
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   F ighting isn’t always brave. Sometimes, you don’t have a choice. Some asshole decides to attack you, and it’s fight or get your ass kicked. 
 
    But a lot of fights are unnecessary. Somebody decides violence is a solution. That isn’t brave. That’s stupid. Too many people don’t know the difference. 
 
    Bravery is doing the right thing when it’s hard. It’s fighting when you have to, when there just isn’t another choice, even though you know you’re going to get hurt. 
 
    And it’s choosing not to fight when it isn’t necessary. A brave man walks away from a fight that does no good. 
 
    The Empire is full of small-dicked assholes – people who start some shit just to prove how strong they are. That’s cowardly. That’s causing harm for no reason other than to show that you can. 
 
    And it’s how the Empire ended. 
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    Episode 12: 
 
    Ritual Combat 
 
      
 
   B y the time Gwen made it to Grakur, shit had turned upside down. She came out of hyperspace to discover twelve Imperial capital ships, including an orbital command vessel, ringing the planet from a safe distance. Between them and the surface were approximately fifty Graur warships of varying size. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she said. 
 
    What the hell had happened here? Presumably, Horay Kel had arrived and demanded Galesh and her crew be turned over to him. But why weren’t the Graur cooperating? And what in God’s name had Kel done to provoke them? 
 
    She scanned the ships in front of her as she approached the planet. Every one of them had shields and sinks up and weapons charged and aimed at someone on the opposite side. The situation was one bad decision from becoming a shooting war. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she said again. 
 
    Gwen tried to listen to the comms traffic to get a sense of what was happening. All of the Imperial transmissions were coded. If she’d still been in her Space Ranger scout, she might have been able to crack it. In the Graur ship, it was next to impossible. The Imperial Star Force wouldn’t allow any outsiders to listen in. 
 
    The Graur talk was all in Graul. Gwen couldn’t make out more than a few words. She keyed her intercom. 
 
    “EMA,” she said, addressing the medical robot she’d forced to become a traveling companion. “Can you program the ship’s comms system to translate incoming signals from Graul to Imperial?” 
 
    “I can, but you’ll have to wait between ten and thirteen seconds,” the android responded. 
 
    Gwen scowled. She really needed to reprogram the machine’s personality. 
 
    “Do it,” she said. 
 
    “One moment, please.” 
 
    Gwen tapped her fingers impatiently on the arm of her chair. What the hell was going on here? 
 
    “Comms system amended,” EMA said. “There may be a delay of several seconds as the translation occurs.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Gwen said. 
 
    She tapped commands into the board to listen to the Graur signals. 
 
    “—are Ilendra-class battlecruisers. Beamers will be ineffective unless at extreme close range. Fighter crews should be on standby.” 
 
    “Heavy cruisers in position to deflect any initial attack. Medium cruisers will move to flanking positions at the first sign of escalation.” 
 
    “Third Advance Wing from Treska is available for recall. They can arrive in one-point-six-two days from receiving orders.” 
 
    Gwen’s heart thudded in her chest. This was serious. The Graur saw the Imperial presence as an invasion. They were prepared to go to war over this. Or at least, they were mobilizing like they were. 
 
    What had that dumbass Horay Kel done? 
 
    “Repeat: Graur shuttle, identify yourself and give your destination.” 
 
    Gwen suddenly realized one of the messages she’d been hearing was aimed at her. And it wasn’t coming from a Graur vessel. 
 
    She checked her heading and saw she was on a direct course for one of the battlecruisers. Her mind kicked into overdrive. She didn’t want to talk to the Imperials. Hell, she didn’t want to talk to anyone. If Horay Kel knew she had survived his attack, he would stop at nothing to keep her from reaching the surface. And if she communicated with the Graur, they might not let her land, since she was a Space Ranger and ostensibly allied with the invaders. 
 
    Tapping a few commands into her board, she altered the shuttle’s course, taking her below and away from the battlecruiser. She hoped that would cause them to lose interest, although she doubted it would work. 
 
    Sure enough, she was hailed again. 
 
    “Graur shuttle, this is Imperial battlecruiser Holy Sword. Identify yourself and your destination immediately, or we will be forced to treat you as hostile.” 
 
    Gwen tried not to panic. She was small enough that the cruiser couldn’t pursue her. If they launched fighters or opened fire, it could trigger a response from the Graur ships blockading it. She told herself they didn’t dare to mess with her. 
 
    But she also decided to buy a little time. She typed a message into her board and sent it to the battlecruiser: “En route to Catraal.” 
 
    She continued to fly away from the battlecruiser angling towards the Graur capital. By now she should be visible to the medium cruisers holding the line. With any luck, they would protect her. 
 
    “Graur shuttle, that is unacceptable,” the message came back. “Cut your engines and prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    No sooner had she received the message than her scanner picked up two fighters and a shuttle launching from the Imperial warship. 
 
    “Oh, fuck that,” Gwen said. 
 
    She activated her deflector shields and armed the shuttle’s weapons. Then she opened the throttle. 
 
    The two Imperial interceptors roared after her. What the hell was the matter with these guys?  Did they not understand they could be starting a war? Or did they not care? 
 
    “EMA,” she said. “Send a distress signal to the Graur fleet. Tell them we’re under attack. Do not tell them you have a human aboard. Let them think I’m Graur.” 
 
    “You don’t look Graur,” EMA replied. 
 
    “They can’t see me, God damn it!” Gwen shouted. “Just send the fucking message!” 
 
    “As you wish, but fleeing Imperial pursuit is criminal behavior.” 
 
    God damn that robot. Gwen wanted to blast it to pieces right then. But she had a bigger problem, and she had no more time to worry about the medical android’s sarcastic personality.  
 
    The fighters were faster and more maneuverable than she was. But this wasn’t some slow freighter. She had a few advantages. 
 
    An alarm went off, indicating her pursuers had locked their beamers on target. She waited half a second, then put the shuttle into a steep dive. Green plasma yawned through space, glancing off her deflector screens. The shuttle was armed with several beamers of its own, and a torpedo array. Jesus, the Graur made sure even a luxury vessel could fight mean. 
 
    She triggered her aft-facing beamer, less as an attack and more to give the fighters something to deal with. If they had to waste time dodging her weapons, they wouldn’t be able to focus on disabling her. 
 
    But right after she fired, she saw she wouldn’t need to do much more. Five Graur Swiftclaw fighters were racing to her aid. Damn, that was a fast response. The cruisers had clearly been waiting to scramble fighters. 
 
    Gwen altered course so they’d be able to reach her sooner. She prayed the Imperials wouldn’t do anything stupid. 
 
    Two of the Swiftclaws broke formation to intercept Gwen. The other three roared towards the Imperial ships. 
 
    “Attention shuttle,” a new voice said over her speaker. “Alter course to vector seven-eight-five. We will cover for you.” 
 
    “EMA, tell them thank you,” she said. 
 
    Gwen made the adjustment to her heading. The fighters fell in alongside her. 
 
    “Attention Imperial vessels,” a different voice said. “Return to your mothership at once, or you will be destroyed.” 
 
    Oh, shit. Would they back down? Had Gwen just started a war? 
 
    “Don’t threaten us,” the Imperial patrol captain replied. “You’re overstepping your authority.” 
 
    The Graur responded with a warning shot, forcing the Imperials to break off their pursuit. 
 
    “This is your final notice,” the Graur captain said. “Return to your ship, or we will destroy you.” 
 
    Gwen raced past the Graur cruiser. She was now firmly inside their line of defense. The Empire would have to attempt to break the blockade to stop her. 
 
    The fighters wisely broke off and headed back to Holy Sword. Gwen sighed in relief. 
 
    “Attention shuttle, what is your destination?” her escort asked. 
 
    “Catraal,” Gwen answered. “I need to speak to the Tribal Council immediately.” 
 
    There was a pause as the Graur force processed her reply. Gwen held her breath. 
 
    “Shuttle, please identify yourself.” 
 
    Gwen swallowed hard. She didn’t really want to tell these people anything. It would complicate matters and potentially prevent her from speaking to the Council. But if she didn’t play straight, things could get ugly. 
 
    “This is Ranger Gwen Carter,” she said. “I have information critical to navigating this current mess with the Empire.” 
 
    “If you’re a Space Ranger, why are you flying a Graur Slashpaw shuttle?” the patrol captain asked. 
 
    “The commander of the fleet that is currently threatening Grakur tried to kill me,” Gwen said. “He destroyed my ship and left me for dead. 
 
    “Listen, I don’t have all the answers, but I am certain a rogue Imperial captain is in charge of this operation and willing to escalate. I must speak with the Tribal Council immediately.” 
 
    The escort didn’t answer right away. Gwen listened to the pounding of her heart. She’d put all her cards on the table here. If the Graur decided to be stubborn, she wasn’t sure she could manage another way out of this. 
 
    “All right, Ranger Carter, follow us.” 
 
    The three fighters that had driven off the Imperials joined them, and the five of them set a course for the planet’s surface. Gwen checked her heading. They were indeed en route to Catraal. For the moment, it seemed they believed her. 
 
    Swallowing twice to steady her heart, she fell in with the escort fighters. She was terrified she was already too late. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    JaQuan sat quietly, trying to breathe deeply and keep himself calm. He took a long drink from the water canister, hoping to cool his body. He’d removed his jacket and t-shirt. Bare-chested, he felt a little better, but the anticipation of the forthcoming fight had his heart racing and his body temperature on the rise. 
 
    He sat in the small antechamber, surrounded by his shipmates. Mrahr and Rorgun tried to talk to him, offering him pointers on how to combat the Council’s champion while Alan occasionally interjected opinions of his own. JaQuan could barely hear them. He was too nervous to listen. And besides, Kitekh had attacked him twice in the last few weeks. He knew very well what it was like to fight a Graur. He struggled to imagine a scenario wherein he could harm one, let alone win. 
 
    Kitekh paced the room, looking grim. Guilt ran across her face and refused to leave. She would occasionally glance at JaQuan, look heartsick, and turn away. That did little for JaQuan’s confidence. Kitekh didn’t feel just bad that JaQuan had to step in for her; she was convinced she’d sentenced him to death. 
 
    Three Graur priests, all wearing black, sleeveless robes, entered the chamber without speaking. They strode silently over to JaQuan, stopping just in front of him. The lead priest, an orange tabby with similar markings to Kitekh, stretched out her arms towards JaQuan. She held what looked like a Graur hand that had been severed about halfway up the forearm. 
 
    “This is a kresch-kinza,” she said. “A Far-Biter. Only the most esteemed warriors are awarded one. Granting one to an outsider, particularly a human, is an honor far beyond what you have earned. While you are not expected to survive the Ritual Combat, you are expected to wield the kresch-kinza with nobility and courage, so as to not sully its tradition.” 
 
    JaQuan gaped at the priest. She gazed down on him in disgust, as though just standing near him could infect her with some terrible disease. 
 
    He wanted to insult her, to drive her own arrogance deep into her heart like a knife. But he was too nervous to come up with a good zinger, and he didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing she’d gotten under his skin. 
 
    Reaching out casually, he locked eyes with the priest and took the Far-Biter from her as though she were offering him something of little import. She held his gaze for several seconds more. 
 
    “Your captain has placed enormous faith in you, human,” she said. “Try to reward her by dying with dignity.” 
 
    The three priests turned as one and strode out of the chamber as quickly as they had entered it, their robes flowing behind them and dragging the floor. 
 
    “Let’s see it, JaQuan,” Alan said, crowding closer. 
 
    JaQuan dropped his eyes to the strange thing in his hand. Despite appearing to be a severed limb, it was, in fact, a large glove, made to fit the right hand. The exterior was covered in golden fur, and the fingers were tipped with sharp, metal claws. When he turned it over, he discovered three jeweled disks set below the knuckles in a chevron pattern, the center one being closer to the fingers then others. The one on the left was green, the one in the middle orange, and rightmost was blue. All three looked like large, precious stones. 
 
    “This is gonna help me fight a Graur?” he said. 
 
    “It is no ordinary weapon,” Mrahr said, a note of reverence in his tone. “In addition to the claws in the fingertips, each of these stones performs a specific function.” 
 
    “Put it on, JaQuan,” Kitekh said, coming over to him. 
 
    He stared at her for a moment. There was admiration and worry in those green eyes of hers. Holding her gaze, he slipped his hand inside. 
 
    The sensation was odd. Though the Far-Biter was furry on the outside, inside it was cool and a little slimy. 
 
    “That’s disgusting,” he said. 
 
    “Heh,” Mrahr said. “That’s just the beginning.” 
 
    “What?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Hush, Aarghun,” Kitekh said. “Make a fist, JaQuan. As tightly as you can.” 
 
    JaQuan’s eyes darted back and forth from Kitekh to Mrahr. Suspicion poured through his mind. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “The kresch-kinza must bond with you,” Kitekh said. “Its abilities are controlled by electrical impulses from your nerves. You have to trigger the bonding.” 
 
    JaQuan stared at her for a moment. Then he turned his attention to the strange glove on his hand. 
 
    “And you’re sure this is safe?” he said. 
 
    “Much safer than the fight with the Council’s champion,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “It will not harm you,” Kitekh said.  
 
    “But you may experience discomfort while it bonds,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “What sort of discomfort?” JaQuan said, his heart rate rising again. 
 
    What the hell had he gotten himself into? 
 
    “It is difficult to describe,” Rorgun said. “Those who have wielded a Far-Biter, do not relate exactly what they experienced.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck this,” JaQuan said, panic sliding inexorably from the back of his mind to the front. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Kitekh soothed, “it is the only way.” 
 
    He grimaced at her. He supposed she was right. He’d already agreed to proxy for her. And he knew he couldn’t beat the Council’s champion without this thing. But the lizard part of his brain was screaming at him to run. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, staring at his gloved hand. “Here goes.” 
 
    He squeezed his fingers into a tight fist. Pain erupted in his forearm and hand. It felt as though the interior of the thing were lined with hornets, and they’d all woken up angry. Hundreds of needles seemed to stab him at once. 
 
    Then it got worse. 
 
    Whatever was stinging him wasn’t content to just prick at his skin. It bored into the flesh, driving itself deep into his arm. JaQuan screamed, partly from fear, partly from revulsion, and mostly from the pain. His nerves rocketed fiery agony up his arm, into his neck and shoulder, and finally into his mind. He thought his arm was being shredded from the inside. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, what the fuck is happening to him!” Alan shouted. 
 
    But the searing sensation in JaQuan’s arm drowned out any answer Alan might have received. JaQuan dropped to his knees, uncertain he could stand this anguish one more second. 
 
    And then suddenly, it was over. 
 
    The fire dissipated. His brain started processing other sensations. He could feel sweat trickling down his spine. He was suddenly cold. Waves of numbing soreness rolled through his arm. He panted desperately, trying to get his breathing under control, his thoughts organized. It was difficult. The agony was all he could remember. 
 
    “Good,” Kitekh said. “The process is complete.” 
 
    “What the . . .” JaQuan heaved. “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    “The kresch-kinza has successfully bonded itself to you,” she answered. 
 
    “Bonded itself . . . to me?” 
 
    “Yes. Microscopic cables have entered your arm and hand. They have grafted themselves onto your nerve endings.” 
 
    He looked up at her horrified. She continued to stare gravely at him. Sympathy welled in her eyes. 
 
    “Grafted?” he said. “What the fuck did you do to me, Kitekh?” 
 
    “The Far-Biter relies on nerve impulses to trigger its functions,” Rorgun explained. “In time, you’ll be able to send electrochemical messages to it, so you can simply control it with your thoughts. For the time being, you must physically manipulate it.” 
 
    JaQuan heard their words, but he couldn’t internalize them. It sounded to him like whatever had just happened was irreversible. 
 
    “In time?” he said. “How much time?” 
 
    “Most Graur can learn in a few months,” Mrahr said. “So far as I know, you’re the first human to receive one. Hard to say how long it will take.” 
 
    “Months?” Alan said. “Wait, are you saying that thing is a permanent part of him now?” 
 
    JaQuan knew the answer before Kitekh spoke. It was written all over her face. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “This is why the Council objected to you having one. It is a great honor to receive one, and it can never be removed. 
 
    “I said before you have the soul of a Graur, JaQuan. Now, you are as close to being Graur as possible while still remaining human.” 
 
    JaQuan had no idea how to react. They hadn’t told him any of this. They certainly hadn’t prepared him. They’d physically altered him, and it was largely without his consent. He wanted to kill them all for this. 
 
    On the other hand, they’d also told him this was the only way he would even have a chance in the forthcoming battle. Without the Far-Biter, he was dead. So his choices had effectively been death or alteration. They both sucked. 
 
    He also supposed that was why the Tribal Council had consented to sullying a Far-Biter by awarding it to a human who had insulted them. They didn’t expect him to survive. So if he didn’t have the requisite honor to wield it, their mistake would be short-lived. 
 
    “This is fucking bullshit,” he said. “You should have told me.” 
 
    “Would it have made a difference?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    No. But that didn’t matter. They should have told him. 
 
    “Fuck you, Rorgun,” he said. 
 
    Slowly, he got to his feet. The pain was gone now. His arm still felt weird, though. 
 
    “Alan, hand me that water,” he said. 
 
    The younger man passed the canister. JaQuan had a long drink. He suspected it would be the last pleasant sensation he would experience for some time, maybe ever. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “What can this bad boy do?” 
 
    “Each of the stones has a separate function,” Mrahr said. “The center is the most obviously useful. When you aim at a target and make a fist, it will launch an incredibly sharp disc. They are thin and impact at great velocity. If you get lucky, you can kill with one shot. Even if you don’t, the victim will suffer a severe wound.” 
 
    JaQuan’s eyes popped open in stunned surprise. He raised his arm and pointed it at the far wall. Looking from Kitekh to Mrahr, he waited for permission. Kitekh nodded. He turned his gaze to the wall, then made a fist. 
 
    There was a bright, orange flash and then something rocketed from the center jewel almost too fast to be seen. With a loud, Thunk!, it embedded itself in the wood. 
 
    “Daaamn,” Alan said, his voice high. 
 
    JaQuan crossed the room and stared at the mark in the wall. Driven into the wood was a thin, orange circle that looked like it was made of glass. Only a quarter of it was visible; the rest was inside the wall. 
 
    “Holy shit,” JaQuan whispered. 
 
    “You must be careful not to overuse that,” Mrahr cautioned. “It can fire ten to maybe twenty times a day, depending on how often you employ it. The weapon is organic, so it must be recharged with rest. If you shoot too often, it will draw energy from your own body to manufacture the ammunition. You can kill yourself by firing off too many shots in a short period of time.” 
 
    JaQuan stared at the thing on his hand. He hadn’t thought about it being lethal to him. 
 
    “Far-Biters are engineered with Graur physiology in mind,” Kitekh said. “I cannot guarantee a human body has the same endurance. Until you have a good idea how it affects you, be careful. You should assume you have fewer shots than a Graur does.” 
 
    “Great,” he said. “The ultimate weapon that can kill you if you use it too much. What else can it do?” 
 
    “The left jewel produces a monofilament whip,” Mrahr said. “Tuck your thumb, and twist your wrist quickly out.” 
 
    JaQuan looked at the thing. It didn’t appear to contain any sort of whip. He looked skeptically at Mrahr. 
 
    “Try it, Mr. Jones,” Mrahr said. 
 
    With a sigh, JaQuan tucked his thumb under and twisted his wrist. To his surprise, a thin line of green light shot from the stone and dropped to the floor. 
 
    “Excellent,” Mrahr said. “You can wield it as you would an ordinary whip. But be careful. Like I said, it is monofilament, so it can cut. With the right strike, you can sever a limb.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, you people are crazy,” JaQuan said. “Why would you design something that can do that?” 
 
    “War has been our primary occupation for millennia,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “To retract the whip, flex all your fingers as widely as possible,” Mrahr said. 
 
    JaQuan did as he was told. The glowing green line shot back into the stone as though it had never existed. 
 
    “What’s the blue one do?” he asked. “Blow up the room?” 
 
    “No, my friend,” Rorgun said. “That one is for your protection.” 
 
    “Form a fist and twist your wrist towards you,” Mrahr said. “The opposite direction you did to unleash the whip.” 
 
    Once again, JaQuan did as he was told. Instantly, a large circle of blue energy materialized in front of him. He moved his arm, and the screen went with it. 
 
    “A personal deflector screen,” Mrahr said. “Proof against beamer pistols and rifles. Not sufficient to withstand heavy beamers or cannon.” 
 
    “What about electroray weapons?” JaQuan asked looking at Alan. 
 
    “Yes,” Mrahr said. “It will repel any energy weapon. But like a regular deflector screen, it can be overloaded. And just as you must limit the number of shots you take with the blaster, you should be careful how often you activate the shield once it takes damage. It will draw from your own life force if the Far-Biter is depleted of its own energy.” 
 
    “So how do I turn it off?” 
 
    “Twist your wrist the opposite direction while making a fist.” 
 
    JaQuan twisted his wrist out. The deflector screen disappeared. 
 
    “Damn, JaQuan,” Alan said. “Looks like you’re the superhero now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” JaQuan replied, continuing to stare at the marvelous glove on his hand. “Someone get me a mask and cape.” 
 
    “Now listen, JaQuan,” Kitekh said, coming to him. “The kresch-kinza is a powerful weapon, and it may help you in this fight. But it’s no substitute for your own intuition and skill. The Far-Biter can’t fight the battle for you. It can only help you win it. Try to keep your opponent at a distance so you can use the Far-Biter’s advantages. If you get in close, don’t forget it has claws. Slash him, and then get the hell away again. I know you are a – What is your Earth term?” 
 
    “Boxer,” Alan said. 
 
    “Yes, a boxer,” Kitekh said. “But that won’t help you here. If you let the Council’s champion turn this into a hand-to-hand match, you will lose.” 
 
    He nodded. She didn’t need to tell him. He remembered the horror of her assaults only too well. 
 
    “As the kresch-kinza gets to know you, it will enhance your senses,” Mrahr said. “It’s grafted into your nerve endings, and it can make you more aware. Try not to control it. Let it guide you. It will serve you best if you remember your relationship with it is symbiotic.” 
 
    JaQuan had no idea what that meant. He understood the words, but he sensed he couldn’t grasp the concept until he used it. He simply nodded. 
 
    The three priests returned with the same lack of fanfare they had before.  
 
    “It is time,” the lead priest said. “The proxy will follow me. The rest of you, will be escorted to the waiting pen.” 
 
    “Pen?” Alan said. 
 
    “JaQuan battles for our innocence,” Kitekh said. “While the results are pending, we must submit to the Tribal Council’s custody.” 
 
    “We’re hostages?” Alan asked. 
 
    “Collateral,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “This is why I wanted the three of you to wait with the prisoners in the lander,” Kitekh said. 
 
    Alan paled. JaQuan refused to feel regret. Kitekh may have been trying to protect them, but he remained convinced they’d have been sitting ducks back at the ship. 
 
    “Remember what I told you, JaQuan,” Kitekh said. “Use the advantages you have. Don’t fight according to the champion’s terms.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll do my best,” JaQuan said, sarcasm covering his fear. 
 
    “I know you will,” Kitekh said. “You are Graur now.” 
 
    “Hmph,” the lead priest said. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Kick some donkey, my friend,” Rorgun said. 
 
    JaQuan was too scared and still too pissed at Rorgun to be amused by the malapropism. 
 
    “Ass,” Alan said. “It’s ‘kick some ass.’” 
 
    Rorgun looked confused. 
 
    “I’ll explain it to you if I survive this,” JaQuan said. He turned to the priest. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She turned and left wordlessly. JaQuan followed her out. He felt like a man being led to execution. 
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    Idrib sat in quiet irritation as Orisin outlined for him, Emello, and Councilor Supreme Glorian Par what was happening. The situation on Grakur was rapidly becoming untenable. First, the Graur had refused Horay Kel’s demand that they turn over the crew of Cataan’s Claw. When he’d received backup to force his way to Grakur, they’d blockaded him. The stubborn felinoids were in direct defiance of Imperial supremacy, and the confrontation had grown volatile. 
 
    “At this juncture,” Orisin said, “Graur authorities will neither confirm nor deny that anyone from Cataan’s Claw is planet-side, or even that the ship has entered the system.” 
 
    “Have we searched the system to see if it is there?” Par asked. 
 
    “That has been impossible,” Orisin answered. “The Grakur Defense Force has encircled the planet and its moons and refused to allow our vessels any closer. At present, they outnumber us nearly five to one. Any conflict would result in heavy casualties in a best-case scenario.” 
 
    “Damned Graur,” Par said. “Why the hell will they not cooperate?” 
 
    “They fall back on the territorial sovereignty clause of Imperial law,” Orisin said. “When Captain Kel arrived with two battlecruisers and started making demands, the Tribal Council pushed back.” 
 
    “That is ridiculous!” Par shouted, throwing up his hands. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Emello said. “But it is also typically Graur. Captain Kel’s actions were clumsy and foolish.” 
 
    Idrib ground his teeth. Horay Kel was an idiot and would likely have to be demoted. But that didn’t change the facts. The Graur were acting defiantly. They were challenging his rule. That could not be allowed to stand. 
 
    “I cannot afford to appear weak on this,” he said. “If the Graur think they can push me around, I will not be able to restore order to the Empire.” 
 
    “That is true,” Emello said. “But escalating the situation will not cause the Graur to back down.” 
 
    “Well, what do you suggest, Emello?” Idrib practically shouted. 
 
    “As I’ve mentioned before, the Graur feel under-represented and largely unheard,” she said. “You need to make them feel a valuable part of the Empire’s future.” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake, Keeper,” Par said. “Are we to sit here and pet their paws and tell them how special they are?” 
 
    “I very much doubt the Graur would accept that sort of behavior, Councilor,” Emello said. “However, if we reach out to them, tell them we want to find a peaceful solution where everyone saves face, they will feel that we respect their territorial sovereignty and their might as a warrior species. If we try to bully them into submission, though, they will simply entrench themselves. And I don’t need to remind you how the Graur dominate our military ranks.” 
 
    Idrib seethed.  
 
    “All right, Emello, for the sake of argument, let us presume I am willing to coddle Graur feelings,” Idrib said. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “We need to speak to someone they will listen to,” she said. “What about Councilor Nakuur?” 
 
    “Are you mad, Keeper?” Par roared. “Do you not recall how opposed she was to the Emperor’s nomination? How she promised war?” 
 
    “As I recall,” Emello said, “she did not promise to make war. She believed the Emperor would be so divisive he would spark a civil war.” 
 
    “Is there a difference?” Par said, his tone incredulous. 
 
    Idrib liked the Councilor Supreme. He was a good Elohiman, and a person who understood tradition. He was saying many of the things Idrib felt, and that was helpful – both because Idrib wanted someone to agree with him and because, if Par made these points, Idrib wouldn’t have to. He could appear to consider all sides before doing what he wanted. 
 
    “Yes,” Emello said. “And it is a critical one. We can prove the Emperor is not divisive, is interested in the input of all three races, if he goes to the Graur and asks them for a solution that gets everyone what they want. Idrib appears wise, and the Graur don’t lose any honor. I cannot emphasize enough how important that is.” 
 
    “I am not sure Councilor Nakuur is the right person,” Orisin said. “She returned to Grakur shortly after the Emperor was named.” 
 
    “And she has had nothing good to say since,” Par added. “Listen, Your Majesty, we have a developing armed conflict. Thus far, no one has fired a shot, but it will come to that unless we end it. At the moment, the Graur have a distinct advantage. We’re in their system, and they have enough firepower to withstand any assault our current forces can make.  
 
    “The Graur understand only strength. We need to deploy more ships so that we have a superior force. Once they know that we can outgun them and take away their precious planet, they will be more willing to negotiate. Until then, they believe they can resist.” 
 
    Idrib nodded. This was his thinking as well. He didn’t like being defied to begin with. And he hated the savage, combat-first thinking of the Graur.  
 
    “I will once again remind Your Majesty that the Graur dominate our military,” Emello said. “I am uncertain you could get many of them to act against their own people and attack their own planetary defense force.” 
 
    “The Keeper makes a good point,” Par said. “We should make certain the ships we send have Elohim or Mandran captains. They should have Graur crew in minimal numbers. 
 
    “I think you will be hard pressed to find many ships that meet that description,” Emello said. “Regardless, it is also worth noting that the Star Force Supreme Commander is Grenuur Kruell, a Graur. If you are going to attempt a military solution, you will need his cooperation.” 
 
    “He might also be the right person for diplomacy,” Orisin said. “If you can convince the top military officer in the Empire to push for your solution, the Graur may be willing to listen to it coming from one of their own.” 
 
    Idrib stroked his chin. That solution had merit. 
 
    “Order twenty more capital ships to Grakur,” he said. “I want the Graur to understand there is no escaping my will. Then summon Commander Kruell here. I wish to speak to him.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Orisin said. 
 
    “Be careful, Your Majesty,” Emello said. “This path is fraught with peril. If anything goes wrong, you will have to fight to hold the Empire together.” 
 
    “Do not tell me there will be civil war, Emello,” Idrib said. “This is the Empire. The Graur may be touchy and proud, but they are Imperial citizens first. As a people, they will stay in line.” 
 
    “I hope you are right,” Emello said. “If you are not, misery will follow.” 
 
    Idrib was growing tired of Emello Miic. She was forgetting where she fit in the scheme of things. Her job had been to help get him the crown. Now that he was sitting on the throne, her job was over. She would do well to remember that. 
 
    “You are all dismissed,” he said. “I require time to cogitate all that has been said.” 
 
    His advisors nodded and rose. Idrib watched them file out. 
 
    Just let the Graur defy him. They could be the fiercest fighters in the galaxy, but they could not match the might of God. The Almighty was Idrib’s ally, and he would smite those who didn’t fall in line.  
 
    Even if that meant wiping them from the annals of the Empire. 
 
    Idrib already planned to destroy humanity. One more race wouldn’t matter. 
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    Gwen powered down the engines and put most of the ship’s systems into sleep mode. She hopped out of the command chair and winced. Her shoulder was largely repaired, but it remained stiff. She wished there was something to be done about that. 
 
    She checked to make sure she had her badge and that her beamer was securely holstered against her hip. With a sigh, she left the bridge. 
 
    At the airlock, she keyed the intercom. 
 
    “EMA,” she said. “I’m leaving. Don’t let anyone aboard until I come back.” 
 
    “What is your estimated time of return?” the robot asked. 
 
    Gwen sighed. She wished she knew. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said. “This might get complicated.” 
 
    Might? Who was she kidding? The whole situation was already FUBAR. 
 
    “If I do not know when you will return, how am I to know whether you are late and should take appropriate action?” EMA asked. 
 
    “I’ll signal you,” Gwen said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know! Jesus, EMA, just do what I tell you, okay?” 
 
    She swore that the first free minute she had she was reprogramming that damned android’s personality. 
 
    “If you say so,” EMA said. “But you’re leaving an awful lot to interpretation.” 
 
    “I’m leaving now. Lock up after me, and don’t let anyone in but me.” 
 
    Gwen cycled the airlock open, ignoring the robot’s final sarcastic remark. A gangplank extended down to the ground. 
 
    She took two steps onto the ramp and was immediately hit with a blast of blazing humidity. It was like Cleveland in August, only worse. Hot, sticky, oppressive. She’d felt warmer air in Baghdad, but the heat was dry. No wonder the Graur were so surly. Their home world was a sultry steam bath. 
 
     No sooner had Gwen set foot on the landing pad than EMA obeyed her orders and withdrew the ramp and shut the airlock. Gwen tried not to panic. She suddenly felt very alone. 
 
    Two Graur approached her immediately. Both were black and female. One had blue eyes while the other’s were yellow. They were otherwise indistinguishable. 
 
    “Are you Ranger Carter?” Blue Eyes asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Gwen replied. “I need to speak to the Tribal Council immediately.” 
 
    “You’re on Grakur, Space Ranger,” Blue Eyes said. “You don’t make demands of us. If you want to speak to the Council, you’ll need to go through protocol.” 
 
    Yellow Eyes leered at Gwen threateningly. Gwen bit her lip to avoid sighing. 
 
    “Is that what’s going on up there?” Gwen asked, pointing at the sky. “The Empire refuses to go through proper channels, and everyone’s involved in a giant pissing match?” 
 
    The Graur exchanged a look. Both seemed a little confused, perhaps wondering if they were supposed to feel insulted. Gwen smirked. 
 
    “I am not at liberty to comment on what may be happening in orbit,” Blue Eyes said. “My orders are to determine whether your request to meet the Tribal Council should be considered. Please show me your credentials.” 
 
    Gwen took a deep breath of the hot, thick air and forced herself to relax. She told herself not to be a bitch. She’d get farther if she cooperated. 
 
    Unzipping the pouch on her uniform, she produced her badge. She proffered it to the Graur. 
 
    Blue Eyes studied it carefully for several seconds. Yellow Eyes glanced at it only briefly. 
 
    “All right, Ranger Carter,” Blue Eyes said. “What is your business with the Tribal Council?” 
 
    “I believe Kitekh Galesh and the crew of Cataan’s Claw have fled here, seeking asylum from the Council,” she answered. “I have reason to believe they may not be responsible for the kidnapping of Haneeta Mol. But I need to consult with the Tribal Elders to determine the best course of action.” 
 
    Gwen fell silent and waited. Most of what she said was a bluff. She didn’t really know shit. She was just following the only lead she had, and her hunch told her JaQuan was at least partly on the level because Horay Kel had tried to kill her. She had no idea where to go, but since JaQuan had said Kitekh was planning to appeal to the Tribal Council, she thought she might be able to catch up with them there. 
 
    And it didn’t hurt that she’d flattered the Council. The Graur already had their tails in a twist about Horay Kel’s invasion fleet. By saying she needed to consult with the Council on the best course of action, she was giving the Graur government the illusion of control. Hopefully, that would get her what she wanted. 
 
    “All right, Ranger Carter,” Blue Eyes said. “Follow us. I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “You’re very kind.” 
 
    The two guards turned as one and proceeded inside a control bunker. Gwen followed. 
 
    So far, so good. She’d gotten through the Imperial blockade and down to Grakur. Now she needed to convince them to take her to see the Council. Once again, her police instinct told her she would find all her answers there. JaQuan and Galesh had nowhere else to run. It was therefore only logical to find them entreating the Tribal Council for aid. Gwen was determined to get to the bottom of whatever this was all about. 
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    JaQuan walked into the main chamber with sweat beading on his scalp and his heart pounding in time to the drums being beaten by the Tribal Council. He closed his eyes and slowed his breathing. 
 
    He recalled the words of his trainer, Lucky Latiel Priestly, back in that rundown gym in Ferguson.  
 
    There’re two kinds of focus, the grizzled, former Gold Glove Boxer had told him. External focus and internal focus. When you externally focused, you thinking ’bout what you gonna do to the other guy. When you internally focused, you thinking ’bout what he gonna do to you. Soon as you thinking like that, the fight’s over. He gonna beat you stupid. You stay externally focused. Make him go internal. Soon as he does, fight’s over. You win. 
 
    JaQuan struggled to stay externally focused. It was hard not to think about the razor-sharp claws and brute strength of the seven-foot-tall behemoth the Council was sure to throw at him. How was he supposed to fight someone like that? 
 
    But if that was his mindset, he might as well surrender now. Going internal was a prescription for disaster under any circumstances. Going internal against a Graur champion was sure to be lethal. 
 
    He came to a halt and opened his eyes. The Tribal Council all stood under their respective banners, each with their arms crossed.  
 
    To JaQuan’s right, the remainder of Cataan’s Claw’s crew stood inside a roped pen, with five guards surrounding them. Kitekh nodded to JaQuan. 
 
    Standing across the room was a hulking, grey-tabby Graur who was even larger than JaQuan had been imagining. He had a black mane that he’d braided into multiple tails, and blue eyes so bright they seemed to burn with unnatural fire. His chest, abdomen, and arms were packed with rippling muscles, and his legs were corded so tightly it looked as though he could leap to any of Grakur’s four moons on them. He smiled menacingly at JaQuan. 
 
    The drums rolled one more time. Then they fell silent, and the Chieftain stepped forward. 
 
    “The Tribal Council will now consider the case of Kitekh Galesh’s innocence or guilt in the kidnapping and death of Haneeta Mol,” she said. “Also to be determined is her involvement in a treasonous terrorist cell. 
 
    “Captain Galesh, your plea?” 
 
    “Mighty Chieftain, Wise Elders,” Kitekh said. “I am innocent of these crimes, as is my crew with the exceptions of James Brody and Cooressa Fil.” 
 
    “Your plea is accepted, Captain,” the Chieftain said. 
 
    The drums rolled again, 
 
    “The allegations against you and the others you’ve named can be neither corroborated nor disproven with the evidence available,” she continued. “The Council therefore orders you to engage in Ritual Combat to establish your innocence. 
 
    “As you are physically unable to participate, the Tribal Council accepts your nomination of JaQuan Jones as proxy. Mr. Jones, this is your final opportunity to relent. Do you agree to act as proxy for Captain Galesh?” 
 
    JaQuan opened his mouth to speak, but his throat was dry. He longed for water. And for a way out of this. 
 
    “I agree,” he managed. 
 
    “Very well, JaQuan Jones shall engage in Ritual Combat on behalf of Kitekh Galesh,” the Chieftain said.  
 
    Once again, this declaration was punctuated by a drumroll. JaQuan did his best to avoid rolling his eyes. The melodrama of this ceremony was beginning to irritate him. 
 
    “The Council nominates Gurinn Muur to act as its champion,” the Chieftain said. “Mr. Muur, do you accept this nomination?” 
 
    “I do,” the tabby giant growled, never taking his eyes from JaQuan. 
 
    The drums rolled a third time. JaQuan smiled at Muur, determined to cover his fear by acting confident. 
 
    “Be it known that both combatants have agreed to Ritual Combat to settle this dispute. The fight shall commence on my mark and continue until one participant surrenders or is no longer able to go on. 
 
    “Warriors, prepare for combat!” 
 
    JaQuan relaxed all his muscles. He’d been here before. As soon as the bell rang it was on. Fight smart. Fight the way he knew how. 
 
    It don’ matter if he bigger than you, Lucky used to say. It matter if you hit him ’til he don’ like it no more. 
 
    The drums rolled a final time. Then, they beat out a solemn rhythm. Boom-boom-boom-boom. Boom-boom-boom-boom. Boom-boom-boom-boom. Boom. 
 
    They fell silent. Tension crackled through the air.  
 
    “Fight!” the Chieftain cried. 
 
    Gurinn Muur flung himself into the air, crossing the room in a single, unbelievable bound. He delivered a smashing hook punch to the side of JaQuan’s head so devastating, JaQuan saw spots and went to the ground. He realized he was about to die. 
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    Idrib sat confidently on his throne. He tried to hide his smile, but he couldn’t manage it. 
 
    Supreme Commander Grenuur Kruell stood before him, his head bowed, his right fist at his chest in salute.  
 
    He wore a white cloak trimmed in red and blue, the symbol of his office, draped over his enormous golden shoulders. His black mane was neatly combed and braided. He wore a sword on his left hip and a beamer on his right, but Idrib suspected these were purely ornamental, worn because he was the top military commander in the Empire, not because he needed or used them. Idrib had yet to meet the Graur who didn’t prefer to fight hand-to-hand to inelegantly demonstrate their superior savagery. 
 
    Having the allegedly fierce Graur warrior humble himself this way not only gratified Idrib, it amused him. He was smarter and cleverer than any of these beasts. They might be loyal citizens of the Empire, but they were brutes. They existed largely to enforce the law, and given how stubbornly they had resisted the legislation that had eventually elevated him to Emperor, Idrib took pleasure in having the greatest of them suborn himself. 
 
    “Thank you for coming on such short notice, Commander,” Idrib said, feigning grace. 
 
    “I live to serve you, Mighty One,” Kruell said. 
 
    Good, Idrib thought. Let’s hope it lasts. 
 
    “Commander, I need your help,” Idrib said. 
 
    “You have only to ask, Mighty One.” 
 
    “As you know, we have a developing situation with your home world. One of your captains has traced the outlaw vessel, Cataan’s Claw, to Grakur. When he arrived in system and demanded the crew be turned over to him, he met resistance from the Grakur Defense Force. They claimed territorial sovereignty and have refused to cooperate. The situation has escalated, and I now find myself in a standoff with the home planet of one of the Three Races.” 
 
    “It is an unfortunate turn of events, Your Majesty,” Kruell said. “You had not yet ascended the throne when it began, and there has been some confusion over the authority of the Imperial Star Force.” 
 
    Idrib frowned. He’d expected Kruell not to admit to any fault by his people, but it remained irritating. 
 
    “Yes, well, I am on the throne now,” Idrib said. “But the refusal to comply continues. I need it to end immediately.” 
 
    “It is a difficult matter, Mighty One,” Kruell said. “By the technical definition of the law, the Tribal Council is in the right. Grakur is Graur sovereign space, and Captain Kel overstepped his authority by entering the system and making demands. 
 
    “However, the captain’s claim is righteous, since he is in pursuit of a terrorist. At this juncture, the actual importance of the triggering event has been lost. It has become a dispute over authority and the proper interpretation of the Imperial Constitution.” 
 
    Black hatred swirled through Idrib’s mind. He knew all this, and it didn’t matter. He was Emperor. He was the law. The Graur Tribal Council had no right to defy him. There was nothing to interpret here. The Emperor demanded their cooperation. 
 
    “Listen, Commander, this cannot be. I cannot have an entire system – certainly not one of the founding planets of the Empire – defying my will. They must be brought to heel.” 
 
    Kruell frowned. His green eyes betrayed the quashed fury at Idrib’s words. 
 
    “The Graur are a proud people, Your Majesty,” he said. “They will object to being viewed as needing domesticating. And when they object, they fight back.” 
 
    “I am well aware of Graur behavior,” Idrib said, making sure the Supreme Commander heard the contempt in his voice. “What I need is a solution. How do I get them to cooperate without appearing weak myself?” 
 
    Kruell thought carefully for several seconds. 
 
    “Have you issued a writ, Your Majesty?” he asked. 
 
    Idrib sat back in his seat, stunned. Of course! The Star Force had made demands. Idrib had backed them. But a writ from the Emperor superseded all other laws. 
 
    “Will that work?” he replied. “They have resisted complying with my demands thus far.” 
 
    “I believe it will,” Kruell said. “An Imperial writ cannot be refused. It trumps territorial sovereignty. The Tribal Council will have no legal precedent to refuse it, and they therefore will not lose any face for complying. 
 
    “Once the fugitives are in custody and your daughter returned to you, you can grant a favor – some territory or resources as thanks for their role in apprehending the terrorists. That will soothe any lingering wounds and make you appear magnanimous. Everyone wins.” 
 
    Idrib stroked his chin. All that sounded reasonable, although he hated giving the damned felinoids anything after they’d made trouble for him. Still . . . 
 
    “And if it does not work?” he asked. “If they refuse?” 
 
    “The Tribal Council would be in violation of Imperial law and would need to be removed,” Kruell said. 
 
    Idrib smiled fiendishly. Orisin had been right. Meeting with Commander Kruell had been fruitful. But there was still one little hitch. 
 
    “Commander, supposing for argument’s sake, the Tribal Council refused the writ and forced my hand to remove them. I do not need to tell you how many of your people serve in our armed forces. What do you think their reaction would be?” 
 
    Kruell studied him for several seconds, as if he were trying to determine if Idrib were shrewd or sinister. 
 
    “Of course, I cannot speak for any individual other than myself,” he said at last. “But I believe a majority of them will follow orders. The Graur are proud members of the Empire, and we serve its military for the glory of the Emperor, not for ourselves. Discipline and loyalty will win the day.” 
 
    “Very well,” Idrib said. “I believe you are right: a writ is all that is needed to break this impasse. Should it require more, I am confident I can rely on you to deliver what is needed.” 
 
    “I live to serve you, Mighty One,” Kruell said. “You can depend upon my leadership and the warriors I command.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Idrib said. “I shall have a writ drawn up within the hour. Go and prepare to have it delivered with an entire fleet of warships.” 
 
    Kruell looked surprised. Worry filled his green eyes. After a moment he saluted. 
 
    “As you command, Mighty One,” he said. 
 
    He turned and went out. Idrib tapped controls on the armrest of his throne. The image of the blockade at Grakur filled the center screen. He stared hard at it. 
 
    “Soon this will be over, Galesh,” he said. “And then my victory will be complete.” 
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    JaQuan’s vision swam. He was vaguely aware of people shouting, but he couldn’t understand what they were saying. 
 
    Above him, a giant Graur raised its foot to stomp on him. He had no rational thoughts. Survival was the only thing that mattered. He rolled quickly away from the behemoth’s foot as it came crashing down. 
 
    Trying to remember what was happening, JaQuan fought to get to his feet. But as he made it to his knees, the Graur’s foot connected with his stomach, doubling him over and nearly taking his wind. 
 
    He barely had time to suck in a breath, when an elbow crashed into his spine. Pain exploded like a grenade in the center of his back, and JaQuan was driven to the ground. 
 
    What the hell was happening? He couldn’t get his bearings. He wasn’t sure how he’d gotten here, or why this violent felinoid was bent on harming him. 
 
    “JaQuan, look out!” someone shouted. 
 
    It sounded like Alan. Was Alan here? 
 
    JaQuan rolled onto his back just in time to see the beast’s foot come towards him again. Instinctively, he put up his cover and took the blow on his forearms. The Graur’s heel bruised his left arm, but he otherwise absorbed the stomp.  
 
    The Graur raised its foot again. Still acting on instinct, JaQuan drove his right fist towards his opponent’s foot intending to knock him off balance. 
 
    But a strange sensation pulsed in his hand, and the Graur screamed. Blood spattered JaQuan’s chest. What the hell had happened? 
 
    “Yeah! Way to go, JaQuan!” Alan cheered. 
 
    The Graur broke off its attack, so JaQuan rolled to his feet. He put up his fists and tried to get his bearings. 
 
    At last, his vision came fully into focus. He recognized his assailant, a giant, grey tabby named Gurinn Muur. The Graur had dropped to the ground and was holding his right foot. Blood dribbled from between his fingers. Not far away, two of his toes lay severed. 
 
    More pieces fell into place. JaQuan had a Graur Far-Biter. He must have inadvertently triggered the discs when he attempted to punch Muur’s foot. 
 
    “Finish him, JaQuan!” Rorgun shouted. 
 
    He was here too? 
 
    Yes, JaQuan was Kitekh’s proxy in Trial by Ritual Combat. He was fighting to establish their innocence.  
 
    The last curtains of fog lifted from his mind. He had his wits about him again. 
 
    Taking aim with the Far-Biter, he launched a second disc at Muur. The giant Graur rolled aside just in time. The disc embedded in the wood wall several feet away. 
 
    Muur jumped to his feet. Blood continued to ooze from where his toes should have been. He limped painfully as he circled JaQuan, a feral snarl curling his lips. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for that, human,” he growled. “I’m going to hurt you badly.” 
 
    When the other guy start making threats, that’s when you know he about to go internal, Lucky had taught JaQuan. He be telling you how he gonna make you pay. That all bravado. He trying to convince hisself. Don’ let him. 
 
    Steadied by his mentor’s words, JaQuan adopted the classic boxing pose. He smiled. 
 
    “Better do it quick,” he taunted. “Before you bleed out.” 
 
    Muur pushed off with his good foot, bounding towards JaQuan. He sank his hips and waited to take the punch on his cover, intending to return the attack with a devastating right uppercut to the Graur’s jaw. 
 
    But he misunderstood his opponent’s intentions. Muur landed neatly on his left foot, then slashed JaQuan across the arms, drawing blood. White-hot pain seared from the wounds, and JaQuan screamed despite himself. 
 
    Muur followed up by scratching JaQuan across his ribs. Agony roared from his side, and JaQuan fought to keep from going internal. 
 
    He twisted his wrist to activate the Far-Biter’s deflector screen. It popped up between the Graur and him instantly, but Muur only grinned. 
 
    “That’s only good against energy weapons,” Muur gloated. He drove a punch into the top of JaQuan’s head, staggering him. “It doesn’t work against hand-to-hand combat.” 
 
    JaQuan turned and ran across the room, narrowly avoiding a slash of Muur’s claws to his back. But the hulking Graur was wounded and couldn’t move as easily. JaQuan managed to put some distance between them. 
 
    “Coward,” Muur growled. 
 
    He limped towards JaQuan, determined to end this now. JaQuan scrambled to think of what to do. The only decent blow he’d gotten in had been sheer luck. He needed a strategy. 
 
    Before he could come up with one, Muur launched another attack. 
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    Gwen was impressed with the seat of the Graur government. Not only was Catraal magnificent in its construction – manufactured buildings and byways fused and woven with the natural features of enormous trees – but the capitol itself was astounding. She’d never seen trees this large on Earth, not in any of the places the Marines sent her, and certainly not in her childhood home of Memphis or her adult one of Cleveland. And the one that housed the government towered over all the others. 
 
    As she was led inside by her escorts – the same two who had greeted her at the landing pad – she could not help but be awed. She was on a mission of great importance, and it seemed to pale before the majesty of these mighty trees and the skill and cunning of the Graur to make a thriving civilization among them. 
 
    They had gone only a short distance when the sounds of shouts came to her ears, echoing off the wooden walls. She could only guess that they came from within the tree, but whether ahead, above, or below was impossible to determine. 
 
    A guard with orange, tabby fur and a bright, orange mane stood before a door a few feet in. He saluted Gwen’s escorts. 
 
    “This is the one we told you about,” said Blue Eyes, whose name Gwen had learned was Krischa. 
 
    “The Space Ranger?” the guard said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “She’ll have to wait,” the guard said. “The Council is currently conducting a Trial by Ritual Combat.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Yellow Eyes, whose name was Rithkan. “I can’t remember the last time there was Trial by Ritual Combat.” 
 
    “Gavekh Naar,” Krischa said. 
 
    “Oh, right!” Rithkan replied. “The guy with two wives!” 
 
    The guard nodded. 
 
    “Who were fighting to see who got to choose the manner of revenge for his betrayal,” he added. 
 
    “Damn,” Gwen said. “Your bigamy laws are tough.” 
 
    She didn’t really understand what was involved in Ritual Combat, but given the name, she could guess. And given that it was the Graur, she was certain it was savage. 
 
    “Who is it this time?” Rithkan asked. 
 
    “Heh,” the guard said. “Kitekh Galesh.” 
 
    Gwen’s heart stopped. JaQuan was already here? The Council was having Galesh fight for her innocence? 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Krischa said. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes,” the guard said. “She claims she didn’t kidnap the Emperor’s daughter, and that it’s all part of a plot to put the Emperor on the throne and wipe out humanity.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Gwen said. 
 
    “God’s truth,” the guard said, putting up a hand. 
 
    “The Emperor’s daughter,” Gwen said. “Idrib Mol is Emperor now?” 
 
    “Where have you been hiding, Space Ranger?” Rithkan said. “Out on the rim of the galaxy?” 
 
    Gwen ignored her. Things aren’t what they seem, JaQuan had said. Had he been telling the truth all this time? Had they not kidnapped Haneeta Mol? 
 
    “Krischa, I need to see the Tribal Council right now,” she said. 
 
    “Not possible,” the guard replied. “Until the Ritual Combat concludes, all other business is suspended.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Gwen said. “This is what I’m here about. I’ve tracked Kitekh Galesh from the Horari Belt to Cecilak to here. The captain of the fleet that’s blockading the planet right now tried to kill me so I couldn’t get here to warn the Council.” 
 
    The guard’s eyes went open wide. He looked on Gwen as though she were some sort of angel descending from Heaven. 
 
    “You’re the Space Ranger Galesh was talking about,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sure I am,” Gwen said. “I’ve got to get in there. The fate of the Empire, let alone Grakur, may hang in the balance.” 
 
    The three Graur looked at each other, trying to decide what to do. Gwen prayed they’d go for her bluff. She didn’t really know what the hell was going on. But the idea of a plot to wipe out humanity scared the hell out her. She needed to talk to JaQuan and Galesh before something else happened. 
 
    “All right,” the guard said. “Follow me.” 
 
    He keyed open the door and led them inside. They strode down a winding tunnel that emptied out into an enormous room. Gwen found herself on a ledge. To her right were thirteen Graur watching the scene below with passive interest. 
 
    Gwen dropped her eyes. In a bowl beneath where she stood were four Graur and a human confined by ropes and guarded by five Graur warriors. She recognized the man immediately. He was the guy who shot her at The Outpost. That meant the black, male Graur was the one she’d spoken to at Sigba. Kitekh Galesh stood next to him with her right arm in a cast and a sling. 
 
    In the center of the room, was an enormous grey-tabby Graur, who was bleeding from a wound on his foot. Across from him was a human, bare-chested and bleeding, with some strange glove on his right hand. 
 
    The two combatants circled each other, both staggering, clearly hurt and exhausted. As they completed the turn, her suspicions were confirmed. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she said. “JaQuan!” 
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    JaQuan wiped sweat from his brow. Blood dripped from his forearms. The thick air made it difficult to breathe. The blood-loss and the pain made his head spin. 
 
    How could Muur still be going? He was missing half his foot and bleeding from it. Shouldn’t he be unconscious by now? 
 
    Stop it! he told himself. You’re going internal. Get out of your head. Focus on finishing this motherfucker. 
 
    They circled each other, searching for openings, for some weakness they could exploit to end this before succumbing to their wounds. 
 
    And then a voice rang out through the chamber. 
 
    “Oh, my God. JaQuan!” 
 
    Unable to stop himself, he looked up in its direction. Standing next to the Tribal Council and surrounded by three additional Graur was a black woman in a Space Ranger uniform. 
 
    “Gwen?” he said. 
 
    How could she be here? Was he hallucinating? 
 
    “JaQuan, look out!” Alan shouted. 
 
    He brought his gaze back to the fight to see Muur careening towards him. The clever bastard had taken the opportunity to launch an attack while JaQuan had been distracted. 
 
    JaQuan slipped to his left, ducking under the Graur’s claws. Then he drove a jab into the behemoth’s ribs. When Muur winced and folded over, JaQuan followed with a left hook to the side of his head. He connected with too much skull, and his fingers and knuckles screamed in protest. 
 
    Muur’s head snapped away in response to the blow, knocking him off balance. But he brought up his wounded foot and slammed it into JaQuan’s stomach, driving him backward. The air rushed from his lungs, and he struggled to pull it back in. 
 
    He staggered away from Muur and found himself up against the pen, where his friends were held. He put up his fists in case the giant Graur was launching another attack. But when he saw Muur was trying to stand straight on his damaged foot, he took the moment to catch his breath. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Kitekh murmured to him. “You’re not on Earth. Stop thinking like a boxer. You have the kresch-kinza. Use it.” 
 
    Broken rhythm, Lucky used to teach. Teach him one thing, then do something else. Break the rhythm. Disrupt his expectations. 
 
    Right. He’d already shown Muur how he wanted to fight. Time to surprise him. 
 
    Staying in the classic boxing stance, JaQuan moved in. Muur snarled. He opened his hands, showed JaQuan his claws, daring him to get close. 
 
    JaQuan obliged him. He launched himself at the big Graur and feinted with a left jab. 
 
    Muur took the bait, slashing at JaQuan to try to rip open his arm and expose his centerline to the hulking felinoid’s coup de grâce. 
 
    But JaQuan sensed the attack before the Council’s champion moved. He saw Muur bring up his claws as if the grey tabby were moving in slow motion. He perceived the downward arc of the strike, anticipated where it would land. He made certain not to be there. 
 
    Flinging himself to the ground, JaQuan dove to his left and triggered the Far-Biter’s whip. The monofilament line snaked out of the glove and, with a quick flick of the wrist, wrapped itself around the ankle of Muur’s already-damaged leg. JaQuan hit the ground and pulled on the whip with every iota of strength he had. 
 
    The sharp cable bit deeply into Muur’s leg. He screamed as he was pulled from his feet and landed roughly on his back. 
 
    JaQuan sat up and pulled the line taut. Muur howled as his leg was further mangled. JaQuan aimed the Far-Biter’s disc launcher at the champion’s head. 
 
    “Give up, or I’ll kill you,” he said. 
 
    All the ferocity was gone from the big Graur’s face. Only anguish and humiliation remained. He refused to surrender, but he didn’t struggle either. 
 
    JaQuan looked up to the platform. The Chieftain grimaced as she looked down on the scene. The remainder of the Council sat stone-faced with their arms crossed.  
 
    Gwen’s jaw hung open. Tears streaked her face. JaQuan had no idea what they meant, and he didn’t have time to worry at the moment. 
 
    “Well?” he said, returning his gaze to the Chieftain. 
 
    She stood and came forward. She scowled down at the scene for several seconds. 
 
    “Release him,” she said at last. “You are victorious.” 
 
    “Yeeaaahh!” Alan crowed. “All right, JaQuan!” 
 
    JaQuan collapsed onto his back. Now that it was over, the only thing he could think about was the searing pain in his arms and side. He tried to find oxygen, but the air was so humid that breathing hurt. At the moment, he wanted to die. Just let the pain go away. He’d saved his friends, vindicated Kitekh. Was more really necessary? 
 
    Darkness crowded at the edge of his vision. Everything slipped from focus. 
 
    “JaQuan,” someone said, but he had no idea whom. “JaQuan, are you okay? JaQuan!” 
 
    The blackness enveloped him. He drifted away to some place between Earth and the Empire, where the police didn’t shoot his friends and the Elohim weren’t trying to eradicate humanity. 
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    Horay sat in his quarters, madly combing through Graur strategy manuals. Somewhere within the electronic pages was the key to breaking this stalemate. They might have been great warriors, but no one was invincible. Everyone could be broken. There had to be something the Graur hadn’t thought of, some tiny detail he could exploit to force them to kneel before the Emperor, before Horay.  
 
    Twenty more ships had arrived to support him. They now had enough firepower to crush the Graur resistance. If the Tribal Council refused to comply, he could launch an attack that would devastate their overly proud Defense Force. Better still, none of the new ships had Graur commanders. Indeed, they had few Graur officers at all on staff. Somehow, the Imperial High Command had found ships like Horay’s that were dominated by Elohim and Mandra. 
 
    He found it a bit surprising. The Supreme Commander was Graur. Horay would have expected him to send Graur-led vessels to prevent a shooting war. But it seemed either that Commander Kruell was a true loyalist or that his subordinates had made sure to take him out of the picture. 
 
    But Horay still wasn’t happy. Both Zin and Gul had told him being able to win a fight with the Graur wouldn’t matter. Even if the Imperials destroyed the Graur resistance, their own losses would be catastrophic. The best Horay could hope for was a hollow victory – one where he got what he wanted but the loss of life and ships was too large to make it worth it. 
 
    Personally, Horay thought it was worth it at any cost. If other systems believed they could get away with what the Graur were attempting, the new Emperor could be facing a revolution within a year. That wouldn’t do. 
 
    But Zin had pointed out that if he dealt such a severe blow to the Imperial Star Force in what amounted largely to a symbolic gesture, it could inspire rebellion at worst and lawlessness at best. 
 
    So despite the fact that he was now in a position to win, that he could tell the Tribal Council to turn over the fugitives or face his wrath, he was effectively still in a stalemate. He needed some edge, some threat so dire that the savage, prideful cats would tuck their tails and relent. 
 
    He wished there were some way to take control of their vessels. He’d love to see the looks on their faces when their ships turned and fired on their own cities. 
 
    But even if such technology existed, the fantasy could never come to fruition. The damned Graur would have been clever enough to ensure their own ships could not be hacked from afar by Imperial ones. The paranoiacs weren’t as loyal as they claimed. 
 
    A thought stirred in Horay’s brain. It flitted between consciousness and the subconscious, refusing to crystalize. Turn their technology against them. That had been the idea behind taking control of their vessels. He’d read something. He was sure of it. 
 
    His mind raced. Where had it been? Something on the Graur defense grid? Yes, that was it. He was sure of it. 
 
    He tapped commands into the computer, sifting for information on the defense grid. Perhaps he could somehow turn it against them. 
 
    But aside from instructions on the two safe approaches to the system, all he found was an historical document. The grid had been erected before the founding of the Empire. The Graur had feared bombardment from Mandran mass drivers. So they’d made sure you could only approach the system from two directions and stacked their defenses there. 
 
    There was no help there. Horay and his fleet were already surrounding Grakur. The defense grid was useless. 
 
    His heart stopped. The defense grid was useless. 
 
    Yes. They were inside the system, blockading the planet. Horay had enough firepower to wipe out their entire Defense Force. 
 
    But if he could attack them another way, he wouldn’t have to. 
 
    He tapped a query into his board. The answer came up right away. The fleet contained three Mandran Behemoth-class planetary assaulters. 
 
    Horay grinned. He could take the GDF and the Tribal Council without firing a shot. He was sitting on the ability to rain Armageddon on them. They didn’t dare to risk that he wouldn’t do it. 
 
    He stood and prepared to go to the bridge. This stalemate was over. 
 
    But before he reached the door, his intercom chimed. Irritated, he answered it. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Captain,” Comms Officer Los said. “We have received a message from the Emperor.” 
 
    Horay’s blood froze. The Emperor? Not Imperial High Command? Dear God. 
 
    “You are going to like it,” Los said. 
 
    Horay listened. A grin spread up his face.  
 
    Now the terrorists had no chance for escape. 
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    The first thing JaQuan noticed was how hot it was. He could feel the heat on the air, like August in Ferguson, when the temperatures climbed into the hundreds and the sun baked the moisture of the Mississippi River up into the air.  
 
    Had he gone back home? Jesus, he’d sworn he’d never go back to St. Louis. There were no good memories there. Nothing to draw him back. Everyone he loved was dead, and he didn’t want to be reminded. 
 
    How the hell had he gotten here? For that matter, where had he been? 
 
    The second thing he noticed was that his arms itched – that sort of painful itching, where they hurt, but you wanted to scratch them. They seemed to be sweating worse than the rest of him. 
 
    What the hell was going on? 
 
    Slowly, painfully, he opened his eyes. Everything was blurry. He could see only colors – greens and browns. But he didn’t know what they meant. 
 
    “JaQuan,” a voice said. “Are you awake?” 
 
    It was beautiful, musical. He recognized it, was sure he had heard it before. 
 
    He turned his head in its direction. Orange fuzz highlighted by two green dots filled his vision. 
 
    “I believe, he’s coming around,” the voice said. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes, forced them to come into focus. The orange fuzz became a familiar tabby face. The green dots became eyes. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Where am I?” he managed. 
 
    Confusion covered his mind. He obviously wasn’t back home. Not unless Kitekh had somehow made the journey to Earth. But he couldn’t quite recall what the hell was going on. 
 
    “The Tribal Council’s infirmary,” she said. “Your wounds have been treated.” 
 
    Vague flashes of memory danced around his brain but refused to coalesce into anything coherent. There’d been a fight. He could remember that. But with whom? 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “You passed out,” Kitekh said. “Medics figure it was blood-loss and dehydration. We brought you back here, gave you fluids and stitched your wounds. Then they sedated you, so you could recuperate. That probably accounts for the gaps in your memory.” 
 
    He raised his hands. The left arm was bandaged from wrist to elbow. An IV ran into the vein in the top of his hand. 
 
    The right arm, though, was wearing a strange, golden-furred glove. It had three jeweled discs below the knuckles, and claws on the fingertips. Bandages covered his elbow. 
 
    Suddenly, his brain snapped back into order. The glove was a Far-Biter. He’d fought the Council’s champion. And he’d won? 
 
    “Holy shit,” he said. “How’s Muur?” 
 
    Kitekh frowned. 
 
    “They were able to save his leg,” she said. “He’ll walk again. But his career in the Council Guard is over. Medics don’t expect him to fully recover. He’ll be lame.” 
 
    JaQuan looked away from her. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt regret about that. The hulking Graur may been trying to kill him, but he was only doing his job. Beating him was essential. Maiming him was unfortunate. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. “That’s too bad.” 
 
    Kitekh nodded. Then she smiled. 
 
    “There’s someone here who wants to see you,” she said. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Kitekh simply looked away with her eyes. JaQuan followed her gaze. 
 
    Gwen Carter sat across the room. 
 
    She looked like hell. Her hair, bushy to begin with, was a mess. Sweat beaded on her skin and stained her Space Ranger uniform. 
 
    But her brown eyes stared softly at him. A mixture of hope and horror swirled across her lovely coffee-with-cream complexion. His heart skipped several beats. 
 
    “Gwen,” he said, but he couldn’t think of anything to add. He opened and closed his mouth several times before finally offering only, “I can explain.” 
 
    Her thick, luscious lips curled up into a slight smile. She shook her head. 
 
    “It’s a little late for that,” she said. 
 
    He didn’t know how to respond. What did she mean? Was she here to arrest him? After all that? 
 
    “Ranger Carter and I have spent an extensive amount of time briefing the Tribal Council,” Kitekh said. “I’m not sure anyone has a full understanding yet of what’s happened. But Horay Kel is either a part of the conspiracy, or he’s gone insane in his attempts to apprehend us.” 
 
    “Fucker tried to kill me,” Gwen said. 
 
    “What?” JaQuan said. 
 
    The drugs seemed to still be addling his mind. This wasn’t making sense. 
 
    “After your ship escaped at Cecilak, Captain Kel was pissed,” Gwen said. “He brought me aboard his vessel and questioned me. I made the mistake of telling him how I found you. He responded by putting me back on my ship and then blasting me with particle cannon.” 
 
    “Jesus, how did you survive?” 
 
    “Dumb luck, I guess,” she said. “He destroyed my ship but didn’t kill me. Fortunately, Governor Mrahr’s shuttle had torn off Cataan’s Claw and was floating nearby. I had to go EVA to get to it.” 
 
    “Shit, you hate EVA,” he said. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” she replied. “But it was better than dying.” 
 
    “After having heard Ranger Carter’s story, the Tribal Council has refused to deal with Captain Kel,” Kitekh said. “They’re demanding a direct conference with the Emperor.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” JaQuan whispered. 
 
    He could only begin to guess at the implications of refusing orders from the Imperial Star Force and demanding to speak with the Emperor. Especially since they were holding the woman who had killed his daughter. 
 
    “Where are Cooressa and Brody?” he asked. 
 
    “In the Council’s custody,” Kitekh said. “Speaking of which, the Council wishes to interview you.” 
 
    “Why me?” he said, alarm exploding through his heart. 
 
    “They see you as the axle on which this entire wheel turns,” Kitekh answered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It was you who knew James Brody and got him aboard my ship. It was you who had a past romantic relationship with Ranger Carter, which gave Cooressa her opportunity to keep pursuit of us alive. And because Ranger Carter attempted to apprehend us at Cecilak, she inadvertently interfered with Captain Kel. That in turn led to him learning we would flee here, since Cooressa impersonated you again, hoping to draw her. 
 
    “And of course, now that he is here, he has put the Tribal Council into a direct confrontation with the Emperor.” 
 
    “But I didn’t do any of that,” he said. “Idrib Mol’s conspiracy pulled all the strings.” 
 
    “Relax, JaQuan,” Gwen said. “You’re not in trouble. They think you’re some kind of superhero.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at that suggestion. Kitekh smiled. 
 
    “Thanks in no small part to Alan’s enthusiastic descriptions,” Kitekh said. “Regardless, Ranger Carter is correct. The Council does not believe you are guilty. They do not wish to prosecute. Rather they are interested in how this man, this human who did not appear at first inspection to be anything but ordinary, was somehow at the center of this grand conspiracy. How such a person could defeat a Graur champion in single combat.” 
 
    “Shit,” JaQuan said. “I got lucky. I wasn’t trying to shoot off his toes. I triggered the Far-Biter on accident.” 
 
    “The Council does not believe in accidents or chance. God has a plan, and by becoming Graur – for indeed you have in our eyes – you have shown he has his mark on you. They wish to understand your importance.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. Jesus, he hated the Empire. It was as bad as America – everyone believing angels were real and God had a special plan for each person. There was no divine intervention here. Kitekh was injured and unable to fight for her innocence. JaQuan had opened his mouth and insulted the Tribal Council, so they’d forced him to be her proxy. Mrahr appealed for JaQuan to be given a Far-Biter. They listened, and it was the difference in the fight. Not only had JaQuan used its powers to win, his lucky shot that had maimed Muur leveled the playing field and bought him the time he needed to prevail. It wasn’t God or destiny. It was luck. 
 
    But of course, that wasn’t how the Tribal Council or anyone else in the Empire would see it. They all saw God guiding his hand. 
 
    “That was some shit you pulled off in there, JaQuan,” Gwen said, admiration in her tone. 
 
    His heart fluttered again. There was so much he wanted to say to her, so much to apologize for. But Kitekh was here, and the Tribal Council wanted to grill him about why he was some sort of messiah. 
 
    Plus, he doubted she would return any of his feelings. He hadn’t exactly run out on her. But he had told her she was an Uncle Tom. There was no forgiveness for that. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go talk to the Council.” 
 
    He tried to sit up. Pain savaged his side, and he flopped back to the bed. 
 
    “Careful,” Kitekh said. “Gurinn Muur caught you a vicious blow to the side. It took seventy stitches to put you back together. 
 
    “I’ll summon a medic to help you get up and give you a local anesthetic.” 
 
    She rose and went out. JaQuan lay back in awkward silence. What could he say to Gwen that she would want to hear? 
 
    She stood and crossed to the bed. Putting her hands on the rail, she gazed down on him for several seconds. 
 
    “That was a brave-ass thing you did,” she said. 
 
    “What was?” 
 
    “Proxying for Kitekh. You could have been killed.” She smirked. “You should have been killed.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they wouldn’t let Rorgun do it. He wanted to. I went and shot my mouth off, so they decided I got to be the one to fight that giant motherfucker.” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “Still,” she said. “It was pretty fucking brave. You’ve changed, JaQuan. Either that, or I misjudged you.” 
 
    He tried to think of something clever. Nothing came. She just stood over him being beautiful, and his brain turned to mush. 
 
    Kitekh returned with a medic. JaQuan didn’t know if he was relieved or disappointed. 
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    Ten minutes later, he was on his feet, and Kitekh was leading Gwen and him to a meeting with the Tribal Council. The painkiller had burned like liquid fire when the medic injected him, but his side was pleasantly numb now. His arms still itched, but for the moment, it was tolerable. 
 
    “I’m indebted to you, JaQuan,” Kitekh said as she escorted him down the hall. “Acting as a proxy for someone is a dangerous business under ordinary circumstances. For a human to do it is beyond measure.” 
 
    “And he won,” Gwen added. 
 
    JaQuan flashed her an irritated look. Kitekh’s gratitude was embarrassing enough, given what had happened between them. It was worse listening to it with a witness, and he wished Gwen wouldn’t encourage her. 
 
    “Exactly,” Kitekh said. “I owe you my life. That is a bond that is not broken in this lifetime in Graur culture.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said. “But I think you’re going a little over the top. My ass was on the line too. So were Alan’s and Rorgun’s and Governor Mrahr’s. Somebody had to fight. The ‘mighty’ Chieftain decided she wanted it to be me. Y’all can tell me how brave I was all you want. But I did it because I had to. That’s it.” 
 
    Gwen snorted. 
 
    “You still don’t understand what true courage is,” she said. 
 
    They made it to the Council chamber before he could retort. The Elders were crowded in a circle, conferring with each other and looking worried. Mrahr was present, as was an older female Graur with golden fur that had gone slightly grey around her muzzle.  
 
    JaQuan could feel tension in the room. It crackled through the air on waves that seemed to prickle his skin. It was an odd sensation. But he knew immediately something was up. 
 
    The orange tabby from Kitekh’s tribe saw them first. He rose and came forward, bringing the golden female with him. 
 
    “Ah, at last,” he said. “The human who taught honor to the Graur. Welcome, Mr. Jones.” 
 
    He extended a hand. JaQuan shook it. 
 
    “I see you know your Earth customs,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Ranger Carter has been educating me,” he said. “I am Drekraar Galesh. This is Councilor Renakh Nakuur. It is a pleasure to formally make your acquaintance.” 
 
    Galesh? Was Drekraar a relative of Kitekh’s? They were from the same tribe. 
 
    “An honor,” Councilor Nakuur said. 
 
    “Nice to meet you too,” JaQuan said. He faced Drekraar Galesh. “Thanks for sticking up for me during the trial.” 
 
    “As I said, Mr. Jones, you showed us what honor is.” 
 
    “I just reminded you,” JaQuan said. “You already knew.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, we are grateful,” Galesh said. “I only wish we were meeting under happier circumstances.” 
 
    “Has something happened?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “I am afraid so,” Councilor Nakuur answered. 
 
    “Kitekh,” Mrahr said, disengaging from the circle of elders. “Things have taken a turn for the worse. 
 
    “Good to see you up and around, Mr. Jones. That was an impressive fight.” 
 
    “Thanks,” JaQuan said. “Governor, what happened?” 
 
    “More Imperial ships have arrived,” he said. “And they have a writ from the Emperor.” 
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   T rue courage is doing what has to be done, even when it’s unpleasant or dangerous. The Empire doesn’t understand this. It’s caught up in blind ambition and arrogant puffery. The fires of its destruction have already been lit. 
 
    And no one has the guts to put them out. 
 
      
 
    Will JaQuan’s victory in Ritual Combat matter? 
 
    Will the Tribal Council yield to the Emperor’s writ? 
 
    Is this the end of the crew of Cataan’s Claw? 
 
      
 
    Find out in the soul-searing conclusion to Empire’s End Season 1, “Armageddon”! 
 
      
 
    Available June 29, 2018. 
 
    Tap here to preorder and have it autodelivered wirelessly to your Kindle! 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    This is it, Y’all. One episode left. Everything has been leading to this – the big confrontation between Idrib Mol and Kitekh Galesh. Who wins? What happens? Does the Empire actually end? The answers in Episode 13. 
 
    I want to thank everyone for reading this far. It’s been a dream writing an intricate sci-fi serial. I hope you’ll join me in a couple weeks to see how it all ends. As always, I could use more reviews. If you’ve liked the serial so far, I’d be grateful if you could tell others why you think it’s awesome. 
 
    Thanks, for coming this far. Don’t miss Episode 13. 
 
      
 
    Much love, 
 
    JP 
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