questions. He only told me the work of the Kwin Faan was not done and that this disgraced captain must be preserved, so she could earn redemption. 
 
    “I awoke, shaken to my very core. God had given me a purpose, but he had not revealed how it would come about. He’d given me no instructions or clues on how to locate this destiny. 
 
    “Three years passed with no sign. I hid with the remnants of the Kwin Faan on Sigba Station, avoiding arrest and waiting for my destiny to arrive. I fell into depression. I thought I would never find this purpose God had given me. I believed I had imagined it all along. 
 
    “But as you know, three is the Holy Number, and God was simply waiting to put me in the right place to fulfill my purpose. On the third anniversary of my vision, news reached us of the fall of Cataan Galesh. He had been disgraced. The Tribal Council recalled him from the Senate and condemned his entire clan. But he committed ritual suicide to protect his family from the wrath of the Council. His daughter, Kitekh, was expelled from the Graur Defense Force. She swore revenge. 
 
    “I knew then that she was the disgraced captain I was destined to protect. I believed that I must find her. 
 
    “Mutakh Kairee, the last commander of the Kwin Faan tried to persuade me that my place remained with him. He said that if God wanted me to protect Kitekh Galesh, she would come to The Outpost. I waited for three months, but her vessel did not arrive. 
 
    “Unable to stand to wait any longer to fulfill God’s mission, I told Mutakh I was leaving. He called me a fool, said I would never find one Graur in a galaxy this big. He told me God would bring her to me if indeed that was what he wanted. 
 
    “But I left anyway. I searched the galaxy for three years. 
 
    “And then Cataan’s Claw docked at Lindrada, where I was awaiting transport. They were seeking a tactical officer. I thought working on a freighter would be a more efficient way of getting around the Empire, searching for one disgraced Graur. So I applied. 
 
    “Kitekh Galesh was the captain. I had found my destiny.” 
 
    Rorgun fell silent. JaQuan gaped at him. The story was outrageous. But he saw in Kitekh’s gaze it was absolutely true. There was recognition in her green eyes. 
 
    Suddenly, things fell into place. Kitekh had been reluctant to send Rorgun to Sigba to acquire the Myollnar Crystal. She’d known he would have to face Kairee again. Rorgun himself had been testy with Rischa when she discovered he was former Kwin Faan. And Kairee had chided Rorgun for wanting to return to Cataan’s Claw. He’d condemned them for being involved in the kidnapping. 
 
    Mutakh Kairee didn’t believe Kitekh was worthy of Rorgun’s service. He didn’t think she was the disgraced captain God had told Rorgun to save. 
 
    “Wait,” Alan said. “Your father’s name was Cataan?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “So the ship isn’t named for Cataan Muur,” Alan said. “You’re not trying to invoke the name of the greatest hero in Graur history. You’re honoring your father.” 
 
    JaQuan’s head snapped back to Kitekh. Her face confirmed Alan’s theory. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I will be his claw to carve out Idrib Mol’s heart.” 
 
    JaQuan struggled to process everything he’d heard. He wasn’t sure any of it mattered. He didn’t believe in God’s perfect destiny for anyone. Everyone made their own choices, the people around them had to live with the consequences. 
 
    But if Rorgun was acting because he thought he had to protect Kitekh, because he thought God told him to help her redeem herself, that would color his decisions. Rorgun was on Kitekh’s side and no one else’s. He would sacrifice anyone and anything to protect her. JaQuan’s blood froze at the prospect. 
 
    “So you see, Aarghun,” Rorgun said, resuming his narrative. “It has nothing to do with trusting you or believing you incapable of defending Kitekh. God put me by her side to protect and preserve her.” 
 
    He returned his gaze to Kitekh. 
 
    “I therefore cannot allow you to approach the Tribal Council without me. You know very well they will require some sort of trial. You are without the use of one of your arms. You will require a proxy. 
 
    “God has put me here to be that person.” 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” JaQuan said. 
 
    Rorgun turned to him, surprise covering his face. 
 
    “Yes, you,” JaQuan said, rage rising in his heart. “You only ever gave a fuck about getting Kitekh to her so-called destiny. You didn’t give a shit about Alan and I being sent to die by your ‘old buddy’, Mutakh Kairee. If you had to sacrifice us to get Kitekh her crystal, you were totally fine with that.  
 
    “I used to think you had a thing for her, but that ain’t it. You think you’re on some sort of holy mission and so is Kitekh.” 
 
    “JaQuan you misunderstand,” Rorgun began. 
 
    “Fuck you, Rorgun!” JaQuan shouted. “You’re just another God-damned zealot! An asshole true-believer who thinks a non-existent, invisible man in the sky told him what to do. You’re no fucking different from Cooressa or Brody or Idrib fucking Mol.” 
 
    “JaQuan!” Kitekh barked. 
 
    “No, fuck this shit, Kitekh,” JaQuan said. “I’m through with outer-space Jesus freaks trying to get me killed. You leave me here with this asshole, and I will shoot him between the eyes and dump his sorry ass on the landing pad. I don’t trust him, and I’m not going to let him fuck me again. 
 
    “In fact, if you leave us behind, not only will I shoot Mr. God-Told-Me-To-Do-It, I will dump Cooressa and Brody too. Alan and I will jet out of here, and you can clean up your own fucking mess.” 
 
    “Enough!” Kitekh roared. 
 
    She jumped up from her seat. But JaQuan was ready. He already had his beamer in his hand, and he leveled it at her. 
 
    “Do something, Kitekh,” he said. “You’ve already tried to kill me twice. You caught me by surprise then. I’m ready now. Think you can take me?” 
 
    “Move and I’ll fry your ass, Rorgun,” Alan said. 
 
    JaQuan didn’t dare to take his eyes off Kitekh, but he presumed Alan had drawn on Rorgun – and that Rorgun had given him cause. 
 
    “He’s right, Kitekh,” Rischa said. “Rorgun’s a traitor, a member of the Kwin Faan. He joined a rebellion against the Empire. He can’t be trusted. JaQuan’s never been anything but loyal to you.” 
 
    “And yet he holds a pistol on her now,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “My friends,” Lanaliel said, his voice weak but steady. “This is what our enemies want. If they keep us divided, we will surely fall. If we shoot each other, tear each other apart, Idrib Mol wins. The only way to stop him is to take our story to the Tribal Council. To do that, we must cooperate.” 
 
    For a moment, no one spoke. Tension filled the cabin so thickly it was difficult to breathe. JaQuan set a determined smile on his face. 
 
    “Your move, Kitekh,” he said. 
 
    She hung her head. Then she slumped in her seat. 
 
    “Damn you, JaQuan,” she said. “Why must you be so stubborn?” 
 
    “It keeps me alive,” he said. 
 
    She flashed him a smile that did not convey amusement. He didn’t care. Fuck all this shit. He was perfectly willing to blast off right now. He had no idea where he’d run, but anywhere seemed better than this. 
 
    “All right,” Kitekh said. “You win, JaQuan. Shinzaa, Rischa, take Lanaliel to the hospital. I want him safely away so he at least has a chance to survive this. The rest of us will stay here.” 
 
    “What?” Mrahr said. 
 
    “And do what?” Alan asked. 
 
    “Once we know Rischa, Shinzaa, and Lanaliel are safely away, I will signal the Tribal Council,” she answered. “We can’t safely bring the prisoners through the city to the Council. So we will bring the Council to us. Anyone who wants out should disembark with the hospital party.” 
 
    JaQuan was tempted. This whole plan to beg the Tribal Council for mercy was Rorgun’s idea, and JaQuan didn’t trust him anymore. Kitekh had given everyone an out, and the smart thing to do was take it. 
 
    But they were on Grakur. JaQuan didn’t speak Graul, and he couldn’t account for how he’d gotten here. If he left Kitekh, he wasn’t sure how he’d get off-world again.  
 
    He was well and truly fucked no matter what he did.  
 
    To his surprise, he suddenly missed Gwen. Why had he fought so bitterly against her joining the Space Rangers? He’d loved her hadn’t he? Being a cop, making a difference, was her dream. Why couldn’t he support that? 
 
    He knew why. But it didn’t make him feel any better. At the moment, he thought he might give anything just to spend one more night with her. Dinner, wine, talk. And then making love until all the hurt went away. 
 
    But that was never going to happen. If Gwen ever saw him again – and she had to be on her way here after getting Cooressa’s message – she would just try to shoot him. Like any other cop. 
 
    “I’m opening the ramp,” he said. “Now’s everyone’s chance.” 
 
    He tapped controls on his board. The hatch unsealed, and the ramp slowly lowered. No one moved. 
 
    “Shinzaa, get going,” Kitekh said. “We’ll be in touch as best we can.” 
 
    Shinzaa grimaced. Then she got up. Rischa followed. The two of them helped Lanaliel to his feet. Awkwardly, they maneuvered him to the ramp. 
 
    “I’m only going because you ordered me to,” Shinzaa said. “And I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I know,” Kitekh said. “Thank you. Lanaliel, thanks for staying on after we captured your ship. We couldn’t have made it this far without you.” 
 
    “You are welcome, my friend,” he said. “But don’t speak as though this is the last time we will ever see each other. I’m not done for yet. And neither are you.” 
 
    “Go with God,” she said. 
 
    “And you,” Lanaliel replied. 
 
    JaQuan rolled his eyes. Ordinarily, he tried to be respectful of people of faith. But today, after Rorgun’s revelation, he just couldn’t manage it. 
 
    “Be careful, JaQuan,” Rischa said. “Their citizenship in the Empire notwithstanding, the Tribal Council does not like outsiders. If you choose to stay, you’ll be at risk. You too, Alan.” 
 
    JaQuan frowned. He wasn’t sure what to say to her. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again, Rischa,” Alan said. “Bet on it.” 
 
    “Just don’t go waving that sword around,” she said. “If you piss off a Graur and get challenged to a duel, you won’t survive it.” 
 
    “And don’t shoot any of your friends with that damned electroray gun,” Shinzaa added. 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Alan sneered. 
 
    “Get going,” Kitekh said. “Lanaliel will bleed out while you stand here getting misty-eyed.” 
 
    They started down the ramp. 
 
    “Good luck,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “You too,” Rischa replied. 
 
    Then they were gone. JaQuan turned to the rest of the crew. 
 
    “Anyone else getting off?” he asked. 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” Brody said. 
 
    “Fuck you, Jim,” JaQuan replied. “Alan, cover our asshole prisoners.” 
 
    Alan turned his electroray gun on Brody and Cooressa, who remained manacled to their seats. Cooressa stared straight ahead defiantly. 
 
    “All right, I’m raising the ramp,” JaQuan said. 
 
    He tapped the command into his board. With a hum and a whir, the ramp closed, shutting with a clang JaQuan could only hear as ominous. 
 
    “Seal it,” Kitekh said. 
 
    JaQuan obeyed. They watched as Lanaliel limped across the landing pad, using Shinzaa and Rischa as crutches. His hulking, eight-foot-tall frame looked impossibly small. His broken horn made him pathetic; his hobbled leg stripped him of his majesty. JaQuan saw the whole crew, Cataan’s Claw herself, in Lanaliel’s enfeebled body, limping away under assistance. 
 
    After a minute, the three of them disappeared into the bunker. JaQuan expected never to see them again. 
 
    No one said anything. Kitekh drummed her claws noisily on her armrest, waiting for them to be safely away before she exposed the rest of the crew to further danger. Nearly five minutes passed before she spoke again. 
 
    “Rorgun,” she said at last. “Engage the deflector screens and power up the weapons. JaQuan, bring the engines online. If this turns into a fight, I want to be ready.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” JaQuan said. 
 
    He tapped controls on his board. The lander’s stardrive came to life. 
 
    “Shields up,” Rorgun reported. “Weapons ready.” 
 
    “Give me the word, and we can blast off,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “All right,” Kitekh said. “Rorgun, open a channel to the control tower.” 
 
    He tapped a command into his board. Then he looked up grimly. 
 
    “You’re on, Kitekh,” he said. 
 
    “Attention, station control,” she said in Imperial. “I need you to patch me through to the Tribal Council.” 
 
    “Right,” the controller said, her voice dripping sarcasm. “And who shall I say is calling?” 
 
    Kitekh paused only a second. She leaned forward so that her mouth hovered just over the microphone. Her green eyes blazed. 
 
    “Kitekh Galesh,” she said. 
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    Horay grinned maliciously. Six more battlecruisers, three destroyers, and an orbital command vessel had jumped into the Grakur system. Imperial High Command had taken his message seriously. They wanted to make sure the Graur did not try anything stupid. By bringing such a large display of force, they made it clear that defiance would be both deadly and devastating. 
 
    “Ahead one-quarter,” he ordered his helms officer. 
 
    “But, Captain,” Zin protested. “The Graur ships have not yielded passage. If we advance, they may see it as an act of aggression.” 
 
    “It is an act of aggression!” Horay roared, whirling towards Zin. “They have forgotten who is in charge here! They must be reminded! 
 
    “Ahead one-quarter.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” the helms officer said. 
 
    He couldn’t remember her name at the moment, and he didn’t care. The only name he cared about right now was Kitekh Galesh. He was determined she would be his prisoner. 
 
    “Incoming transmission from the Graur vessel,” Communications Officer Los said. 
 
    “Put it through,” Horay replied. 
 
    “Captain Kel,” came the voice from the speaker, “I order you to cut your engines and desist in this illegal advance into our sovereign territory.” 
 
    “You order me?” Horay said, barely able to control his rage. “You are a local constable, Battlelead Krihm. You have no authority over me or the Imperial Star Force. We are coming in. I suggest you give us passage, or we will clear a path for ourselves.” 
 
    “Captain,” Zin said, “Horay, I beg you. Cease this madness. It will lead to war.” 
 
    “You are relieved, Officer Zin,” Horay said. “Go to your quarters and remain there. I have no wish to send a security detail to ensure my orders are followed.” 
 
    “Horay,” Zin said. “What is the matter with you?” 
 
    “I might ask you the same question,” Horay said, facing him. “We are not the Imperial Senate – a body of bickering bureaucrats. We are the Imperial Star Force. We are sworn to defend the Empire and maintain order. These Graur savages are hiding a fugitive. They are giving aid and comfort to the enemy. If they persist in this treason, I will destroy them. That is not only my right as a captain of the fleet, it is my duty as an agent of the Empire. I wonder why that is so difficult for you to understand.” 
 
    He held Zin with a fiery gaze for several seconds. His first officer looked on him, horrified. 
 
    “You’ve lost your way, Horay,” he said. “This plan is madness, and it will lead to war. You’re not maintaining order; you’re creating chaos.” 
 
    Horay yanked his sword from its sheath. He advanced two steps on Zin. 
 
    “Get off my bridge,” Horay growled. “Or pay the price.” 
 
    Zin blinked twice. Then he silently reached for his own sword, pulling it deliberately from its scabbard. 
 
    “You dare!” Horay whispered. 
 
    “You leave me no choice,” Zin said. 
 
    “Captain!” Tactical Officer Gul shouted. “A massive Graur war fleet is approaching!” 
 
    “What?” Horay said, turning away from Zin. 
 
    “There are at least thirty vessels, Captain,” Gul reported. “They are forming a blockade between us and the planet.” 
 
    Horay forgot his duel with Zin. He strode to the tactical station. The screens told an ugly story. The Graur ships were smaller but faster and better armed. For the moment, Horay didn’t have the firepower to defeat them. 
 
    “Comms, order the rest of the armada to deploy around the planet. I want the Graur force spread out. All ships are to activate deflector screens and particle sinks. Have them target enemy vessels and put fighter crews on standby. If one of those savages so much as sneezes wrong, I want to be prepared to blow them from the stars.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Los said. 
 
    He thought he detected a note of worry in his tone. He didn’t care. For the time being, he was obeying orders and that was what was important.  
 
    “Signal the Imperial High Command,” he said. “Inform them that the Graur are threatening armed resistance. Request additional support – a full planetary strike force.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Los said. 
 
    “This is folly, Horay,” Zin said. “It will end in fire and bloodshed. You will be the author of the Empire’s end.” 
 
    “I will be no such thing,” he replied. “When this is over, we will have the terrorists in custody, the hostage will be recovered, and everyone in the Empire will know better than to defy the law.” 
 
    Horay set his jaw grimly. For too long the Graur had acted uppity, believing themselves superior to the other races, due to their military skill. Horay would disabuse them of that fallacy. If they didn’t cooperate, he would wipe them from the annals of Imperial history. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    JaQuan wiped sweat from his forehead as the Graur guards led them into the Tribal Council’s chamber. The air on Grakur was steamy. Its only habitable continent was a vast jungle at the equator. Heat and humidity sucked the air from his lungs and made exertion difficult. He was beginning to regret wearing his jeans and leather jacket. A ship suit could be climate-controlled. 
 
    Once Kitekh had given her name, it hadn’t taken long for things to happen. A cadre of cops arrived on a rocket sled. Kitekh negotiated briefly with them in Graul, and then she surrendered. Everyone was herded aboard the sled and whisked across the city to the Council’s headquarters. 
 
    To JaQuan’s surprise, they hadn’t been disarmed. He wasn’t entirely sure what Kitekh had arranged, but he inferred that the police did not fear the crew’s beamers – or Alan’s sword and electroray gun. Indeed, the cops themselves did not carry any weapons. They seemed content with their teeth and claws. 
 
    Catraal was unlike any city JaQuan had ever seen – either on Earth or in the Empire. Rather than buildings that rose from the ground stretching towards the sky, the Graur capital was woven into the enormous trees that spanned the jungle. Many of the fixtures were metal or otherwise inorganic, like he would have expected to see in any developed metropolis. But a large number of dwellings and buildings were carved from the wood of the massive trees. Branches and leaves were sheared away to allow access by both people and vehicles. 
 
    The sled flew over this strange vista, weaving in and out of traffic, until it came to the center of the vast, vernal city. There, the largest tree JaQuan had ever seen – ten times the size of any redwood on Earth, he thought – rose hundreds of feet from the surface and towered over the remainder of the jungle. 
 
    Their transport dove into the branches, cutting expertly from side to side on its way to a landing pad JaQuan could not determine to be artificial or natural. Among the foliage, he spied Graur warriors, standing guard at armored battlements defended with beamer cannon. The ship moved too fast, and the cover was so dense, JaQuan could not get a good look at anything. But he sensed that no force could hope to assault the center of Graur power without taking outrageous casualties. 
 
    They were herded upon landing down a massive branch that led into the very heart of the tree’s gargantuan trunk. Within was a circular chamber. Thirty feet above the floor was a platform, behind which hung thirteen banners, all with different symbols. JaQuan recognized the one in the center, bearing the image of a clawed hand surrounding a planet, as the flag of the Graur nation. A second – depicting a feline mouth open in a roar – was the same that hung in Kitekh’s quarters aboard Cataan’s Claw. It also adorned her ship suit, on the rare occasions she wore one. 
 
    “Each of these bears the symbol of the Twelve Tribes of Grakur,” Rorgun explained. “Each tribe sends a representative. Those twelve are then considered to have left their native tribe to form a new, Thirteenth Tribe – the Tribal Council. The Council names a thirteenth individual as the Tribal Chieftain. He or she presides over the Council and votes to break any ties.” 
 
    JaQuan looked askance at Rorgun. He appreciated the information, but he wasn’t interested in hearing from the first officer. 
 
    “Is it weird that they didn’t take our weapons?” Alan whispered to JaQuan. 
 
    “Look around,” JaQuan replied. There were unarmed warriors stationed at regular intervals around the chamber. “They don’t seem too worried.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Alan said. “How badass do you have to be not to be afraid of a beamer?” 
 
    JaQuan nodded his agreement. The whole situation scared the shit out of him. 
 
    He glanced around. Kitekh stared grimly ahead, her jaw set and determined. Rorgun appeared relaxed. JaQuan shook his head. The zealous bastard was too calm for JaQuan’s liking. He probably knew what was going to happen, was ready for it. JaQuan wanted to shoot him. 
 
    Mrahr shifted uncomfortably on his feet. He held his head high, refusing to be cowed by the situation. But he was obviously nervous. 
 
    So was Brody. All the cocky smugness that had so deeply infuriated JaQuan was gone from his visage. He was afraid. He looked like a man condemned and about to be led to execution. JaQuan supposed he was in a way. It didn’t matter that Cooressa and her allies had duped him. He’d kidnapped an Elohiman and threatened to kill her if her father didn’t capitulate to his demands. That alone was serious enough. But he’d done it as a member of a terrorist group. Sedition and treason were capital crimes in the Empire. JaQuan saw no way for him to escape the ultimate punishment. 
 
    As for Cooressa herself, she appeared indifferent to her surroundings or her fate. Like Rorgun, she was a zealot. She was on a mission from God, and she didn’t care where it took her. So long as she’d accomplished her mission – and in her mind, she had – what happened to her didn’t matter. Bitch. JaQuan hoped they tortured her. 
 
    A horn sounded from somewhere JaQuan couldn’t see. Its tones were low and gurgled, like the roar of some great beast. They echoed through the chamber as if the tree were a vast monster and they all were imprisoned in its belly. 
 
    Thirteen Graur filed in solemnly on the platform above. They stood before the banners, each representative under his or her tribe and, JaQuan guessed, the Chieftain beneath the national flag. 
 
    When they all had entered and taken their positions, the horn ceased its fell song. The twelve members of the Tribal Council seated themselves, while the Chieftain took a single step forward. 
 
    She spoke in the melodious but threatening voice typical of Graur. Her words came so fast, the only ones JaQuan understood were “Kitekh Galesh.” 
 
    “Mighty Chieftain, wise Tribal Council,” she replied, “for the sake of my companions, I request you address us in Imperial.” 
 
    “You have a hell of a lot of nerve requesting anything from us, Galesh!” the Chieftain roared. 
 
    She leered down at them from the platform, a furious look on her face, which was golden like Shinzaa’s. A red, sleeveless robe embroidered with the symbols of the Twelve Tribes covered her shoulders and cascaded regally to the ground. 
 
    “‘For the sake of your companions,’ let me remind you of the position you’ve put us in,” she continued. “Your father embarrassed all of Grakur with his clumsy affair, forcing us to level judgment against him and his family. Rather than accept your fate, you pirated an Elohim freighter and flew around the galaxy seeking revenge. You at last found it by conspiring with a cowardly band of terrorists to kidnap the Emperor’s daughter.” 
 
    “The Emperor’s daughter,” JaQuan muttered. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    So. Cooressa and Haneeta’s insane plan to put Idrib Mol on the throne had somehow succeeded. They were already fucked. 
 
    He glanced over at Cooressa. She was smiling. He wanted to choke her. 
 
    “But you are as clumsy as your father was,” the Chieftain went on. “You were caught. You’ve enflamed the whole Empire against humanity and against your family name, your tribe! 
 
    “And now you have the unmitigated gall to come here and request anything? How dare you!” 
 
    JaQuan scanned the tribal elders. They sat with folded arms and scornful expressions. Not a one of them appeared remotely sympathetic, especially the orange tabby sitting beneath Kitekh’s tribal banner. She was going to have a hard sell. JaQuan saw no way out of this. 
 
    “Mighty Chieftain,” Mrahr called. He took one step forward. “Your anger with Captain Galesh is fierce and, on the surface, justified. But all is not as it seems. Indeed, little of it is. As an agent of this Council, I tell you the captain’s story should be heard.” 
 
    “Your agency is under question as well, Governor,” said one of the elders, a grey-coated male with a thick, bushy mane. “From where we sit, it looks as though you are a part of this treason as well.” 
 
    “The Governor is here under duress,” Kitekh lied. “He has no part of any conspiracy. 
 
    “But I tell you, my elders, the conspiracy here is not one of my making or participation. It is the brainchild of the Emperor himself and of several accomplices, not all of whom are known to us.” 
 
    “You accuse the Emperor of treason?” the Chieftain roared. “Your personal vendetta knows no bounds, Galesh. We demand you release Haneeta Mol to us immediately or face our wrath.” 
 
    “I am in no position to turn Ms. Mol over to you or anyone,” Kitekh replied. “That is not my purpose here.” She dropped to her knees. “I formally beg mercy from the Tribal Council.” 
 
    A gasp went through the elders and a few of the guards. It was obvious no one had expected that from Kitekh. JaQuan grimaced. Throwing them off-guard was a good sign. He knew from his experience in the boxing ring that surprising your opponent led to him making a mistake. 
 
    But they were still deep in the shit with no way to climb out. He had no idea what Kitekh’s game plan was or how she intended to execute it. 
 
    “No,” the Chieftain said, folding her arms. 
 
    “What?” Rorgun cried. 
 
    “You cannot do that,” Mrahr protested. “She has made a formal quest. By law, she must be heard before mercy can be granted or denied.” 
 
    “She is a traitor!” the Chieftain shouted. “As we speak, an entire armada of Imperial vessels surrounds Grakur, demanding we turn her over to their custody. ‘Captain’ Galesh should have gotten here sooner.” 
 
    “That is not the proper procedure, and you know it!” Mrahr cried. 
 
    “Every Graur is afforded the protection of the Tribal Council and has the right to ask it to intercede on their behalf,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Don’t lecture me on proper procedure, either of you!” the Chieftain said. “You, Aarghun Mrahr, who participated in Captain Galesh’s initial mutiny against this body before crawling back here and begging for your old position. And you, Rorgun Krisch, a traitor, who warred against the Empire itself. You have both turned your back on the authority of this Council and the honor of your people.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck that shit!” JaQuan shouted. 
 
    “JaQuan!” Kitekh hissed. 
 
    Every eye in the chamber was on him. Three of the guards took a threatening step towards him. The Chieftain’s fur bristled. 
 
    “What terrorist dares address this body?” she growled. 
 
    “Fuck you, lady!” JaQuan said. “I ain’t no fucking terrorist. Manifest Destiny is his thing.”  
 
    He pointed at Brody. Then he stepped forward. 
 
    “The name is JaQuan Jones,” he said. “I’m not a terrorist or a kidnapper. I’m a pilot. 
 
    “I’m also pretty fucking familiar with listening to cowardly bullshit like you’re spitting right now.” 
 
    A second gasp went through assembled. Kitekh put a hand on his shoulder. He shook it off. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Alan said, the worry in his tone clear. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” 
 
    Yes. He wasn’t sure it was smart, but he was damn sure he knew what he was doing. 
 
    “For three years, since I joined Kitekh’s crew, all I’ve heard is how honorable and noble Graur are, how they’re the very soul of the Empire,” he said. “Honor and nobility are pretty words. They make you feel real good about yourself. And it’s easy to set all sorts of standards for what constitutes both. 
 
    “But the real measure of whether someone’s honorable or noble ain’t when you’re feeling all good about yourself and times are nice. It’s when bad shit is going down. You prove you’re honorable and noble when it’s hard, not when it’s easy. 
 
    “Kitekh didn’t have to come here. She could have tried to go anywhere in the galaxy. And because her crew is actually honorable – with two notable exceptions – we would have followed her. But instead she came here. Because she knew there was nowhere safe for any of us until this was resolved. And she didn’t want to put the rest of us at any more risk. 
 
    “That is honorable. That’s fucking noble. 
 
    “You think every fiber of her being isn’t screaming in disgust at humbling herself before you? You think she wants your fucking mercy? She doesn’t! She’d rather die fighting the man who framed – Yes, framed! – her father. But she’s trying to protect the rest of us. 
 
    “She’s specifically trying to protect my entire race. Because this plot we’re all caught up in, this traitorous scheme against the Empire itself, exists so that we can be driven to extinction. 
 
    “And now you sit up there and say she shoulda come here sooner. You say other people don’t get to call you out on your bullshit cowardice. 
 
    “Well, I’m calling you out, ‘Mighty Chieftain.’ I’m calling all y’all out. You have a law. It states that she gets to beg for the Council’s mercy and that you have to hear her before you make a decision. But you just want to ignore that because the Empire’s got a fleet of ships up there making threats. 
 
    “So much for Graur military genius. So much for Graur martial prowess. So much for honor and nobility. 
 
    “Times are hard, Mighty Chieftain. Shit’s getting real. Time to prove you’re noble as you always claim. 
 
    “If you can’t do it, then you, your Tribal Council, and your whole culture is just a pile of shit. Putting pretty bows on it don’t make it anything better.” 
 
    For a moment, no one spoke. Stunned silence held the chamber firmly in its grip. Then the Chieftain folded her arms. 
 
    “Kill him,” she said. 
 
    The guards started forward. JaQuan had his beamer in his hand instantly. Alan drew both his weapons. Rorgun put Kitekh behind him and adopted a defensive pose. 
 
    “Who wants to die first?” JaQuan said, switching his aim between two different guards. 
 
    “Stop!” a voice said. 
 
    JaQuan risked a look up. The elder from Kitekh’s tribe had stood and come to the edge of the platform. 
 
    “This human shames us,” he said. 
 
    “Agreed,” the Chieftain said. “Kill him.” 
 
    “You misunderstand me, Grinara,” he said. “He is correct. Kitekh Galesh has begged mercy. She has a right to be heard before we pass judgment.” 
 
    “You have heard the demands from the Imperials, Drekraar,” the Chieftain said. “Galesh and her crew kidnapped the Emperor’s daughter. They conspired with Manifest Destiny to influence our government. Imperial agents order us to remand them to their custody.” 
 
    “And yet this same Imperial captain does not have a writ from the Emperor to enforce his authority over our sovereign territory. Meanwhile, both Captain Galesh and her human pilot claim there is more to the story than we’ve been told.” 
 
    “A lot more,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “In the absence of an Imperial writ, we are obligated to honor our own laws,” he concluded.  
 
    A majority of the elders nodded and harrumphed. JaQuan held his breath. 
 
    “Very well,” the Chieftain said, a begrudging note in her voice. “Until the Emperor issues a writ, you have your audience, Galesh. I suggest you speak quickly.” 
 
    JaQuan relaxed ever so slightly. His heart continued to pound. Sweat ran down the back of his head onto his neck. The stress of the situation and the adrenaline rush from nearly having to fight for his life made the heat all the more oppressive. 
 
    But at least Kitekh would get a chance to make her case. 
 
    “Mighty Chieftain,” Kitekh said, “Wise Elders, thank you. I come to you today not to ask for your forgiveness or even my freedom. Rather, I ask for the protection of my crew. I bargain with custody of these two traitors.” She waved her arm at Brody and Cooressa. “It is they who conspired against the Empire. And I tell you this kidnapping they perpetrated is part of a larger plot, one that is designed to bring the entire Empire to its knees to suit the whims of one Elohiman’s ambition.” 
 
    As succinctly but with as much detail as she could, Kitekh outlined the madness they’d been a part of since disembarking from Daxal Station. How, Brody and Cooressa had smuggled a cryogenically frozen Haneeta Mol aboard. How the crew had narrowly escaped the Imperial trap set for them but had damaged their hyperdrive. How they had limped to the Horari Belt to repair the ship, only to encounter a Space Ranger they were forced to battle. 
 
    She told them how they fled to Cecilak to ask Mrahr for help but had been ambushed by both the same Space Ranger and the same Imperial captain they had faced before and were forced to run again. She related how JaQuan had discovered Cooressa’s treachery, and how the Elohiman had murdered Haneeta to make it impossible for them to return her safely. 
 
    And she told them how this was a duel plot to turn galactic opinion against humanity and to set Idrib Mol on the throne. 
 
    When she finished, silence descended on the chamber. Looks of shock, wonder, and doubt played across the faces of the Tribal Council. JaQuan couldn’t be certain if anyone believed her. 
 
    “Mighty Chieftain,” Cooressa said. “Since I stand accused of kidnapping and murder, I feel it is only right I be allowed to answer. I state unequivocally that the vast majority of this sad tale is rubbish. I did not kidnap Haneeta Mol; Mr. Brody and Mr. Jones did. I did not murder her; Mr. Brody did.” 
 
    “No!” Brody cried. “I didn’t kill her! I don’t know who did, but it wasn’t me!” 
 
    “Captain Galesh is as dishonorable as her father,” Cooressa went on, ignoring her co-conspirator’s pleas of innocence. “She lies before the Tribal Council to protect herself and to advance her own failed vengeance.” 
 
    Fury surged through JaQuan. Cooressa’s lies were one thing, but to directly impugn Kitekh’s honor was suddenly more than he could stand. He whirled and pressed his beamer to her forehead. 
 
    “How’d you like to skip the trial and go straight to execution?” he said. 
 
    “Lower your pistol, human,” the Chieftain said. “You demanded a court of law. You have it. Now you must let it run.” 
 
    “I don’t care how this turns out,” he growled at Cooressa. “I’ll see you dead.” 
 
    “You are an animal,” she replied. “Emperor Idrib is right.” 
 
    JaQuan backhanded her across the face. 
 
    “Enough!” the Chieftain roared. “Strike or threaten her again, and we will detain you. With prejudice.” 
 
    JaQuan snorted disdainfully at her. He stood back from Cooressa, though. 
 
    “I am curious how this kidnapping plot was to elevate Idrib Mol to the throne,” said one of the elders, a grey tabby female. 
 
    “I do not know,” Kitekh answered. “This piece of the scheme was revealed by my comms officer to JaQuan but she did not elaborate on how it would work.” 
 
    “Because such a plot does not exist,” Cooressa said. “I said nothing of the kind to the human.” 
 
    “You’re a liar, Cooressa,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “If I may, Wise Elders,” Mrahr said. “I believe there are two schemes afoot. The first – this kidnapping – was designed to sour public opinion on humanity as the Fourth Race. Senator Mol was an outspoken opponent of humanity, and he conspired with his daughter to frame them for a fictitious kidnapping that would make him seem sympathetic. A second plot exists to crown him Emperor. He now has the authority to order human genocide and appear justified in doing so.” 
 
    “But how was it accomplished?” another elder asked. 
 
    “I do not know,” Mrahr said. “When we fled Cecilak, we were still without an Emperor. We only know Idrib Mol has ascended the throne because you have told us.” 
 
    “However,” Kitekh said, “if the senator-turned-emperor conspired to frame humanity for a kidnapping that did not occur so that he could turn around and order them put to death en masse, it stands to reason he had a plan to put himself on the throne.” 
 
    Another silence followed. The Tribal Council huddled and conferred. 
 
    “Think it’ll work?” Alan asked JaQuan. 
 
    “No fucking clue,” he said. “They’re talking, so that’s good. But I don’t see how it matters even if they find in our favor.” 
 
    “These are serious accusations, Galesh,” the Chieftain said at last. “You have no evidence to support them, and one of the people you accuse denies your claims. You leave the Tribal Council in a difficult position.” 
 
    “I understand,” Kitekh said. “I swear to you on my honor that every word I speak is true.” 
 
    “I am pleased to hear that, Galesh,” the Chieftain replied. “Since you stake your honor, you will have no objection to defending it . . . in Ritual Combat.” 
 
    “What!” JaQuan cried. 
 
    Kitekh hung her head. She had clearly expected this. 
 
    So had Rorgun. He stepped forward. 
 
    “Mighty Chieftain,” he said. “As you can plainly observe, Kitekh has a broken arm among other injuries. She cannot fight to the fullest of her capacities. I therefore offer to be her proxy.” 
 
    The Chieftain crossed her arms. A sinister smile slid up her face. JaQuan’s guts seized up with dread. He could see the Tribal Council had some more diabolical plan in mind. 
 
    “The Council does not recognize you, Rorgun Krisch,” the Chieftain said. “You rebelled against the Empire, a member of the Kwin Faan. You have neither recanted nor atoned for your deeds. We therefore do not accept you as part of the Graur nation. Your offer of proxy is denied.” 
 
    Rorgun’s mouth fell open. He tried to find words to protest, but none came. The smug part of JaQuan’s heart couldn’t help but be pleased. The zealous bastard wasn’t going to get his moment of glory. 
 
    “I offer to proxy for Kitekh,” Mrahr said, stepping forward. 
 
    “Thank you, Governor,” the Chieftain said. “But we have something different in mind.” 
 
    JaQuan’s heart stopped. If they weren’t going to let Mrahr fight for Kitekh, the whole thing was a setup. 
 
    “Captain Galesh claims this elaborate scheme was designed to foster human genocide. Since humanity stands as both accused and accuser, let a human stand proxy for the captain if she will not fight herself.” 
 
    Horror crawled over JaQuan’s skin like a thousand spiders. He’d been right. It was a setup. He had no idea what the rules were of “Ritual Combat,” but he knew damned well no human had a fair shot at defeating a Graur in a straight fight. If Kitekh wouldn’t participate, there was no chance to win. If she did, she would lose. She was too hurt to be able to defend herself effectively, let alone attack. The Tribal Council had decided against her. They were just making a show of pretending to be fair. 
 
    “I volunteer,” Alan said, stepping forward and brandishing his sword. 
 
    JaQuan’s head snapped around in Alan’s direction. Was he insane? He couldn’t be more than a hundred fifty pounds. Even with a sword he didn’t stand a chance against a seven-foot-tall behemoth with razor-sharp claws. 
 
    “No, Alan, you can’t,” Rorgun said, echoing JaQuan’s thoughts. “This isn’t a duel.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Mrahr said. “Your sword won’t last three seconds. 
 
    “This isn’t justice!” he added, turning his face to the Chieftain. “You cannot expect this boy to engage in Graur Ritual Combat.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not a boy!” Alan said. “I’m twenty-eight years old!” 
 
    “And you weigh half, at most, of your opponent,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “You are correct, Governor,” the Chieftain said. “We do not expect your sword-wielding compatriot to face off in Ritual Combat. 
 
    “Since he professes to know so much about honor and nobility, and since he presumes to tell this Council that we lack it, let JaQuan Jones defend his words, his species, and his captain.” 
 
    Now it was JaQuan’s turn to stare slack-jawed at the Chieftain. He supposed he should have seen it coming, but the Tribal Council’s vindictive play caught him off-guard. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” he said. “This is fucking bullshit. Y’all know damned well it ain’t no fair fight between me and a Graur. On top of that, I don’t know how to use a sword. I’m a boxer. And ain’t no way that’s gonna be good enough against your champion. You’re setting us up to lose.” 
 
    “On the contrary, Mr. Jones,” the Chieftain said, “one who is righteous has the strength of God on his side. He cannot lose in a battle for his honor.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” JaQuan said. “God has nothing to do with it. A creature with superior reach, massive strength, and claws and fangs is going to win over one without. The only way to level the playing field is to give me a gun, and I’m guessing your ritual rules don’t allow for that.” 
 
    “You are correct, Mr. Jones,” the Chieftain replied, grinning triumphantly. “Any fool can aim a beamer. On Grakur, honor is given to those who can defeat their opponents hand-to-hand.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Well, I’m guessing that’s not any of you then,” JaQuan retorted. “Because this is about as honorless a move as there is. This is straight bullshit.” 
 
    The Chieftain’s grin turned to a scowl. Most of the Tribal Council mimicked her. They clearly didn’t like being insulted. 
 
    “Our decision is final,” the Chieftain said. “We order Kitekh Galesh to engage in Ritual Combat. If she cannot or will not, we will accept only JaQuan Jones as her proxy. If you both refuse to fight, the matter is closed. The Tribal Council rules against you. Make your choice.” 
 
    JaQuan hung his head. Those fuckers. This wasn’t justice. 
 
    Rischa’s words came back to him: The Tribal Council does not like outsiders. 
 
    It seemed his rant had been a double-edged sword. It had shamed the Council into giving Kitekh a chance to plead her case, but they had not liked being called out by an outsider, a human. They intended to make JaQuan pay for having the gall to call them on their bullshit. 
 
    He looked at Kitekh. Her green eyes were sad. He knew what she would do. If he didn’t accept the challenge, she would choose to fight. And she would die.  
 
    All this was his fault. If he hadn’t broken her arm, they wouldn’t be in this position. 
 
    “Mighty Chieftain,” Mrahr said, stepping forward. “You and the Tribal Council know this is not fair. Mr. Jones is right. He cannot hope to prevail against any Graur champion if he is unarmed. I therefore demand he be given a Far-Biter.” 
 
    A murmur went through the Council. They huddled quickly. 
 
    “What’s a Far-Biter?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “No,” the Chieftain pronounced. “Mr. Jones is not Graur. That is an honor only conferred to our greatest warriors.” 
 
    “But you ask him to act as a Graur,” Mrahr countered. “You want him to participate in Ritual Combat to defend our innocence. You deny him a weapon he can use. If he must be Graur for this moment, it is only right he be accorded the full rights of a Graur so that he may defend both himself and his shipmates.” 
 
    “What’s a fucking Far-Biter?” JaQuan said, turning to Mrahr. 
 
    “Your only chance at winning,” Mrahr replied. 
 
    The Tribal Council broke its conference. Kitekh’s clansman looked at the Chieftain and nodded. She scowled in disgust. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “If Mr. Jones accepts the challenge, he shall be granted a Far-Biter to wield.” 
 
    “Well played, Aarghun,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “What’s a fucking Far-Biter?” JaQuan repeated. 
 
    “A special Graur weapon,” Kitekh answered. “It is a great honor to be awarded one. It is a large glove equipped with claws and several ranged weapons. You will still be severely overmatched, JaQuan. But with a Far-Biter there is a chance for you to survive and win.” 
 
    He sighed heavily. There was no choice. Kitekh couldn’t fight the Council’s champion. If her arm were only broken, she’d be at a disadvantage. But with the cracked ribs and the damage to her scapula, it would take only one good blow to her ribs or a strong hold on her right arm to cripple her. 
 
    “JaQuan,” she said, “you don’t have to do this.” 
 
    He grimaced as he met her green-eyed gaze. 
 
    “We both know this is the only way,” he said. 
 
    He turned and faced the Chieftain. The heat and humidity assaulted him, like a cudgel that could bludgeon him into submission. He had to swallow hard before he could speak. 
 
    “I agree to proxy for Kitekh Galesh,” he said. 
 
    He was fairly certain he’d just committed suicide. 
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    Idrib glided into the Imperial Throne Room. The ornamental stone chair graven with the symbol of his authority had long since been removed in favor of a more practical, and comfortable, command chair. Equipped with servos, the seat could rotate three hundred sixty degrees and recline fully. It was surrounded by monitors, enabling its occupant to observe the major centers of commerce and civilization from a great distance. Here, the Emperor Over All could see almost anything he wished. 
 
    But before he could approach the throne, sit for the first time in its august cushions, he found an Elohiman standing before it. Idrib was further surprised to see it was Orisin Nus, his chief of staff. Worry and excitement warred for control of his features. 
 
    “What is it?” Idrib asked. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he replied, “Cataan’s Claw has been found.” 
 
    “Is Haneeta alive?” Idrib asked. 
 
    “I do not know, Your Majesty. Only the vessel’s location is known. The status of the crew and passengers is unclear.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    Orisin swallowed hard. He didn’t appear to want to answer. 
 
    “Where are they, Orisin?” Idrib demanded. 
 
    “Grakur.” 
 
    So. Galesh had fled to her home world, possibly to seek shelter with family or friends. It didn’t matter. There was no place in the galaxy to which she could flee. He was Emperor now. Even the Graur Tribal Council wouldn’t dare to defy that. 
 
    “Put me in touch with the fleet commander,” he ordered. “I want to make my desires clear.” 
 
    “It is Horay Kel, Your Majesty. He is already having trouble with the local authorities.” 
 
    “Put me through to him. I will eliminate his trouble.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Orisin moved to obey. Idrib grinned. Soon, the last threads of God’s master plan would be tied together. Idrib was Emperor. The humans would be exposed as infidels and rebels. They would be expunged from the Empire. God’s light would shine on the galaxy as never before. 
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   H onor and nobility are big words. And the people who like to use them most are the wealthy and the powerful. They give grand speeches and extol the virtues of fealty to their ideals. 
 
    But after serving in the military and two different police forces, what I notice the most is that the people who actually adhere to those concepts, the folks who are actually noble and honorable, are the commoners. Everyday people understand right from wrong. They get loyalty. They protect what’s actually dear. The ones who are telling you how noble they are, how honorable you’re supposed to be? Those are the ones who don’t have the first fucking clue what those words mean. 
 
    That’s why we keeping having wars. That’s why assholes constantly start them. That’s what’s brought about the Empire’s end. 
 
    Idrib Mol can talk about honor all he wants. JaQuan Jones actually has it. 
 
    I wish I’d understood that before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    Will JaQuan survive the savage Trial by Ritual Combat? 
 
    Will Kitekh be vindicated? 
 
    Will it matter with Idrib Mol now Emperor? 
 
      
 
    Find out in the penultimate episode of Empire’s End, “Ritual Combat”! 
 
      
 
    Available June 15, 2018. 
 
    Tap here to preorder and have it autodelivered wirelessly to your Kindle! 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Wait. You’re still reading? Damn, Y’all. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you! 
 
    Well, JaQuan’s gotten himself into some serious shit now, hasn’t he? But don’t worry. Just because things look bad now doesn’t mean they won’t get worse. After all, Idrib knows where Cataan’s Claw is, and you can bet he’s gonna find out his little girl is dead. Plus, Gwen’s still on her way. What happens when she arrives at Grakur? It all comes together in the next episode – along with the JaQuan’s big moment in Ritual Combat. If you’ve made it this far, you do not want to miss this one.  
 
    Thanks again for continuing to read. I’m so grateful. And, hey, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d sure appreciate a few reviews. Some people haven’t taken too kindly to JaQuan. If you’ve liked the serial so far, it sure would help to have a few positive reviews. 
 
    Thanks, y’all. See you in Episode 12. 
 
      
 
    Much love, 
 
    JP 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Empire’s End 
 
      
 
    A Science Fiction Serial by: 
 
    JP Raymond 
 
      
 
    Episode 11: 
 
    Honor and Nobility 
 
      
 
    Copyright 2018 JP Raymond 
 
    All Rights Reserved 
 
      
 
    Cover Design by: 
 
    Fleur Camacho 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    JP Raymond was totally blown away by Star Wars in 1977. He spent the rest of his youth in love with Princess Leia, obsessed with all things science fiction, and railing against the identity of a certain Jedi Knight’s father. 
 
    He eventually went to college, where he studied literature and got all sorts of ideas about writing about the human condition and penning the Great American Novel into his head.  
 
    These days, he’s finally managed to author his own space opera saga. Empire’s End is his first foray into traditional science fiction, and he’s having a blast with it. He credits George Lucas for lighting the fire that got him here, but he refuses to accept Darth Vader as Luke’s father. 
 
    Send JP a subspace communication at jpraymondauthor@gmail.com and tell him what you think of Empire’s End. He’ll reply. 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg
e





images/00003.jpeg
1P RAYMOND





images/00001.jpeg





