
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   H ave you ever watched a fire? I mean really watched it? 
 
    They’re beautiful if you’re not paying close attention. Orange, yellow, and red light dance and bob. The wood glows from within. The heat warms you and makes you happy. And if you choose the right wood, the smell is the best damned part. 
 
    Thing is, though, fire is the ultimate destructive force. If you watch that log – really watch it – you can see it getting obliterated, seared from the universe as though it never existed. This massive piece of formerly living material gets smaller and smaller. It transforms from something majestic to a pathetic piece of crispy, black ruin. 
 
    And that’s not even the end. Allow the fire to burn long enough, and it will consume the object entirely. Grey ash that disintegrates at a touch is all that’s left. Fire creates entropy. It reduces something that has a thousand uses to nothingness. 
 
    No one ever thinks of this when they light a fire. The only thing that matters to them is the immediate benefit – the heat, the light, the pleasure. But it doesn’t occur to the fire-starter that once the flames have done their work, they’ve got nothing left to show for it. There is only empty ruin. 
 
    The Empire’s end happened just this way. Some shortsighted assholes lit a fire. When it was done burning, there was nothing left. 
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    Episode 5: 
 
    Forbidden Magic 
 
      
 
   P roximity alarms screamed across Cataan’s Claw’s bridge. JaQuan tapped commands into his board furiously, trying to give Rorgun an angle on the approaching torpedo. 
 
    “JaQuan, Rorgun! Do something!” Kitekh shouted. 
 
    JaQuan grimaced but didn’t reply. Did she think he wasn’t trying? He didn’t want to die out here on the rim of galactic civilization, killed by an ex-girlfriend who mistook him for a terrorist. 
 
    Rorgun fired the ship’s forward-topside beamers. The green energy beams connected with the deadly missile. It exploded before impacting with the hull.  
 
    The concussive force of the blast, though, rocked the ship, and several bulkheads squealed in protest. 
 
    “Hull integrity damaged,” Cooressa reported. “Estimating we are down to eighty-six percent.” 
 
    “There’s still another torpedo inbound,” Kitekh barked. 
 
    “It’s approaching at a narrower angle,” Rorgun said. “I’m struggling to get bead on it with any of our forward weapons.” 
 
    “JaQuan, get him a solution now, or we’re all dead,” Kitekh ordered. 
 
    He was already working on it. He cut the main thruster completely, then fired their topside retro-rockets, dropping the ship straight down. Cataan’s Claw fell away from Gwen’s torpedo. 
 
    “Good thinking, JaQuan!” Rorgun said. 
 
    He studied his targeting computer carefully, his finger poised over the fire button.  
 
    “Shoot now!” Kitekh ordered. 
 
    Rorgun obeyed. 
 
    “JaQuan continue our descent,” Kitekh said. “On my mark, open the throttle on the main thrusters full.” 
 
    A second explosion echoed through space as Rorgun’s shot hit the mark, destroying the missile. 
 
    “Okay, go!” Kitekh shouted. 
 
    JaQuan re-engaged the main thruster, and Cataan’s Claw roared forward and down, trying to escape the pulse of the explosion. Seconds later, the concussive force glanced off their aft. JaQuan cut the thrusters, allowing the wave to push the ship off its heading. When he was sure they’d absorbed the inertia, he re-engaged the engines. 
 
    “Captain, the enemy vessel is coming about for another pass,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “JaQuan flip us over, so she’ll have to come beneath us to get a shot at the bridge,” Kitekh ordered. “Rorgun, arm our torpedoes. That Space Ranger is about to find out why provoking the Graur is a deadly mistake.” 
 
    “No!” JaQuan shouted. 
 
    No? What the fuck was the matter with him? Gwen was trying to kill them! 
 
    “Damn it, Kitekh,” he said. “She’s just trying to do her job.” 
 
    “She attempted to kill us, JaQuan!” Kitekh roared. “Now roll us over before she gets another chance!” 
 
    Cursing Gwen and himself, JaQuan checked her position, then rolled Cataan’s Claw to give her bottom to the Space Ranger scout. Damn Gwen anyway. If she’d just stayed in that closet a little longer, they wouldn’t be in this mess. 
 
    “Captain, Lanaliel wants to know what is happening,” Cooressa said. “He says the motion and sudden course changes are making his repairs difficult.” 
 
    “Tell him we’re under attack, God damn it!” she shouted. “And tell him we need the hyperdrive online right now. 
 
    “Rorgun, shoot that Space Ranger out of the stars!” 
 
    The second mate tried to obey. He fired off several shots with their beamers, but Gwen managed to slip past all but one of them. Her deflector screens shed the one that found the mark. 
 
    “Lanaliel reports the repairs to the hyperdrive are not finished,” Cooressa said. “FTL travel remains impossible.” 
 
    “Schrisch!” Kitekh swore. “God damn it, JaQuan, if you don’t want me to torpedo her, you’d better do something to convince your girlfriend to stop shooting at us.” 
 
    “Ex-girlfriend,” JaQuan replied. “And short of surrender, I can’t think of anything. She’s a dog with a bone.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    “I don’t give a damn what it means!” Kitekh cried. “If she won’t listen to reason, stick a torpedo up her ass.” 
 
    Rorgun fired several more shots with the beamers. All of them missed. Gwen had always been a good cop, soldier, and markswoman. Apparently, she’d also become an ace pilot since JaQuan last saw her. 
 
    She returned fire. The ship rumbled with the impact of several hits. 
 
    “The enemy vessel is now using particle cannon,” Cooressa said. “Our sinks mitigated most of the damage, but hull integrity is down another three percent. We cannot sustain this fight indefinitely.” 
 
    “Let me talk to her,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “I thought you said that would be useless,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “It probably is, but it might buy us some time,” he replied. 
 
    “Cooressa, patch JaQuan through to the enemy ship,” Kitekh said. “Rorgun, scan that vessel. Find me a weakness. JaQuan, while you’re speaking to this woman, adjust course to take us back into the asteroid field. Get us there as quickly as possible.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. He thought he knew what Kitekh was up to. He just didn’t think it would work. Flying the Horari Belt had been difficult enough when he was piloting the much-more-maneuverable lander. Weaving between those rocks in Cataan’s Claw while trying to evade attacks was likely to be suicidal, especially since they’d already sustained hull damage. 
 
    But he did what he was told, hoping Kitekh had a better plan than he thought she did. The engines roared as he brought the ship around and headed back towards the massive asteroid field. 
 
    “I have opened a channel with the enemy vessel,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Gwen,” he said, “for God’s sake stop shooting and listen to me. You’ve got the wrong ship!” 
 
    She didn’t answer at first. He wasn’t sure Cooressa had actually connected him. But a moment later, her all-too-familiar voice broke over the speakers. 
 
    “Fuck you, JaQuan” she said, her contempt for him cutting through even the darkness of space. “There’s an APB out for Cataan’s Claw. That’s your fucking ship. You kidnapped Haneeta Mol for Manifest Destiny. I’ve got the right ship.” 
 
    “Jesus, Gwen!” he shouted into his mic. “Can’t you see this is a setup? I’m no kidnapper. I’m certainly not a terrorist. You know me.” 
 
    “I don’t know shit, JaQuan,” she replied. “I thought I knew you. But now you’ve kidnapped an innocent Elohiman, you’re fleeing me, and you shot me back on The Outpost.” 
 
    “I didn’t shoot you!” he protested. “I was willing to surrender to you. One of my shipmates shot you. I insisted we lock you up instead of finishing you off. 
 
    “And you’re the one who’s shooting at us. We’re just trying to defend ourselves. Jesus, Gwen, stand down and let’s talk about this. We’re both being had.” 
 
    “If you want to talk, JaQuan, tell Kitekh Galesh to surrender her ship at once. Cut your engines and give yourselves up. You can talk from my brig after I’ve verified Haneeta Mol is safe. Otherwise, I’m crippling your ship and killing any of you necessary for me to rescue the senator’s daughter.” 
 
    God damn that woman! Why did she have to be so fucking stubborn? 
 
    “Close the channel,” Kitekh said. “I’m not listening to her any longer. 
 
    “Rorgun, tell me you’ve got something.” 
 
    “I do,” he replied. “But it’s tricky.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Ranger Carter’s ship is missing a rear deflector screen. The projector is smashed. She probably sustained the damage in the Belt. If I can get a clean shot on her aft, I can destroy or disable her main engine, enabling us to escape at space-normal speed.” 
 
    “But she’ll need her to give us her aft,” Kitekh said, stroking her chin thoughtfully. 
 
    “Something she is unlikely to do in a fight,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Unless she can be manipulated into it,” Kitekh mused. She thought for another two seconds. “All right, JaQuan, you’ve got your alternate solution. Bring us about.” 
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “Bring us around,” she said. “We’re going to attack.” 
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    Gwen’s eyes popped open wide. Cataan’s Claw was coming back. She had been fleeing towards the Horari Belt, but she’d come about and was returning. Did she actually mean to attack? Up until this point, she’d been trying to keep Gwen from getting close, worked hard to protect her bridge from Gwen’s torpedoes. 
 
    Now, she was on the offensive. Why? 
 
    There were two explanations, both of which seemed likely. The first was that they had sustained enough hull damage that Galesh didn’t want to risk taking a pounding inside the asteroid field. The giant rocks might provide cover, but they posed as much risk as aid. 
 
    Second, they hadn’t completed repairs on their hyperdrive. 
 
    This was the true game-changer. They’d survived Gwen’s surprise attack. They were holding her at bay. JaQuan had even called to beg her to stop her attack. 
 
    That could mean only one thing: They couldn’t actually get away. 
 
    Gwen smiled cruelly. 
 
    “You’re out of aces, JaQuan,” she said. 
 
    Perfect. They wanted a straight fight? She was happy to oblige. She could end this right now. 
 
    Gwen put herself directly in their path. With a few keystrokes, she angled all available deflector screens forward. Arming another torpedo, she instructed the computer to lock onto Cataan’s Claw’s bridge. Then she opened the throttle and charged the outlaw freighter. 
 
    “Okay, JaQuan,” she said. “Let’s play a little ‘chicken.’” 
 
    Her smile broadened. In three years in the Marines and ten as a cop, she’d never lost a game of “chicken.” Macho guys always underestimated her. Kitekh Galesh and JaQuan Jones were about to find out why that was a mistake. 
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    “Enemy vessel is on a collision course with us, Captain,” Cooressa said. 
 
    JaQuan grimaced. Gwen was doing exactly what Kitekh wanted. 
 
    “Maintain heading,” Kitekh said. “Rorgun, fire at will.” 
 
    “Damn it, Gwen,” JaQuan muttered. “This isn’t some tough-guy competition with your fellow Marines.” 
 
    Rorgun launched a barrage of beamer fire at the approaching Space Ranger scout. Gwen jinked and weaved through some of it, allowing her deflector screens to handle the rest. 
 
    “She’s got her shields angled fully forward,” Rorgun said as he continued to shoot. 
 
    “Perfect,” Kitekh said. “Keep hitting her, so she can’t change that.” 
 
    “Estimate collision in seven seconds,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Maintain course.” 
 
    “She has armed torpedoes,” Cooressa reported. 
 
    “She’ll try to get as close to us as possible before launching, so we can’t destroy it again,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “I know,” Kitekh replied. “Maintain course. Rorgun, target the torpedo array. As soon as the missile is outside her deflector screen, I want it hit.” 
 
    “Three seconds to collision!” JaQuan shouted. 
 
    “Torpedo away!” Cooressa cried. 
 
    “Hit it, Rorgun!” 
 
    He fired the beamers, targeting the torpedo. JaQuan held his breath as death roared towards them. Gwen broke off her attack heading, pulling up to avoid ramming Cataan’s Claw. 
 
    Rorgun’s shot was on the mark. The beam sliced into the missile, exploding it immediately. 
 
    Cataan’s Claw whined in protest as she caught the concussive blast full in the face. Alarms sounded, and Cooressa shouted something about hull integrity that JaQuan didn’t catch. He was busy watching Gwen. 
 
    Her ship suffered from the torpedo’s destruction too. The shockwave caught the underbelly of her Space Ranger scout and knocked her off-course. She tumbled as she went past, struggling to regain control. 
 
    A moment later, her aft fully faced Cataan’s Claw’s topside. 
 
    “Now!” Kitekh cried. 
 
    Rorgun fired beamers again. With no deflector screens to stop them, the green plasma rays found Gwen’s main thruster. 
 
    The torpedo’s explosion saved her. With her ship already spinning, Gwen suffered only a glancing blow from Rorgun’s shot instead of a direct hit that might have triggered a deadly detonation in the ship’s engines.  
 
    But it was enough to cause a small explosion and send her tumbling wildly out of control towards the Belt.  
 
    JaQuan watched in horror as she fought to stabilize her ship. She didn’t succeed. It slammed into a small asteroid at the edge of the Belt. 
 
    “Gwen!” JaQuan cried. 
 
    The Space Ranger scout bounced off the floating boulder and drifted down and away. 
 
    “Enemy vessel disabled, Captain,” Cooressa reported.  
 
    “Excellent,” Kitekh said. “Nice shooting, Rorgun.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “Who gives a damn?” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Is she okay!” he screamed. 
 
    His voice echoed off the bulkheads. Kitekh frowned. Rorgun grimaced. 
 
    “There are life signs aboard her ship,” Cooressa said, bent over her board. “I cannot ascertain how strong they are. Your Space Ranger lover is alive. I do not know if she is ‘okay.’” 
 
    Unexpected tears formed at the corners of his eyes. He hadn’t thought about Gwen Carter in over a year. Why should her near-demise at the hands of his shipmates – Twice! – bother him? She’d left him. She’d gone off to pursue her misguided crusade, throwing their love out the airlock. There was no reason for him to worry over her. 
 
    But he did. She may have thrown away their love, but he hadn’t let go of it. He loved Gwen. It wasn’t his fault she didn’t love him back. 
 
    And he didn’t want to see her dead. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Rorgun soothed. “Whatever your feelings for this woman, she does not return them. She has twice tried to harm us. We need to make like a sheep.” 
 
    JaQuan snorted. Rorgun’s malapropism broke the tension perfectly. 
 
    “Shepherd,” he said. 
 
    “What?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    “It’s ‘shepherd,’ not ‘sheep.’ The joke is, ‘We need to make a like a shepherd and get the flock out of here.’ A sheep is a member of the flock. It’s the shepherd who drives them.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” Cooressa said. “That seems perfectly logical. Why is this a joke?” 
 
    JaQuan sighed. 
 
    “Because ‘flock’ is a pun. “Usually, you say—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter!” Kitekh snapped. “We need to move before she recovers or any reinforcements she might have called arrive. 
 
    “JaQuan, get us the hell out of here, best possible speed away from the Belt. When you’ve got that accomplished, get your ass down to engineering and help Lanaliel. I want the hyperdrive online as soon as possible. We’ve already been in this part of space for too long.” 
 
    He swallowed his regret. At least Kitekh had relented on torpedoing Gwen’s vessel and hadn’t ordered Rorgun to finish her off after they’d disabled her. He didn’t like her odds of survival out here on the rim of civilization in a damaged ship. But they were better than if Kitekh had turned the ship around and unloaded all their weapons on her. 
 
    Grimly, he tapped instructions into his board. Then Cataan’s Claw roared away from Gwen Carter and the Horari Belt. 
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    Idrib glided into the temple, grinding his teeth as he went. He kept his hood up and wrapped his cloak tightly around him, so he could not be recognized. 
 
    God, how he hated sneaking around like this. He was Idrib Mol, an Imperial Senator for God’s sake! He wasn’t some thief or assassin, skulking in the shadows, waiting to strike. It was outrageous he should have to conceal his identity. 
 
    But he reminded himself that God was rarely concerned with an individual’s pride or self-identity. He had a mission he wanted accomplished, and he chose his servants as he saw fit. If Idrib was going to continue walking the path God had lain before him, he would have to make a few sacrifices – and this one was relatively small. 
 
    He strode past the few praying devotees to the front of the temple and bowed to the giant sun. Crafted from pure gold, it was The Faith’s symbol – an icon representing God’s eternal light. It amazed him how only the Mandra seemed to grasp the perfection of this emblem. Only the smallest of the human sects had anything similar – a star. Their largest faction venerated the tool by which their prophet was executed. It was gruesome and stupid, focusing on the death of a corporeal individual rather than the ephemeral majesty of God’s power. Much like the Graur’s ridiculous reverence for their long-dead hero, Cataan Muur, humans had their sights set too much in this life rather than the transcendence of God’s ineffable plan. Further evidence they could not possibly be the so-called Fourth Race. 
 
    Thinking of humans further soured his mood. Emello had insisted on this meeting and on Idrib concealing his identity. Both were unnecessary. Idrib saw no benefit to a conversation. There was nothing to be said or decided. They’d hit a roadblock, and the only thing to do was maneuver and manipulate until enough senators voted the correct way. 
 
    As for the secrecy, Idrib went to temple every morning to be sanctified. There was no reason for him not to be seen entering the sanctuary today. 
 
    But Emello didn’t want anyone to see them talking, which was good strategy. There would be no risk of that if she hadn’t insisted on an unnecessary conference. 
 
    Idrib stepped into the private sanctuary and shut the door. He knelt and rapped on the wooden window screen. 
 
    “Bless me, Keeper,” he intoned. “Sanctify me so that all my actions today will walk in the light of God.” 
 
    The screen slid aside. Emello Miic smiled at him. 
 
    “You begin the day on God’s path by asking to be sanctified,” she said, giving the standard reply to his entreaty. 
 
    Idrib put down his hood so she wouldn’t mistake him for an ordinary supplicant. 
 
    “All right, I am here,” he said. “What do you want?” 
 
    Emello raised one bovine eyebrow in surprise. Idrib scowled. 
 
    “I should think you would know very well what we want, my friend,” she replied. “Your initiative to fill the vacant seats on the Council of Nine has failed. We must discuss contingencies.” 
 
    “It hasn’t failed,” Idrib spat. “They’re still debating.” 
 
    “And without some change, they will debate until the proposal dies. We need to change the discussion, Idrib.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I’ve been trying?” 
 
    “Of course!” she replied. “But as I predicted, this unfortunate business with your daughter has colored everyone’s perception of you. Senator Shekir has successfully convinced a large enough portion of the chamber that your motivation for this legislation is impure. Not only does that serve to block its passage, it taints your character for the ultimate goal.” 
 
    Idrib gnashed his teeth. Damn the fool Graur for opening his mouth and expressing his narrow vision. 
 
    “Haneeta was supposed to have been recovered by now,” Idrib said. “Her testimony would have pushed enough people in the right direction.” 
 
    “But she is still missing,” Emello said. “Indeed, Idrib, for her to have not been found after so much time suggests she is likely dead. It is easy for anyone to assume you would be bloody-minded under those circumstances. 
 
    “Moreover, the media sensation you’ve created over the kidnapping has tensions running high throughout the Empire. Everyone is looking for Cataan’s Claw, speculating on her fate, and discussing the political ramifications. The kidnapping of your daughter is dwarfing discussion of the more pressing demand of replacing the Emperor. I cautioned you against going public, fearing exactly this result. 
 
    “Your voice in the discussion has been compromised for the moment. We must shift strategy.” 
 
    Idrib’s blood boiled. How dare she talk to him like that? He was the one with the holy mission. He was the one charged by God and the Hierophant with restoring the Empire. Now a Keeper wanted to tell him to step aside? To let someone else fulfill his quest? 
 
    “Has the Hierophant lost faith in me?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” Emello answered. “She simply wants to alter this phase of the operation to cause the bill to pass and to put you in position for our ultimate triumph.” 
 
    Idrib studied the Mandran Keeper carefully. Her smile was beatific, her expression soothing. He didn’t trust her. 
 
    “What does she suggest?” he asked. 
 
    “We need to propose a compromise,” Emello said. “A way to ameliorate the concerns of the rules lawyers while still keeping the original plan intact.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    Emello laid out the Hierophant’s scheme. Idrib nodded. It was brilliant. In fact, it was actually better than his original proposal. Why hadn’t he thought of it before? 
 
    “I can do that,” he said, a smile settling on his face for the first time in days. 
 
    “No,” Emello said. “You cannot.” 
 
    “What!” he practically shouted. 
 
    His voice echoed through the temple. Fury coursed through him. 
 
    “I thought you said the Hierophant had not lost faith in me,” he said. 
 
    “She has not,” Emello soothed. “But the Senate has. You’re tainted by the furor over Haneeta’s kidnapping. Therefore, the compromise must come from someone else, someone the Senate does not see as revenge-minded.” 
 
    Idrib let that roll around his brain for a moment. Assuming he wasn’t being double-crossed, the suggestion was sound. He had no reason to think the Hierophant was betraying him. This had been her plan, after all. She’d been the one to approach Idrib about leaving the Keepers and running for the Senate. She was the one who had revealed God’s plan to him. 
 
    “Whom did you have in mind?” he asked. 
 
    “Gordian Nil.” 
 
    “But he is a staunch traditionalist,” Idrib said, unable to contain his disbelief. “He is exactly the sort of person who opposes the motion in the first place.” 
 
    “Which is why a compromise from him will be embraced. Being one of your natural opponents on this cause, if he brokers a deal, it will carry the gravity necessary to swing enough votes to our side.” 
 
    Idrib nodded. It was a good plan. There was just one problem. 
 
    “How is it you expect to persuade Senator Nil to endorse this compromise you propose?” 
 
    “You were once a Keeper of the Faith, Idrib. You still retain the knowledge of spells and divine power. You must use it to make Senator Nil an Instrument of God. And you must use it to make sure he does not remember it was you who enchanted him.” 
 
    Idrib’s eyes flew open wide. Was Emello really suggesting he sin in the name of the Faith? 
 
    “That is Forbidden Magic,” he said. “God wants his people to act of their own free will in his service.” 
 
    “God wants his will fulfilled, Idrib,” Emello countered. “You will be acting of your free will when you use the power. Senator Nil may not be, but he will be wielded by the Faith like a holy sword. He will become an Instrument of God. 
 
    “Besides, the Hierophant has already granted you leave to use Forbidden Magic. Indeed, it was she who taught you how to use it.” 
 
    “Yes, and look how it backfired with the Emperor.” 
 
    “Emperor Acquineen overreached. He attempted to do more than you instructed, and it got him killed, along with four members of the Council of Nine. You, I’m sure, will still stay within the bounds of safe practice.” 
 
    Idrib rubbed his head. Everything Emello said was true. But he had assumed, after the disaster of the Emperor’s death, that Forbidden Magic was off the table. 
 
    “I am unsure, Emello,” he said. “This is a bold step. Are you certain the Hierophant wants it done this way?” 
 
    “I am. You could attempt to persuade Senator Nil using more mundane methods. But there would be no guarantee of success, and he would retain knowledge of the conversation. The Hierophant wants him to believe it is his idea to offer the compromise. He will sell it more passionately that way. And our hand in the maneuver cannot be detected. 
 
    “This is the path God wants us to walk, Idrib. I’m a little surprised at your squeamishness. You’ve not balked at any of the rest of our initiatives. You conspired with Manifest Destiny to kidnap your own daughter. You helped the Emperor attempt to eradicate the human race. Mind-controlling someone to manipulate a vote in the Senate seems paltry by comparison.” 
 
    “But he is Elohiman,” Idrib said. “Not human.” 
 
    “That makes him one of God’s people, sworn and devoted to executing the divine will. Thus, making use of him to fulfill God’s objective is not only inoffensive, it is righteous.” 
 
    Idrib nodded. Emello’s points were excellent. God had lain a path for him to follow. He’d been granted leave from the Hierophant – God’s voice in this life – to use Forbidden Magic in pursuit of his goal. God’s ineffability sometimes led to curious directives, but it made them no less holy. He had a job to do. 
 
    “Very well,” he said. “I shall do as Her High Holiness commands.” 
 
    “Be sanctified, my child,” Emello said, offering the official blessing for completion of the sacrament in which they’d been pretending to engage. “Go forth in the light of God and spread his blessings to all you meet.” 
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    Gwen’s head roared. An entire construction team had set up shop inside her skull and was assaulting her brain with jackhammers. She couldn’t see anything. There was only the mammoth throbbing of her head. 
 
    She put a hand to her temple, tried to massage away the pain. Her fingers touched something wet. Vague worry crept across her thoughts. Why was her head wet? And sticky. 
 
    Slowly, her eyes slid open. She could see again, but everything was fuzzy. She wanted to shake her head to clear it, but the jackhammers insisted that was a bad idea. 
 
    She moaned and tried to massage her head again. It was still wet. What the fuck was going on? 
 
    Mustering the few ounces of will she had, she forced her vision into focus. Needles stabbed behind her eyes, and she had to take a moment to let the pain subside before she could observe her surroundings. 
 
    She sat in her command chair, buckled in tightly. Multiple reports scrolled across her board: 
 
      
 
    Hull Integrity: 74% 
 
    Deflector Screen Emitter 3: Destroyed 
 
    Deflector Screen Emitter 4: Offline 
 
    Main Thruster: Damaged – Power Reduced 18% 
 
    Retro-Rocket 4: 43% Occluded 
 
    Retro-Rocket 6: Offline 
 
    Air-Scrubbers: Damaged – 73% Operational Efficiency 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck happened?” she murmured. 
 
    She tapped commands into her board, trying to piece together her situation. Moments later, the ship’s computer gave her the horrific truth. Cataan’s Claw had knocked her out of control. She’d hit an asteroid. Her ship was crippled. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she said aloud. 
 
    She ran a report on the vessel’s life-support systems. She sighed in relief when the computer reported the damage was neither critical nor irreparable. 
 
    But the other reports made it clear she wasn’t going anywhere without repairs. Based on what she read, some of it would require EVA work.  
 
    Damn it. She hated going out into space. Way too many things could go wrong, and with no partner, the tiniest mistake could be lethal. 
 
    She unbuckled herself and started to stand. But she was woozier than she had realized. She nearly pitched forward before catching herself on the chair. Blood fell to the deck, in four quick drops. 
 
    Of course. The wetness she had felt had been blood – her own. It seemed she herself was going to need repairs before she could fix the ship. 
 
    “God damn you, JaQuan,” she said. “If I catch you, you’re gonna wish you were still back on Earth, dying from the poisoned air.” 
 
    Steadying herself on the armrest, she pushed off, staggering towards her medical bay. Hopefully, she wasn’t hurt so seriously she couldn’t fix the ship. If she was, she was totally fucked. 
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    JaQuan popped his neck as he entered the bridge. He was tired and sore, but at least the work was done. Assuming of course, that Kairee hadn’t betrayed them. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “We are officially back in business. Lanaliel’s got everything online and operational. All systems are nominal.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Kitekh said. 
 
    Rorgun grunted an agreement. JaQuan crossed the deck and dropped into his pilot’s chair. 
 
    “So,” he said. “Now that everyone in the galaxy is looking for us, where to?” 
 
    “Cecilak,” she answered. 
 
    JaQuan turned and looked at her. Her jaw was set. She was expecting an argument. 
 
    “Where is Cecilak?” he asked. 
 
    “A long way from here,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Right now, we’re a long way from everywhere, aren’t we?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “A fair point,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “So what’s at Cecilak?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “An old friend,” Kitekh said. 
 
    JaQuan sighed and shook his head. He already didn’t like this plan. 
 
    “What sort of ‘old friend’?” he said. 
 
    “Who?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    “Aarghun,” Kitekh said. 
 
    Rorgun’s yellow eyes went wide. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Who is this guy?” JaQuan said, dread growing in his stomach. 
 
    Kitekh sighed. Her stony expression said she didn’t want to explain herself. JaQuan stared back, silently demanding an answer. 
 
    “You’ll recall I told you a few of my friends helped me seize this ship after I was dismissed from the Grakur Defense Force,” she said. “Aarghun Mrahr was one of them.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Why’d he leave?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “He decided after awhile that working as a merchant wasn’t the right life for a warrior,” Kitekh said. “He returned to Grakur, seeking reinstatement in the military. He was refused, but they did offer him the governorship of Cecilak. He’s served for the past three, almost four years.” 
 
    Rorgun gave Kitekh a sidelong glance. She ignored it. JaQuan frowned. 
 
    “So what’s the catch?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she said. 
 
    “I mean, you obviously don’t want to talk about this, and Rorgun is looking at you like you’re hiding something,” JaQuan said, deciding a blunt approach was going to get him to the truth faster. “What’s the downside of approaching him?” 
 
    “Cecilak is not a prestigious posting,” Rorgun said. “It’s a habitable moon, orbiting a gas giant far from the center of Imperial civilization. It’s rich with animal life that is harvested for food back home. Grakur is unstable. Much like humanity, the Graur were first led to the stars by a need to find more resources for our people. 
 
    “But the Governor of Cecilak is largely a farmer. He oversees a vast operation, and he commands a small security force. But there is no glory in running a giant farm far from the center of the Empire.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. This was insane. 
 
    “Jesus,” he swore, “did we not learn anything from The Outpost?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    “I mean the last time we went to an ‘old friend’ for help, Alan and I were nearly devoured by killer space bugs. Now we’re going to go to someone else who may have cause to hate us?” 
 
    Kitekh rounded on him, a savage snarl curling her lip. 
 
    “Your ex-girlfriend just tried to kill us all,” she growled. “Yet no one condemned you for bringing your past into our problems.” 
 
    JaQuan opened his mouth to retort, then shut it again. She was right. 
 
    “Be all that as it may,” Rorgun said, “JaQuan brings up a good point, Kitekh. We cannot be certain Aarghun will help us. Governor of Cecilak was the only position he could get. He surely saw it as the insult it was intended to be. He left us because he saw no glory in what we were doing. The Tribal Council punished him for supporting you. He can easily blame you for his fate.” 
 
    “What is your point?” she snapped. 
 
    “That we are wanted. He will already be disinclined to help us because of what you did to him—” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything to him!” 
 
    “True,” Rorgun said, a soothing note in his tone. “But he is where he is because he followed you. So he has reason to refuse to help. Given that there is a reward for our capture, he could conceivably choose to take revenge by turning us in. He might even restore his honor by doing so and get a better appointment.” 
 
    Kitekh stood up, roaring. Her eyes narrowed, and her ears flattened. She took one menacing step towards Rorgun, who didn’t flinch or move. 
 
    “He will not do that!” she cried. “He is my friend! And he is the best chance for help we have. 
 
    “He may have a bad post, but Aarghun is a Graur in good standing with the Tribal Council. He’s gotten rich running Cecilak, and he feeds our people. He therefore can speak to the Council from a position of strength. 
 
    “Because he is my friend, he will listen to me when I tell him we had nothing to do with this kidnapping. I will explain that we were used by Brody and Manifest Destiny. I will tell him that I have both the hostage and the kidnapper aboard my ship, and that I will happily negotiate to turn them over in exchange for the rest of the crew being exonerated. 
 
    “No other Imperial authority is going to listen to us. JaQuan’s Space Ranger girlfriend proved that beyond any doubt. This is our best chance to return the senator’s daughter, hand over Brody, and get ourselves free of this mess he’s dumped on us. We need someone to listen to us, Rorgun. I can’t think of anyone besides Aarghun who will.” 
 
    JaQuan’s heart hammered in his chest. He wished people would quit referring to Gwen as his girlfriend. They’d been broken up for three years. And she’d made it clear both at The Outpost and here in space that the only reunion she was interested in was one where she could bust him for kidnapping. 
 
    He worried that Kitekh, in her desperation, was relying on someone who would not be interested in helping them, someone who would betray them just as Kairee and Gwen had. 
 
    “What if you are wrong?” Cooressa asked. 
 
    Kitekh whirled in her direction. Cooressa blinked impassively at the challenge. 
 
    “Suppose JaQuan and Rorgun are correct in their suspicions?” she continued. “Rorgun trusted his old friend in the Kwin Faan. It nearly cost us our pilot. JaQuan was unable to persuade an ex-lover to listen to him when he protested our innocence. She fired torpedoes at our bridge, hoping to kill us so she could board and rescue Haneeta Mol. 
 
    “What is to stop Aarghun Mrahr from acting differently? Suppose he thinks taking revenge upon you is the honorable thing to do? It would not be outside the Graur way, would it?” 
 
    “If that happens, we’ll get the hell out of there, killing anyone who tries to stop us,” Kitekh said. “Just like we did at Daxal and the Horari Belt. 
 
    “But this is our best chance. We need someone we can trust. Aarghun is as close to that as we’re going to find.” 
 
    JaQuan sighed. There was no arguing with Kitekh. Her mind was made up. And the truth was, she was right. They had few options. They needed an advocate. Unless someone else had another suggestion, there was nothing to do but follow Kitekh’s plan. 
 
    “Now,” Kitekh continued, “since I am still captain of this vessel, maybe the three of you would like to carry out my orders. JaQuan, plot a course to Cecilak and get us there at the best possible speed.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, sir,” he said, unable to keep a note of sarcasm from his tone. 
 
    He spun to face his board. Cooressa was already bent over hers, tapping in commands. He called up the star charts on his computer and tried to find Cecilak. 
 
    Jesus, what a mess this was. Ever since he’d become pilot, everything had gone straight to hell. Brody had betrayed them, kidnapping Senator Mol’s daughter and implicating the rest of the crew. Kitekh had fled Imperial forces, damaging the ship and forcing them to make repairs in the Horari Belt. Rorgun went to Kairee for help, nearly getting JaQuan and Alan killed. And then Gwen had shown up. 
 
    Was he cursed? Did he piss off the galactic karmic forces in some way? What the hell had he done to deserve all this? He was just trying to survive. He’d taken a job aboard the Santa Maria because he figured that would at least give him a chance at life, even if it was dangerous as fuck. Since that decision he’d been flung across the galaxy, and it was looking more and more like he was going to die with no one to remember him or even to give a shit. 
 
    The nav program spit out a course to Cecilak. Cooressa had been right. It was a long way from their present location. Even in hyperspace, it might take them a week to make it. He could only hope the outrage over Haneeta Mol’s kidnapping would settle down in that time. 
 
    He laid in the course, then brought Cataan’s Claw about. Opening the throttle, he sent them rocketing towards the distant star, building up enough speed to open the hyperspace portal and jump through. 
 
    “Okay,” he said as they reached the minimum speed of .3C. “Let’s hope Kairee didn’t fuck us.” 
 
    JaQuan tapped the command into his console. The jump point opened just in front of them as the hyperdrive engaged and shot them into the strange realm where faster-than-light travel was possible. 
 
    He didn’t notice the object jettisoned from Cataan’s Claw just before they went into hyperspace. 
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    Idrib stole softly down the hall, his heart racing with excitement. He could see the next steps along the path God had given him, and he raced to take them.  
 
    He turned the corner and came face to face with a custodian. The bent Elohiman started when he saw Idrib, surprised to find himself not alone. 
 
    “Ir’kathaia portay,” Idrib intoned, invoking the Forbidden Magic as he raised a hand. “Do not see me.” 
 
    The custodian’s face went immediately blank, his gaze traveling through and past Idrib as though he weren’t there. Idrib smiled gleefully as he slipped past the servant. God’s power crackling through his brain brought a thrill. He sensed this magic was forbidden not just because it removed the free will of others, but because its power was addictive. He reminded himself to be cautious, so as not to fall off the path of righteousness. 
 
    But then, how could he? He was acting according to the divine will. 
 
    He came to Gordian Nil’s private apartment and looked left and right. No one was about in the hall. He pulled the electronic lockpick and put it to the keypad. It ran its program quickly, and, with a soft beep, the door slid aside. Grabbing the lockpick, Idrib moved inside. 
 
    Nil’s apartment was lavishly appointed. Three paintings by famed Elohiman artist, Vrinin Rus, hung on the walls. A plush chair and matching divan upholstered in sumptuous red fabric sat on a rug made from the pelt of a Dinuvian Frost Crawler. A perfectly polished, gold cabinet contained a bar stocked with leaded crystal tumblers and bottles. 
 
    Idrib approved. Gordian Nil was an Imperial Senator from a good family. He should make that known to all, so they would appreciate his insight. This was the way of the Empire. The strong and the gifted ruled. And they exclaimed their greatness to all, so they would be obeyed. Nil was a traditionalist; it was good he understood this. It would help Idrib’s mission in the long run. 
 
    He crossed to the chair, intending to wait for the senator to return home. Before he could sit, though, Gordian Nil emerged from his bedroom, saw Idrib, and stopped in midstride, a look of shock planted on his face. 
 
    “Who are you?” he said, fear covering his tone. 
 
    Idrib frowned. Nil wore a golden robe, belted with a red sash, both of which shimmered elegantly. But the naked terror on his face belied any sense of Elohiman dignity. Was all this décor a sham? Was Senator Nil, in fact, a poseur? 
 
    “Forgive me, Senator,” Idrib replied, his tone smooth. He put down his hood. “The door was open.” 
 
    “Senator Mol!” Nil said, putting a hand to his heart. Relief spread across his face. “You gave me a start.” 
 
    “I am sorry to have frightened you,” Idrib said. “I came to talk.” 
 
    Suspicion replaced relief on Nil’s face. He studied Idrib for several seconds. 
 
    “If this is about your legislation, I am afraid—” 
 
    “Senator, let us not get ahead of ourselves,” Idrib said, cutting him off. “I am here, because we are like-minded.” 
 
    “Like-minded?” 
 
    “Yes, we both are traditionalists. We value the old customs. We believe there is a proper way of doing things that was ordained by God.” 
 
    Nil looked him up and down again. He crossed to the drinks cabinet, opened it, and selected a bottle of filista. 
 
    “If you are such a traditionalist, Senator Mol, why propose this unorthodox bill of yours?” 
 
    “What is the alternative?” Idrib asked. “The Empire’s end? There is no quorum on the Council of Nine, because there is no emperor to fill the vacant seats. There is no emperor, because the Council of Nine cannot appoint one without a quorum. If we do nothing, we invite chaos.” 
 
    Nil nodded without looking at Idrib. He poured himself a drink but didn’t offer one to Idrib. 
 
    “Is there any news on the kidnapping of your daughter?” Nil asked. 
 
    Idrib smirked. If Nil were being polite or thoughtful, he should have asked that question before discussing the nature of the bill. Inquiring after Haneeta now suggested he thought Idrib’s intentions were impure. 
 
    “Sadly, no,” Idrib answered. “Imperial forces and the Space Rangers continue to scour the galaxy for any sign of the outlaw ship, but to date, no one has seen her.” 
 
    “Terrible business,” Nil commented. 
 
    “Yes, but these are terrible times. And what can one expect from a savage race like humans?” 
 
    Nil nodded and crossed the room, dropping onto the divan. He sipped his drink. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Acquineen should have ruled against them when they first arrived. Would have saved us all a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Idrib said. He sat in the chair. “But there was disagreement among the Kwin Flaal about them being the Fourth Race. When the Hierophant demurred on the question, Acquineen felt trapped. He tried to buy the Keepers time to sort out the truth.” 
 
    “Hmph, now look what has happened.” 
 
    “You see? We are as like-minded as I claimed, Senator.” 
 
    “Not quite,” Nil said. “I remain unwilling to support legislation that will place an illegitimate emperor on the throne.” 
 
    Idrib smiled thinly. Gordian Nil was a fool. He was a slavish follower of rules with no imagination. Briefly, Idrib wondered if Emello had made a poor choice for God’s Instrument. 
 
    “I wonder, Senator Nil, what your solution is.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I have elucidated the paradox within which we find ourselves. You have agreed not only to its nature but also to the result: That there is no Empire without a solution. So if we cannot change the law without the Emperor’s hand, how do you propose we avoid ruin?” 
 
    “I am surprised you have to ask, Senator,” Nil said. “God will show us the way.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I do not know the answer to that. He moves according to his own design. But God will provide the way through this wilderness. He will give us a sign – perhaps through the Hierophant, perhaps through someone else. But the answer to our predicament will come from God. He will tell us what to do.” 
 
    Idrib’s heart leaped. Could there be a clearer sign that he was walking the path? Gordian Nil made it plain that Emello’s plan was consistent with the divine will. 
 
    “I am so glad to hear you say that, Senator,” Idrib said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I have something important to tell you, and you have convinced me I was right to come to you.” 
 
    “What is it?” Nil asked, leaning forward. 
 
    “Ir’kathaia portay,” Idrib said. “Nunthik amatra kutayo.” 
 
    Power coursed through Idrib’s veins, played along his skin like electricity. The awesome might of God’s Forbidden Magic filled him with joy, with pleasure. Had it not come from God, he might have described the sensation as sexual. 
 
    Nil sat mesmerized. His gaze traveled far away, as though he were trying to see something that was not in the room, not in this dimension. 
 
    “Esta imotria kutayo,” Idrib continued. He was determined not to fail, determined to force every ounce of his will onto Gordian Nil. “Inyaka votay. Keleestra fornatum invekay. Ir’kathaia portay.” 
 
    Nil’s black eyes had turned gold. They practically glowed with the will of God. Idrib found his mouth was dry. He had to swallow several times before he could speak again. 
 
    “Now, Senator,” he said at last. “You and I are going to discuss a compromise solution. You are going to present it to the Senate as though it were your idea. You will champion it until it passes. And most importantly, you will have no memory of this conversation ever having taken place. Indeed, you will not recall that I even came to visit you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nil said, his voice sounding far away. 
 
    “Excellent. Now, here is what you are going to propose.” 
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    JaQuan hit the makeshift heavy bag with rhythmic violence. Left-right. Left-right. Jab-power. Jab-power. A thin sheen of sweat covered his head, chest, and arms, cooled his skin, focused his mind. 
 
    One of the downsides of interstellar travel was the utter boredom that invariably set in. Once a ship entered hyperspace, there was little to do until it reached its destination. The strange realm where faster-than-light travel was possible was not completely free of danger. The ship’s course did need to be monitored to make certain no unforeseen obstacles appeared in its path. But part of the nav computer’s function was to plot a safe heading through hyperspace. When the hyperdrive was engaged, a single crewperson could keep an eye on things with minimal effort. 
 
    Thus, despite being the ship’s pilot, JaQuan hadn’t had much to do for a week. He’d read four books on his tablet, none of which had been very good. He’d managed to make it through the Elohiman classic, On the Wings of Pride. But the author, Orvian Dey, though considered one of the finest writers in Elohiman letters, used overly flowery language that went on for paragraphs, when a sentence or two would have been sufficient. Hemingway would not have approved. JaQuan wondered if Dey had been paid by the word. 
 
    Worse, the book was a tragedy. A woman named Ileena Tor used backstabbing, sex, and emotional manipulation to rise to the apex of Imperial society, only to suffer a spectacular fall when her lineage from a poor, servant family was discovered and exposed. The novel was classist and more than a little misogynistic, and JaQuan thought it said a lot about Elohiman culture that the book was so celebrated. 
 
    Now, he was in the cargo hold, working out in the small area Shinzaa had roped off for recreation. It was here that Alan practiced his swordplay, where the Graur would wrestle, and where JaQuan had set up what passed for a heavy bag. 
 
    Made of a synthetic, brown skin that reminded JaQuan a little of rubber, it had hard-but-pliable filling that resembled the resistance of a Mandran body. It sat on a wide, weighty base, enabling it to be struck with incredible force without falling over. The Mandra called it a coronara, and JaQuan had bought it a few years ago for the explicit purpose of giving himself something to do on long spaceflights. Even then, it was so damned big, he’d had to get Lanaliel to help modify it so that it was short enough for a human to use. 
 
    Hitting it wasn’t as satisfying as a traditional heavy bag. JaQuan yearned for the sensation of driving a punch into the rough canvas of an Everlast bag held by a partner. He missed the sound, the paff-paff of his gloves on the surface as Lucky coached. 
 
    Thas it, Lucky would say. Drive that punch home. When you hit a man with your right, you make him think he got punched by God hisself. 
 
    But the coronara enabled JaQuan to time travel. When he found the rhythm, when his muscles ached with that good, exercise soreness, when the sweat came up on his skin, he was back in Ferguson, Missouri, at Lucky Latiel’s World Championship Boxing learning to fight, learning to stay alive. 
 
    Left-right. Left-right. Jab-power. Jab-power. 
 
    “Greetings, my friend,” Lanaliel said, breaking the spell and startling JaQuan. 
 
    JaQuan ceased punching the cornara and put a wrapped hand to his heart. 
 
    “Jesus, Lanaliel,” he said. “You scared the shit out of me.” 
 
    “My apologies. I should have recognized your mind was not here with us. The expression on your face was quite intense.” 
 
    JaQuan resumed his workout. Jab-jab-hook. Jab-jab-hook. 
 
    “Do you wish to be alone, or may I sit with you?” 
 
    JaQuan snorted. Damn Lanaliel for breaking his concentration. The Mandran didn’t understand his need to be alone with his thoughts. Or how working out calmed the panic breeding in JaQuan’s mind as they hurtled towards what he believed would be an ill-fated reunion with Kitekh’s old friend. 
 
    “Have a seat,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Excellent! It gets lonely in engineering with no one to talk to.” 
 
    JaQuan nodded. When they had worked together in the engine room, Lanaliel was constantly conversing. Having to man engineering by himself must have been driving the effusive Mandran stir crazy. 
 
    Forcing his mind back on boxing, JaQuan attempted to re-establish the rhythm Lanaliel kept breaking. Left-left-right. Jab-jab-hook. 
 
    “What’s wrong, my friend?” Lanaliel asked as he took a chair. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your expression is fierce. Your punches intense. In my experience, this is an indication that you are thinking worrisome thoughts.” 
 
    Worrisome thoughts? Hell yes, he was thinking worrisome thoughts. Everyone should be. 
 
    Left-left-right. Left-left-right. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered. “Guess I’m thinking about what’s gonna happen at Cecilak.” 
 
    “And what will that be?” 
 
    JaQuan smiled as he hit the bag. He knew what Lanaliel was driving at – that he had no way of knowing what would happen. But he engaged the argument anyway. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s gonna be just like when Rorgun went to Mutakh Kairee,” he said. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Lanaliel said. “You believe that we will be betrayed again.” 
 
    “In a word: Yes.” 
 
    Left-left-right. Left-left-right. Drive the punch. Make the other guy cry. 
 
    “And you believe this because Kairee used you as an assassin and because your former lover attempted to kill us.” 
 
    Jab-jab-uppercut! 
 
    JaQuan hit the coronara so hard it wobbled. He turned and faced Lanaliel and glared at him for bringing up Gwen. 
 
    “Well, you tell me, Lanaliel. You know this guy. What are the chances he’s bitter about what happened and decides to sell out Kitekh to get his honor back?” 
 
    “Minimal,” Lanaliel answered. “Of course, I cannot speak with absolute certainty. I have not seen Aarghun in almost four years. I do not know if he has become embittered. Certainly, he was unhappy aboard Cataan’s Claw, and he never agreed with my position that success in business was better revenge than piracy. 
 
    “But he was Kitekh’s most devoted follower before Rorgun joined the crew. I find it difficult to believe he would betray her.” 
 
    JaQuan wanted to be comforted, but he couldn’t manage it. He hadn’t wanted to believe Gwen would put her damned ideological crusade above their love, but she had. And then when he’d tried to talk to her, tried to explain that they’d had nothing to do with Brody’s insane kidnapping, she’d refused to listen. She’d actually thought JaQuan capable of something as horrific and as stupid as terrorism. 
 
    He went back to punching the bag. Left-right. Left-right. 
 
    “I sense my assurances do not soothe you,” Lanaliel said. 
 
    “I don’t know, Lanaliel. I think your past is something you can’t escape.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Jab-uppercut. Jab-uppercut. 
 
    “Whether we like it or not, we’ve all committed sins,” JaQuan said. “Maybe we were vicious and cruel. Maybe we were just stupid. But we’ve all done things that hurt others. Lately, I’m finding it difficult to believe you ever get away from that. It always catches up with you.” 
 
    “So because Aarghun Mrahr chose to follow Kitekh from the Grakur Defense Force, he was dishonored by his people. And because Kitekh allowed him to follow her, you think he will take revenge on her.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    Left-right. Left-right. 
 
    “That is a very cynical worldview, my friend. It suggests only bad things from the past follow us around.” 
 
    “Don’t they?” 
 
    “Of course! But so do the good things.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head and hit the coronara harder. Lanaliel’s optimism was irritating. 
 
    “I’ve never seen any evidence of that.” 
 
    “Haven’t you?” 
 
    “No,” JaQuan said, trying not to shout. He ceased punching and faced Lanaliel again. “Look at this whole voyage. I run into a guy from my past – Brody – and he’s looking for a ship to serve as engineer’s mate on. It looks perfect for me, because I’m trying to get out of engineering and into the pilot’s chair. 
 
    “But then it turns out this guy from my past is just using Kitekh and me to get his kidnap victim aboard. He’s chosen me specifically, because I’m connected to him and to Kitekh, and he needs her for his crazy scheme. 
 
    “After the ship is nearly destroyed, we end up in range of Rorgun’s old master. So we go to him for a Myollnar Crystal, only to have the guy try to murder Alan and me by delivering killer space bugs to a rival. 
 
    “And then there’s Gwen. I said something stupid to her in the middle of a fight three years ago, and she returns with a hella mad-on, determined to punish me, even though if she stopped and thought about it, she’d realize there is no way I could be involved in a kidnapping or a terrorist plot. 
 
    “And let’s not forget that this whole thing was triggered by Kitekh’s past. Brody chose her ship because Senator Mol destroyed her father. He knew that, even if she were innocent, everyone would assume this was Graur Honor Vengeance. 
 
    “This is a ghost story, Lanaliel. Specters from the past are haunting us. No matter what we try to do, we can’t exorcise them.” 
 
    He turned back to the bag and hit it again. Damn Lanaliel for not only breaking his rhythm but for fanning the flames of his paranoia. 
 
    “So, yeah,” he continued. “I’m worried about going to another ‘old friend.’ I find it pretty easy to believe that, if it could go either way, Kitekh’s past is gonna lead to another betrayal, not the help we need to get out this shit.” 
 
    Lanaliel contemplated JaQuan’s words while JaQuan desperately tried to get the soothing sensation of his punches back. Left-left-right. Left-left-right. 
 
    “Then why continue?” Lanaliel asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If we are all doomed, there seems to be no point in going on. Every step we take on the path of life only creates more sins that will return to haunt us in the future. So why not quit? Why not end the misery, commit suicide?” 
 
    JaQuan dropped his arms and stared at him. Damn the Mandran anyway for cutting through all the bullshit. JaQuan didn’t have a good answer to the question. He’d been asking it since he was twelve years old. 
 
    “I suppose you’re going to tell me to be more optimistic,” he said. 
 
    “Only if you think ending it all isn’t a good solution. Frankly, I don’t understand pessimism. If one believes things will always turn out for the worst, it does not seem like continuing to live is a viable option. Yet pessimists go on anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe they just want to be right,” JaQuan offered. 
 
    “It seems to me any satisfaction to be found in that is cold,” Lanaliel replied. “I also believe it is a lie. Though they refuse to admit it, every pessimist I’ve ever met hopes they are wrong. They want it to turn out better than they expect. Do you know what that makes them?” 
 
    “Fools?” 
 
    “Optimists.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Think about it, my friend. The true pessimist does not believe things will turn out right. Those who really embrace this philosophy end their lives. They become convinced things will never get better. 
 
    “But those that go on do so because they hope they are wrong. They hope things will actually get better, that they will turn out right. And hope is the very language of the optimist.” 
 
    JaQuan scowled. Lanaliel’s philosophical logic was impossible to escape, even if it was total bullshit. 
 
    “You’re oversimplifying it,” JaQuan protested. 
 
    “Not at all. If anything, you are overcomplicating matters. You presume a universe in which people cannot escape committing evil that returns to haunt them. But there is one incredibly large flaw in your argument. Every sentient thing has free will. God gave us all the ability to choose our actions. Thus, whether we do good or evil, they are choices we make for ourselves. And that means things can turn out for the better. 
 
    “Aarghun Mrahr has the capacity to choose to harm us, to take revenge on Kitekh for perceived slights to his honor. But he also has the ability to help. He can honor his friendship with Kitekh and try to right a great injustice. Indeed, there is greater honor and glory to be found in that path. And knowing Aarghun as I do, I believe this is the road he will follow.” 
 
    JaQuan chewed on that thought. He wanted to believe it was true. If only Gwen had backed down long enough to listen to him, he might have found it easier to buy Lanaliel’s perspective. 
 
    “What if you’re wrong?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “Then we will be – What is your charming human expression? Ah, yes! – up to our ass in alligators.” 
 
    JaQuan laughed despite himself. Lanaliel swore so infrequently that it was always amusing when he did. 
 
    “Remind me again what an alligator is,” the Mandran said. 
 
    “A big reptile. Lives in the swamp. They hide beneath the surface of the water, and then attack unwary creatures with huge jaws that they use to drag the victim beneath the surface.” 
 
    Lanaliel nodded, visualizing an alligator attack. 
 
    “A good metaphor,” he said. 
 
    Overhead, the ship’s comm system crackled to life. 
 
    “JaQuan, Rorgun, get up here,” came Kitekh’s voice through the speaker. “We’re coming up on Cecilak.” 
 
    With a sigh, JaQuan grabbed a towel, wiped off his face, and then started unwrapping his hands. 
 
    “Gotta go,” he said. 
 
    “Have some faith, my friend. The law of averages says we are bound to get lucky soon.” 
 
    JaQuan snorted. 
 
    “For an engineer, I thought you’d have a better understanding of math,” he said. “Probability does not guarantee any particular result.” 
 
    “True,” Lanaliel conceded. “But it does make one result more likely than others. Let’s hope the percentages are in our favor this time.” 
 
    JaQuan nodded. He finished unwrapping his hands and grabbed his shirt. Then he said goodbye to Lanaliel and headed for the bridge. For all their sakes, he hoped his Mandran friend was right. 
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    Rorgun was already at his station when JaQuan arrived on the bridge. Cooressa was bent over her board. 
 
    “Estimate ideal exit point from hyperspace in one minute, four seconds,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t want us dropping in for everyone to see,” Kitekh said from the command chair. “Bring us in behind the planet, where we’ll be shielded from the moon.” 
 
    “Hang on,” JaQuan said.  
 
    He toweled the last of the sweat from the back of his neck and dropped into his seat. Strapping himself in, he brought his board online and examined their coordinates. When he saw what Kitekh wanted, he frowned. 
 
    “That’ll be a tricky insertion,” he said. “We’ll hit normal space at .76C. From this angle of approach, that’ll drop us into the planet’s gravity well after only twenty-six seconds. If we don’t brake fast enough, we’ll either slingshot around the atmosphere and be visible almost immediately, or we’ll burn out the thrusters trying to slow enough to maintain a stationary position on the dark side.” 
 
    “Then make sure we get it right,” Kitekh said. “If someone sees us before we’re ready, this whole plan goes to hell before it gets started.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” JaQuan said with a sigh. 
 
    He tapped keys on his board to begin calculations for the exit from hyperspace. 
 
    “Rorgun, arm all weapons,” Kitekh said. “As soon we hit normal space, bring up the shields. I want us ready in case anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” he said. 
 
    “Cooressa, you better tell everyone to strap themselves in,” JaQuan said. “I can’t guarantee this is going to be a smooth ride.” 
 
    “All hands strap in for normal space re-entry,” Cooressa said into her microphone without waiting for Kitekh to confirm the order. “All hands strap in for normal space re-entry.” 
 
    “What about Brody?” Rorgun asked. “I’m not sure that cell of his is safe if we hit a bad bump.” 
 
    “He survived the battle with JaQuan’s Space Ranger,” Kitekh said. “He’ll have to hope he’s as lucky this time.” 
 
    “And if he isn’t?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    “Then he should have chosen a different ship for his foul scheme,” she replied. 
 
    JaQuan nodded silently. Fuck Brody. That asshole was responsible for everything that had happened in the last few weeks. 
 
    “Okay, I’ve got an insertion solution,” JaQuan said. “Re-entry in twelve seconds.” 
 
    “Rorgun?” Kitekh prodded. 
 
    “All weapons are armed and ready, Kitekh,” the first mate answered. 
 
    “Okay, folks, hold onto your hats,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “But we’re not wear—” Rorgun began. 
 
    “It’s an expression!” JaQuan shouted. “Hang on! Re-entry in five, four, three, two, one.” 
 
    He disengaged the hyperdrive. Cataan’s Claw dropped out of hyperspace. 
 
    JaQuan’s board immediately lit up in alarm. A gas giant the size of Saturn without its rings jumped into view and screamed towards them. The speedometer read .83C. 
 
    “Shit,” JaQuan said. “Firing braking thrusters!” 
 
    He tapped the appropriate keys on his board. G smashed into his back, throwing him forward as he struggled to bring the ship’s speed down. Were it not for the straps on his chair, he’d have catapulted from his seat into the bulkhead. 
 
    “Gravity well in twenty seconds!” Cooressa yelled. 
 
    Wishing there were a better way, JaQuan opened the forward thrusters to full. The hull whined in protest. 
 
    “Rorgun, get our shields up!” Kitekh barked. 
 
    “Trying,” he groaned, straining against his straps. 
 
    “Fourteen seconds,” Cooressa said. 
 
    JaQuan checked their speed. They were down to .52C and falling. Would it be enough? 
 
    “Shields up,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Ten seconds,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “JaQuan, kill our speed!” Kitekh ordered. 
 
    Jesus, didn’t she know he was trying? He checked the board. They were at .47C. Still not good enough. 
 
    Hoping he wouldn’t kill them all by tearing the ship apart, he fired the topside and bottom lateral thrusters. She shuddered and bucked in response. Metal whined and moaned in protest.  
 
    “Losing hull integrity!” Cooressa cried. 
 
    JaQuan checked the speed again. .24C and falling. 
 
    “Five seconds to gravity well,” Cooressa said. 
 
    JaQuan fired starboard and port thrusters at half-power for three seconds. The ship bucked wildly, and he struggled to hold her on-course. 
 
    “Two seconds,” Cooressa said. “One!” 
 
    JaQuan cut all the engines but the forward braking thrusters. With a jolt he feared might rip them to pieces, Cataan’s Claw slowed and started dropping towards the planet’s surface. 
 
    “We are caught in Cecilak’s gravity well and in a decaying orbit,” Cooressa reported. 
 
    “Hang on,” JaQuan said. 
 
    The ship’s speed was .07C, which was still too fast. But it was manageable. 
 
    He tapped keys on his board, cutting the brakes and firing several rockets in succession. Cataan’s Claw tumbled until her main thrusters were aimed at the planet’s surface. He opened them up. 
 
    “Should have escape velocity in just a few seconds,” he said. 
 
    Cataan’s Claw slowly reversed course until she was climbing away from the planet instead of falling towards it. Ten seconds later, he had them free of the gravity well. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “We’re out of trouble and clear to navigate.” 
 
    “Nice work,” Kitekh said. “Cooressa, report.” 
 
    “Hull integrity down to seventy-two percent,” she said. “We will need to make repairs. I haven’t received a damage report from the rest of the crew yet. However, based on what I see on the hull, our space-normal engines may need attention as well.” 
 
    “Rorgun?” 
 
    “Deflector screens holding,” he said. “They probably prevented more extensive hull damage. Particle sinks at fifty-four percent capacity, likely from atmospheric debris. We should flush them before moving forward.” 
 
    “What’s our position?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “We’re on the dark side of Cecilak in relation to the moon,” JaQuan said. “We’re fully eclipsed from view at the moment and would need to orbit thirty-two percent of the surface to be seen.” 
 
    He practically shook with relief. Kitekh’s mad gambit had worked. Between this maneuver and her clever escape from the Imperial battlecruisers back at Daxal, her reputation as a cunning warrior was well-earned. 
 
    “All right,” Kitekh said, “Cooressa, find me a comms satellite we can target from a secluded position. I want to signal the governor’s office without revealing our location.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” she said. 
 
    “Rorgun, take over damage control while she’s working on that. JaQuan, are any other ships in the vicinity?” 
 
    He scanned his board. All he saw was Cecilak and the projected location of her moon on the far side. 
 
    “Negative,” he said. “We’re in the clear at the moment.” 
 
    “I have located a suitable communication satellite, Captain,” Cooressa said. “However, we will need to reposition ourselves to contact it.” 
 
    “Send the coordinates to JaQuan’s board. JaQuan, get us over there and make sure no one can see us.” 
 
    They both acknowledged her orders. Seconds later, the data appeared on his screen. He tapped the course adjustment into his board and put Cataan’s Claw back in motion. 
 
    “Time to broadcast range: Twelve minutes,” he reported. 
 
    “All right, Cooressa, when we get there, I want a tight-beam transmission,” Kitekh said. “I mean it should be a laser small enough to drill a hole in my claw. No leakage at all. Got me?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. What is the message?” 
 
    “Message reads, ‘Siskaars Canyon all over again. Reply with Grischna in the room.’” 
 
    “I do not understand,” Cooressa said, turning to her. 
 
    “Aarghun will,” Kitekh replied. “Send it when we’re in range. In the meantime, you and Rorgun get me a read on how badly we’re hurt.” 
 
    JaQuan sucked in a tight breath. He wanted to believe this was going to work. He wanted to believe Lanaliel’s argument that the past was more than just a haunted house, that people could reconnect with estranged friends and have it work out. 
 
    He just couldn’t do it. 
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    Gwen finished sealing the last crack in the hull of her ship just as her EVA suit reported she was down to fifteen-percent oxygen. A red light came on in the upper right-hand corner of her heads-up display to emphasize that this was a critical shortage. 
 
    Take it easy, Gwen, she thought. You’ve finished the repairs. You can go back inside. 
 
    Yeah, but what if something went wrong? What if the airlock didn’t repressurize before her air ran out? 
 
    God damn, she hated EVA. Somehow, being in the tin can of her spaceship didn’t bother her at all. All the same things could conceivably go wrong. But when she was walking around a ship it felt more normal.  
 
    When she was in a spacesuit, though, she was agoraphobic. The vastness of space yawned before her, closing in and threatening to consume her. If her tether line broke, if her suit was compromised, if the magnetic boots malfunctioned – anything that went wrong could end her life. She would die in the blackness with no one to mourn her. No one would even know she was gone. 
 
    Her heart had pounded the whole time she was out here. She’d been aware she was consuming oxygen at a faster-than-normal rate, but she couldn’t make herself calm down enough to conserve her air. She couldn’t ignore the fear that gripped her mind and refused to let her go. She needed to get inside before she asphyxiated. 
 
    She turned to make her way back to the airlock, when an orange light blinked in her peripheral vision. She turned to look, convinced the suit was informing her of some new threat to her existence. 
 
    But when she faced it, the light was gone. Confused, she waited for several seconds. The light blinked again. 
 
    It wasn’t coming from her HUD. It was outside her helmet. 
 
    What the hell could it be? She wasn’t aware of any running lights on this part of the ship. 
 
    The light blinked again, an orange dot among the blackness and the stars. Gwen’s eyes grew wide. It was in space. 
 
    Facing the light fully, she watched as it blinked three more times in perfect rhythm. It was difficult to tell in the darkness, but Gwen was convinced the light was attached to something larger. There was another object besides her vessel floating outside the Horari Belt. 
 
    Whatever it was, she didn’t want to be out here with it. If it was something dangerous, she wanted to be where she could fight back. Plus, she wouldn’t be able to ascertain its exact nature without her ship’s scanners. 
 
    Trying to move quickly without running, Gwen turned around and resumed her journey to the airlock. She wanted to be inside as fast as possible, but she didn’t want to increase her oxygen consumption. 
 
    When she reached the portal, she tapped the keys to cycle the door shut, praying there wouldn’t be some inexplicable malfunction that would doom her. She breathed a large sigh of relief when the outer door shut and sealed. 
 
    She repressurized the chamber, tapping her foot impatiently while she waited for the air and pressure levels to return to nominal. At last, the light went from red to green. Gwen keyed open the inner door and was moving inside before she even started to remove her helmet. 
 
    Touching the controls to unseal her suit, she yanked her helmet off and gulped down air. It was stale. The collision had damaged her air scrubbers, and while they were still functioning, they weren’t putting the right amount of oxygen back into the artificial atmosphere. It was better than being trapped in a spacesuit, though. 
 
    Gwen dropped the helmet on the deck and headed for the bridge. Now that she was safely aboard, the mysterious, orange light consumed her thoughts. What could it be? What was it doing out here? Was it an ore miner? Debris? The light’s pulse was rhythmic and regular, so it must have been made by one of the Four Races. 
 
    She arrived on the bridge, dropped into her seat, and powered up the scanners. Tapping commands into her board, she located it quickly. It was small and oblong, maybe ten feet in length and a few feet in diameter. The computer told her it was a hyperspace comms buoy. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she said aloud. 
 
    Intergalactic communication couldn’t be achieved by normal broadcast means. Carrier waves would take eons to get from the center of the Empire to even nearby systems. To circumvent this problem, communiqués were sent through hyperspace at speeds much faster than was safe for living things to travel. When they arrived at their destination, they followed preprogrammed instructions to beam their messages to the intended recipient. Ships, particularly military vessels, carried smaller versions so they could send and receive messages before jumping to another part of the Empire. 
 
    The one in front of Gwen was this type of ship’s buoy. She scanned further to see if it had any identifiers. 
 
    According to its beacon, it belonged to Cataan’s Claw. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Gwen said again. 
 
    Had it accidentally been launched during combat? Did they know it was out here? 
 
    She consulted her board. It was broadcasting. It must have been launched deliberately. 
 
    But then why hadn’t it been sent into hyperspace? Why was it just drifting in front of the Belt? Had it malfunctioned? 
 
    Gwen closed her eyes and listened to the hum of the generators. Her heart rate slowed. Her mind expanded. 
 
    Something wasn’t right here. A hyperspace comms buoy didn’t broadcast before jumping. If the beacon wasn’t malfunctioning, it was here for a reason. It was doing what it was supposed to. And that meant . . . 
 
    The message must have been intended for someone here! 
 
    Gwen’s snapped open. Cataan’s Claw had surely finished repairs and jumped away. But given that they had had to divert their course here in the first place to repair their hyperdrive, they might have made arrangements afterwards for their co-conspirators to meet them. 
 
    Yes, but Gwen had ruined their plans by attacking them. She’d forced them to flee. So they’d left a message in a bottle for their fellow terrorists. 
 
    But then why not wait for their companions? 
 
    Because she’d spooked them. Galesh must have decided she didn’t want to wait around, so . . . so she’d told her friends where she was going next! 
 
    “Oh, you stupid bastards,” she said.  
 
    Aiming her comm dish at the buoy, she intercepted the signal. Unsurprisingly, it was coded. She keyed her decryption program to run on it. 
 
    “You fucks thought you were gonna get away from me, huh?” she said. “You should have fucking known better, JaQuan. I’m disappointed in you.” 
 
    Her heart was racing again, but this time it was in excitement. She wasn’t going to have to crawl back to her C.O. and explain how she’d had the terrorists dead-to-rights and let them get away. She wasn’t going to have to endure mockery from everyone she saw, wasn’t going to have to listen to how humans just weren’t cut out to be Space Rangers.  
 
    Instead, she was going to nail those assholes. She was going to hang Kitekh Galesh up by her tail and show everyone she did belong. She was going to reverse the negative perception of humans that the shitheads in Manifest Destiny only made worse. 
 
    And she was going to finally make JaQuan Jones pay for what he’d done to her. 
 
    “Message decoded,” her computer said. 
 
    Gwen laughed. It hadn’t taken more than fifteen seconds to crack the encryption. Fucking amateurs. 
 
    She tapped a key to display the message. Her blood ran cold when she read it. 
 
      
 
    Gwen, 
 
      
 
    Hopefully, you are alive and receive this. I only have a few seconds to write this and get it off, so I must be brief. 
 
    I know you think I am a terrorist, but I am not. This is not what it seems. If you survived, I must speak with you. 
 
    We are going to Cecilak. The captain knows the governor and is hoping he will help us with the senator’s daughter. 
 
    That is all I have time for. Follow us if you can. I must go. 
 
      
 
    Love, 
 
    JaQuan 
 
      
 
    Love, JaQuan? Was he fucking kidding her? Where the hell did he get off closing with “Love, JaQuan”? 
 
    This had to be a trick. It had to be! He was trying to send her in the wrong direction. He was fucking with her again. 
 
    Except that this was the third time he’d claimed things weren’t what they looked like. He was sticking to his story. 
 
    And there was no reason to send her on a wild goose chase. They’d rocketed away under their regular stardrive. Assuming they’d finished repairs and jumped to hyperspace, she had no way to even guess where they were going. And the opening of the message clearly indicated he feared she was dead after their confrontation. 
 
    So why was this here? Why was a hyperspace comms buoy with an easily decoded message from JaQuan waiting for her when she’d finished her repairs? 
 
    Was it possible he was on the level? 
 
    Frowning, she called up data on Cecilak. It was a farming moon operated by the Graur Tribal Council. The governor’s name was Aarghun Mrahr. He’d served with honor in the Grakur Defense Force before leaving to join Kitekh Galesh in seizing an Elohiman Lankwin-class freighter, which they had rechristened Cataan’s Claw. After several years, he left the crew and returned to Grakur, seeking reinstatement in the GDF. But he’d been refused and given governorship of a backwater farming moon instead. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Gwen said for a third time. 
 
    JaQuan’s story actually checked out. Kitekh Galesh and Governor Mrahr were friends. He might have the clout or the connections to fix her problems. And if he was sore about getting a shitty appointment from the Graur Tribal Council, he might even view helping her again as the perfect revenge. 
 
    Why the fuck would JaQuan tell her this? They could have gotten clean away. Whether Gwen survived or died, he wouldn’t have to deal with her ever again. They could have gotten to Cecilak and been gone. 
 
    Love, JaQuan. 
 
    No way. No. Fucking. Way. 
 
    He wasn’t still in love with her. He’d walked out on her. He’d spit in the face of her ambition. He didn’t love her. 
 
    Unless he regretted it. Unless seeing her again made him remember what it had been like between them. She’d felt it. She hadn’t wanted to, but she’d felt it. 
 
    Bullshit. Men didn’t think that way. As soon as things got real, they moved on. That’s the way it had always been. JaQuan was no different. 
 
    So why did he contact her? Why did he write, “Love, JaQuan”? 
 
    It didn’t matter. It didn’t matter a damn if he were sentimental, feeling guilty, or just plain fucking stupid. He’d left her a trail of breadcrumbs to follow. As far as she could tell, it wasn’t a misdirection. 
 
    And it was the only lead she had. 
 
    She ran a quick diagnostic to make sure her ship was hyperspace-worthy. Then she called up her star charts and looked for Cecilak.  
 
    It was East Jesus the other side of the Empire from here. She asked the computer to calculate how quickly a Lankwin-class freighter could make the journey. The answer was immediate: seven days. 
 
    Gwen smiled. Her scout ship was faster and better built for long, hyperspace journeys than a freighter. She could easily make the trip in six days, five if she was lucky. Cataan’s Claw had a head start, but Gwen bet she could make up time. Whatever Aarghun Mrahr could do for them, Gwen was certain she could get there before they finished their business and moved on. 
 
    Powering up her stardrive, she laid in a course for Cecilak. She felt alive again. She was back on the hunt. 
 
    As soon as all her systems were go, Gwen fired her main thruster. She held her breath, hoping the repairs she’d made were enough. The scout ship shuddered into motion, complaining only a little at being pressed back into service before a thorough refit. 
 
    There was still the lingering question of JaQuan. What was he trying to pull? Did he still love her? Did she love him? 
 
    That would have to be solved later. For the moment, she might be able to leverage his feelings for her. Perhaps she had a man on the inside she could use to pull off the arrest and rescue. 
 
    Regardless, Kitekh Galesh was in for a big surprise. 
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   I t wasn’t just one fire that consumed the Empire. It was a bunch of small ones that grew together. Jim Brody and Manifest Destiny kidnapped the senator’s daughter, pissing off pretty much everyone. Idrib Mol and the Keepers of the Faith tried to play God with Imperial destiny. And a single Space Ranger let revenge get in the way of reason. 
 
    Each one of these assholes lit their own personal fires, never imagining they were too close to others. Every one of those people thought they had control of the flames until suddenly the fire was too big to be contained. 
 
    And once those three fires grew together, a conflagration no one had any hope of controlling blazed. 
 
    Now, I’m up here watching an entire planet burn. Starfighters and battlecruisers are whizzing around me, gleefully trying to kill each other. None of them has any idea they are watching the Empire turn to ash. Even the Emperor doesn’t realize he’s reduced his perfect society into galactic and cultural entropy. 
 
    I keep asking myself if I could have done something different. And of course I could have. I had so many opportunities to listen, to back down, to think clearly. If I had, maybe this wouldn’t be happening. Maybe one of those fires wouldn’t have been lit. I don’t know if that would have prevented this apocalypse or not. 
 
    But at least I wouldn’t have to feel responsible for killing millions of people. 
 
      
 
    What dangers await Cataan’s Claw at Cecilak? 
 
    Will Gwen thwart Kitekh’s attempt to gain help? 
 
    Is JaQuan a traitor after all? 
 
      
 
    Find out in the next thrilling episode of Empire’s End, “Shame and Dishonor”! 
 
      
 
    Available now. 
 
    Tap here to get it from Amazon.com! 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Thanks for Reading Episode 5, y’all! Looks like the past is still a pain in the ass for the present, doesn’t it? Between not knowing whose side Aarghun Mrahr will be on and Gwen finding another clue (from JaQuan himself?) about where they’re going, you know things are gonna be explosive on Cecilak. Big things go down in Episode 6. Don’t miss it. 
 
    Shout out to all the people who’ve written reviews of the other episodes. I appreciate your time and effort. 
 
    If you’re digging the series and you haven’t yet left a review, I’d love for you to take a moment to do it. Books with lots of positive reviews sell more copies, because Amazon recommends them to readers. Plus, the best advertisers only take books with a minimum number of good reviews. I know I’m asking a favor, but it’s so easy to do. Just tap the link, give a number of stars you think it deserves, and write a few words about why you think it rocks. Thanks. 
 
      
 
    Tap here to review Episode 5 of Empire’s End. 
 
      
 
    Don’t forget, if you want to know more about Empire’s End, check out my Facebook page at https://www.facebook.com/empiresendserial. It has bonus material, release dates, sci-fi trivia, and other cool stuff.  
 
      
 
    See you in Episode 6! 
 
      
 
    -JP 
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