
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   I  watch as two Imperial starfighters team up on a Graur Swiftclaw. The Graur is a good pilot. He weaves and dodges and makes it difficult for his opponents. They spit their deadly energy beams at him, but he is too quick, too cunning. He rolls his ship in a perfect three-sixty, the green plasma just missing his wings six times. They try to flank him, but he goes into a sharp dive at the last second, and the Imperials nearly collide. It is an entertaining match, and the Graur is the vastly superior pilot. 
 
    But numbers are numbers, and he doesn’t have any help. Eventually, they get behind him and unload their beamers into his main thruster. He jinks, but he can’t evade both attacks. The Graur vessel becomes a fireball that is quickly extinguished by the vacuum of space. 
 
    The Imperials move off in search of other targets, but I wonder about that Graur pilot. Did he have family? Was he in good standing with the Tribal Council? Was he a new recruit or an experienced veteran? What was his story? 
 
    I’ll never know. He’s one of a million casualties, and, while I got to watch him die, I won’t be able to distinguish him from any of the other dead fighter pilots, capital ship personnel, and innocents on the planet’s surface. I won’t know if his friends betrayed him, if he was trying to reconnect with an old lover, or if he was just desperate to get out of a bad situation and never got the chance. 
 
    Sometimes, I wonder why I’m telling this story. Everyone in it is responsible for that Graur pilot dying in space, his life over but unfinished. Why should posterity get to know about them but not the poor bastard who was fried in his ship thousands of miles from home? 
 
    I guess it’s because I want the anonymous dead to have some tribute. I can’t bring them back, and I can’t tell you anything about them. But I can at least tell you why they perished. 
 
    Those of us who caused this don’t deserve sympathy or forgiveness. But we can at least offer an explanation for why so many had to suffer and die. 
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    Episode 6: 
 
    Shame and Dishonor 
 
      
 
   K itekh ground her teeth. Her mother had always admonished her about that, warning her she’d grind them down until they were too short for her to be considered a warrior. But when she got nervous, Kitekh could not stop herself from gnashing. 
 
    They’d been holding position for the past six hours. JaQuan kept them within range of the comms buoy but eclipsed from the moon to avoid detection. Cooressa had sent Kitekh’s plea to Aarghun on a tight beam. She’d confirmed the satellite had relayed it to the moon’s surface. Aarghun had the message. 
 
    But he hadn’t responded. 
 
    Kitekh tried hard not to worry. There could be any number of reasonable explanations for his silence. He could be out of his office. He could be too busy to respond just yet. He might not have the opportunity to reply without being seen. It might not have been brought to his attention. 
 
    But in her gut, in the place inside her where her warrior’s instinct lay, a tiny voice whispered over and over again that JaQuan was right. Aarghun would betray her just as Mutakh Kairee had Rorgun and Jim Brody had JaQuan. She was gambling with the lives of everyone aboard. What if she was wrong? 
 
    So she ground her teeth, even though she knew not to and tried to resist. As soon as she quit consciously willing herself to stop, she started up again. 
 
    She sighed. At least most of the repairs were done. She’d ordered the crew to fix as much of the battle damage as they could without going EVA. Some of the work would have to be done in space, but Kitekh wasn’t willing to risk anyone being outside when an Imperial battlecruiser or another Space Ranger showed up. 
 
    “Okay, all thrusters are fully operational again,” JaQuan reported. “We should have full maneuverability.” 
 
    “Within the bounds of structural integrity,” Cooressa admonished. 
 
    “Hey, I got us here in one piece, didn’t I?” he said. “Have some faith.” 
 
    Kitekh smiled despite the situation. She liked JaQuan a great deal. He was funny – at least when she could understand his bizarre, human jokes. And he was willing to say what he thought. She knew from vast experience a good captain needed both the faith and the criticism of her crew. Everyone aboard was a specialist. She needed their perspectives to make the right decision. JaQuan didn’t withhold his opinions. And he was courageous. He’d have made a fine Graur. 
 
    “Yes,” Rorgun said. “JaQuan is topknots.” 
 
    The human guffawed, another of his race’s charming traits. The Graur had no comparable sound for human laughter. 
 
    “Top-notch,” JaQuan corrected. 
 
    “Isn’t that what I said?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    “No, ‘top-notch’ means you’re at the highest notch or marker on the scale,” JaQuan explained. “A topknot is a hairstyle. You basically shave the whole head except for the top, which is then tied into a ponytail.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Rorgun said. “Your human expressions are as baffling as they are entertaining.” 
 
    Kitekh smiled. Rorgun had summed up the situation perfectly. 
 
    As the bridge crew returned to its work, she drummed her claws on the arm of her command chair. Soon there would be little work to do. Then no one would have anything to think about except their predicament. Then people’s imaginations would start to poison their minds. 
 
    “Kitekh,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s been six hours,” he replied. “How long do you intend to wait?” 
 
    There he went again – cutting through the schrisch. Leave it to JaQuan to frame the unasked question and force her to answer it. She would never make a change; she was loyal to Rorgun. But she wondered if JaQuan wouldn’t make a better first mate. She sighed. 
 
    “Longer,” she said. 
 
    “How much?” JaQuan pressed. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” she said, deciding, in this instance, honesty was likely best. “It’s possible he’s been unable to respond.” 
 
    “It’s also possible he’s summoned Imperial warships and is waiting for them to arrive,” JaQuan said, his brown eyes holding her and refusing to let go. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Rorgun said. “The captain didn’t ask for opinions.” 
 
    Kitekh snorted. She knew damned well Rorgun agreed with JaQuan. He wouldn’t have referred to her as “the captain” if he hadn’t. 
 
    “Shit,” JaQuan said. “Don’t hand me that, Rorgun. It’s been six hours.” 
 
    “Six hours, twelve minutes,” Cooressa said. 
 
    Kitekh shook her head. Her Elohiman comms officer was obsessed with exactitude. It probably made her good at her job, but the distinction was silly. JaQuan ignored her. 
 
    “It’s time to start thinking about contingencies and alternatives,” he said. “When are we going to draft a Plan B?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet, JaQuan,” Kitekh said. “I sent the governor a coded message over a presumably open channel. It is easy to imagine multiple scenarios that would prevent him from responding right away. 
 
    “I know very well that the longer we wait, the more we risk discovery and betrayal. But given that Aarghun remains our best chance to wriggle out of this net Jim Brody has ensnared us in, I believe we need to give him more time to come to our aid.” 
 
    Her human pilot looked irritated. That sour expression was easy to interpret. He’d been wearing it a lot since his promotion.  
 
    But he didn’t argue further. He turned in his seat and went back to studying his board. 
 
    Kitekh wished she had a better answer for him. She didn’t like the position she was in. She’d violated one of the key tenets of her military training – she’d left herself no retreat. If Aarghun wouldn’t help, if he turned them in, there would be little chance to escape. 
 
    Not that she’d had much of a choice. She wanted options, and there just weren’t any. If there were another way to solve their problems, she’d be glad to know what it was. 
 
    “Captain,” Cooressa said. “I have received what appears to be a coded transmission.” 
 
    Kitekh’s heart stopped cold for several beats. JaQuan and Rorgun ceased their work and stared at her. 
 
    “What is it?” she said, unable to keep from grinding her teeth. 
 
    “XZ0024NT. Ruunkil’s clock,” Cooressa said. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Kitekh frowned. She only partially understood. 
 
    “Our instructor at battle school was Eril Ruunkil,” Kitekh said. “She taught us that all battle plans should be made in five minutes or less. Any more time and they got too complicated. She wanted us to believe in our instincts first. But I don’t know what that’s got to do with those numbers.” 
 
    “They must indicate there is a decision to be made, and Aarghun is only giving you five minutes to make it,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “But then what do the letters and numbers mean?” JaQuan asked. “What sort of code is that?” 
 
    Kitekh closed her eyes and thought. Her message to Aarghun had been to make two references to their past together – “Siskaars Canyon all over again. Reply with Grischna in the room.” The first sentence recalled one of their first missions together at Siskaars Canyon on Plutarna. They’d been boxed in with no obvious way out. Kitekh had decided since they could not go forward or back, they would have to go up. She’d instructed her people to climb the rock face and wait to ambush the enemy when they were in range. She’d hoped Aarghun would understand she needed him to help with an innovative solution to a sticky situation. 
 
    “Reply with Grischna in the room” was an old Graur saying. Grischna was a naughty cub who blabbed everyone’s secrets until she was hunted by her friends and slain for her many betrayals. If you were replying with Grischna in the room, you had to make certain she didn’t overhear you. Otherwise, your secret would get out. 
 
    Aarghun’s response indicated he’d understood Kitekh’s code and replied in kind. The second half of the message suggested the clock was ticking. But what was he saying in the first half? 
 
    “Captain, I believe this is a comms channel,” Cooressa said. “XZ is a frequency read by the buoy through which we are sending and receiving. The other numbers are likely a channel address.” 
 
    “Test it,” Kitekh said, sitting forward in her chair. 
 
    Cooressa tapped keys on her board. A moment later she looked up with a smile. 
 
    “I have a channel open, Captain,” she reported. 
 
    “Ruunkil’s clock,” Rorgun said. “I believe Aarghun will only be available on this channel for five minutes, Kitekh.” 
 
    Of course! He’d told her where he could talk and for how long. 
 
    “Cooressa, am I on?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Aarghun, are you there?” Kitekh said.  
 
    She held her breath while she waited for a reply. For several seconds there was nothing but silence. 
 
    “Kitekh Galesh, what in the name of God are you doing way out here?” the speakers said. 
 
    It was Aarghun’s voice. She knew it so well, recognized it instantly. Rorgun grinned broadly. 
 
    “Looking for you,” she answered. 
 
    “I’m easy to find,” Aarghun replied. “The Tribal Council stuck me out on this rock in perpetuity. You, on the other hand, are the one no one seems able to track down.” 
 
    Kitekh frowned. JaQuan gave her a look that said everything she feared. Aarghun hadn’t shown his intentions yet. But he’d made it obvious he was aware of what kind of trouble she was in. Whose side was he on? 
 
    “I need your help, Aarghun,” she said. 
 
    He didn’t answer right away. Seconds passed like years. Kitekh ground her teeth so hard she thought she might crush them. 
 
    “Yes, I figured,” Aarghun said at last. “I assume the stories aren’t true.” 
 
    “What stories?” she inquired. 
 
    “That you’re a terrorist. That you kidnapped Idrib Mol’s daughter. That you’ll kill her if he doesn’t meet your demands.” 
 
    “I’m no terrorist, Aarghun,” she said. “You know me better than that. And I didn’t kidnap Mol’s daughter, but one of my crew did. He smuggled her aboard without my knowledge. I’ve no idea what demands or threats were made. We’ve been staying too far away from civilization to know the latest. 
 
    “But I’m innocent, Aarghun, and with one exception, so is my crew. I need you to help me fix this.” 
 
    There was another pause. JaQuan was sweating. Kitekh would have if her physiognomy had let her. 
 
    Please Aarghun, she prayed. Please do the right thing. 
 
    “I think we should talk in person,” he said. “There are too many eyes and ears here. Where are you?” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head at her, begging Kitekh not to give away their position. She looked at Rorgun for advice. He shrugged. 
 
    “If we think he can help us, we’re going to have to trust him,” her first mate commented. 
 
    Kitekh nodded. He was right. There was no point in coming here if she wasn’t willing to gamble on her friend. 
 
    “We’re on the far side of the planet,” she said. 
 
    “Fucking A,” JaQuan said, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’ll have Cooressa send you the coordinates,” she continued, trying to ignore the human. “Listen, Aarghun, you come alone. Just you, no attendants. If you show up in anything other than a shuttle, I’ll blow you out of the stars. If you bring the Empire or the Space Rangers down on us, I will make sure you die painfully before we’re done in. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Kitekh,” he said chuckling. “I served with you for twenty years. You’re the cleverest warrior I know. Only a fool would try to outwit you. Relax. If there is some way for me to help you, I will.” 
 
    She nodded, even though he couldn’t see her. This was the Aarghun Mrahr she knew. Hopefully, it wasn’t all a lie. 
 
    “Cooressa, send him the coordinates on a tight beam again,” she said. “Then close the channel.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” she said. She tapped keys on her board for several seconds. “Coordinates sent. Channel closed. 
 
    “I hope you’re right about this guy,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Me too,” she replied without looking at him. “Me too.” 
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    Idrib Mol sat at his desk with his fingers steepled and a smug smile stuck to his face. Today was the day. After all the outrageous debate and filibusters and delays, today they would move forward.  
 
    Gordian Nil was about to take to the floor to propose Idrib’s compromise. Of course, he would present it as his compromise, his idea. Thanks to Idrib’s use of Forbidden Magic, he thought it was his idea. And that was going to break the clog the traditionalists and the arguers had put on Idrib’s bill. 
 
    As a precaution, Idrib had elected to skip today’s session. He wasn’t worried that Nil wouldn’t propose the compromise; the spell he was under compelled him. But if Idrib were present in the chamber, the others wouldn’t feel free to talk. His allies would worry what he thought, and his enemies would deliberately oppose Nil’s amendment. 
 
    In his absence, though, they would be willing to say whatever they wanted about Idrib and the bill. And a traditionalist pushing them to go forward with one caveat would sound reasonable. 
 
    Plus, Idrib wasn’t sure he could keep the smug grin from his expression, and that might undo things. 
 
    So he’d feigned a meeting with the military for an update on their attempts to recover Haneeta. If he were engaged with the admirals about his daughter, there was no way he could be influencing the senate proceedings. And that would make everyone feel like the compromise was sincere and authentic. 
 
    But there was no way Idrib was going to miss out on his moment of triumph. He and Emello had spent too long bringing the Empire to this state. Today, they would begin repairing the damage Emperor Acquineen and his reckless policies had wrought. 
 
    So Idrib sat at his desk watching the closed-circuit feed of the Senate Chamber. So far, there had been nothing of worth to note. They continued to bicker over the bill, which Idrib had arranged to keep on the agenda. Nil rose, raised his hand, and bent towards his microphone. 
 
    “Senators, if I may,” he said. 
 
    “The Chair recognizes Senator Nil,” Senate Chancellor Idrak Sum said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nil said, with a nod towards the Chancellor. “My friends, this constant bickering is getting us nowhere.” 
 
    Several grunts of agreement resounded from all sides. Idrib rolled his eyes. If they’d been reasonable this would have been solved a week ago. 
 
    “Then let us vote to end this meaningless debate,” someone cried, getting a smattering of harrumphs. “It is clear this motion doesn’t have the support to pass. Why do we continue to debate it?” 
 
    “Because without it, we don’t have a government,” someone else shouted, getting applause from his colleagues and a nod of satisfaction from Idrib. 
 
    “Senators, if you please, I have the floor,” Nil said. 
 
    He was rewarded with the Chancellor’s gavel, calling the Senate to order. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Chancellor,” Nil said. “Now listen, we all agree that we have a government that has totally malfunctioned due to an extraordinary coincidence. We further agree that, without an emperor, we have no way forward. What we do not agree on, is how to solve this crisis. 
 
    “Our colleague, Senator Mol has offered a solution. Though it is bold and even innovative, you know that I do not support it. It is too radical and places unprecedented and unwarranted power in the hands of the Imperial Senate. To adopt Idrib Mol’s proposal would be to put an illegitimate emperor on the throne and possibly lead to civil war.” 
 
    Idrib’s allies started rumbling, shouting protestations and contradictions. The Chancellor hammered his gavel fiercely. 
 
    “Senator Nil still has the floor!” he shouted, bringing the chamber back to order. “Senator, please come to your point.” 
 
    “I am about to, Mr. Chancellor,” Nil replied. “But it requires I lay out the facts first. 
 
    “Now, many of you, myself included, cannot countenance the idea of electing four members to the Council of Nine. However, the law is clear – the Council of Nine chooses a new emperor, and it requires six members to be considered a quorum. Since it currently sits at five, no quorum can be established and no emperor chosen. 
 
    “So we must act, my friends. We, the Imperial Senate, are the only ones who can. We were elected by our constituents to represent their interests. We cannot shirk the duty that has unprecedentedly fallen on us.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, Gordian, are you planning to make a motion or just spout platitudes?” shouted Senator Vlin, a Mandran in his second term. 
 
    Under ordinary circumstances, Idrib might have chuckled at the impertinent joke. Nil was droning on in exactly the way myopic traditionalists like him always did, elaborating the history and culture of the Empire instead of coming to the point.  
 
    But today, his overly officious manner was what Idrib needed. He needed everyone to think Nil was wasting their time like usual before he dropped the solution on them like a bomb. And he needed the traditionalists to buy in. 
 
    Nil gave Vlin a withering look and continued. 
 
    “Our respected friend, Senator Mol, offers a way to repair the Council of Nine so it may choose a new emperor. It is too radical, but it is also the right idea.” 
 
    A murmur broke through the chamber, and Idrib delighted as heads turned left and right as senators speculated about the possibility that Gordian Nil might actually be about to endorse Idrib’s bill. 
 
    “Senator Mol’s problem is not his vision,” Nil continued. “He sees a way through the darkness. His flaw is that he goes too far. This body cannot legitimately elect four individuals to a council that is lawfully filled by the Emperor. 
 
    “But it can elect one.” 
 
    A second wave of incredulity broke through the Senate Chamber. This time the comments were full voice. 
 
    “What are you proposing, Gordian?” Vlin asked. 
 
    “I propose we amend Senator Mol’s bill,” Nil said. “Let us not appoint four members of the Council of Nine. Let us instead choose only one. 
 
    “If the Senate appoints a single individual to the Council of Nine, a quorum is satisfied. Five of those Councilors were selected by Emperor Acquineen III before his untimely and unfortunate death. Thus, a supermajority of Imperial appointees exists to outweigh the single person chosen by this body. We have a quorum, and we have the will of the Emperor firmly enforced. The Council can deliberate and select a new Emperor, who in turn can fill the vacant seats, even removing the Senate appointee if he chooses. 
 
    “Regardless, we will have an emperor again. Order will be restored to the galaxy.” 
 
    For the first time Idrib could remember, there was silence in the Senate Chamber. No one spoke; they all contemplated Nil’s proposal. The feed wasn’t good enough for him to make out expressions, but the lack of chatter and bickering made him think they were all stunned at the obviousness of the solution. 
 
    “My friends,” Nil said, “you know me to be a traditionalist and a conservative. Bold solutions and actions are not things I endorse. And I certainly believe Senator Mol is a radical whose advice and proposals should be considered rarely, if it at all. 
 
    “But he has authored a plan that will restore the Empire. We simply need to draw it back to the land of sanity so that we operate within both the law and God’s design. I therefore propose we amend his bill as I’ve suggested and then vote it into law.” 
 
    Idrib could have kissed Nil. Defaming him before endorsing the amended bill was exactly what Idrib’s enemies needed to hear. After that speech, there was no way anyone could believe Nil and Idrib were in league together. And his impassioned plea to save the Empire would stroke the egos of nearly everyone in the chamber. 
 
    “I have a question,” someone said – an old Graur. Idrib thought it might be Vrenschen Muur, but it was impossible to tell from the video quality. “Why not simply modify the law to make five a quorum on the Council of Nine? Then there are no appointees not named by the Emperor.” 
 
    Idrib panicked for a moment. If they chose that route, there would be no one on the Council to swing the vote. Who knew what Acquineen’s stooges would do without proper direction? 
 
    But Nil raised a hand. He had clearly anticipated this challenge and was prepared. 
 
    “Three reasons,” he said. “First, the Senate is empowered under Crisis Law to make temporary legislation, good for sixty days, should the Emperor be unavailable or incapacitated. The laws are intended to be short-term fixes until the Emperor can act. Appointing a sixth member of the Council can be considered legal under this clause. But changing the actual number of the quorum represents a fundamental alteration to the government. Therefore, the Senate making even a temporary appointment is vastly preferable. 
 
    “Second, the Holy Number is three – Three Races, three branches of government, Three Pillars of Society. The Council of Nine is divisible by three for this very reason. A quorum is set at six for the same purpose. Thus, raising the number of occupied seats from five to six is closer to the divine plan. 
 
    “Finally, whatever we choose to do is outside the formal structure of our government and society. We should therefore do as little as possible, while achieving the desired result of naming a new emperor. Changing the number required for quorum represents a more radical alteration than the Senate temporarily appointing a single Councilor.” 
 
    Idrib’s smug grin had broken into a wide, gleeful smile. Nil had done everything he’d wanted and more. He’d made his amendment seem the most reasonable, least radical, and best way to save the Empire. Only the stubborn could hold out now. 
 
    Technically, the motion to amend the bill had to be discussed and debated. Idrib’s direst enemies would choose to do so, as would those who liked to unnecessarily tinker with language and procedure. But it would be adopted. 
 
    And then the bill would pass. God’s plan would be fulfilled. Idrib would ascend. 
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    JaQuan wanted to scream. They were sitting ducks, holding their position on the backside of Cecilak. Sure, the engines had been repaired and the particle sinks flushed. Hull integrity was still down, which would hamper their maneuverability if they were attacked. 
 
    And he could not believe they wouldn’t be. He knew Kitekh was right, that Aarghun Mrahr was their best hope to clear their collective name. But JaQuan hadn’t liked the conversation with him. He’d sounded too cagey, too noncommittal. Kitekh had given him their position, and JaQuan just couldn’t envision any outcome other than Mrahr arriving with a fleet of destroyers and fighters to subdue them. 
 
    So this waiting was making him insane. He longed to return to the makeshift gym, punch out his fears on the coronara. But he couldn’t leave his station. He needed to be ready to pilot them out of trouble at any second. He tried to read, but he couldn’t keep his head in his book. 
 
    Kitekh clearly shared his misgivings. She drummed her claws absently on the arm of her chair, and he’d seen her grinding her teeth. She didn’t speak unless addressed. Her muscles coiled as though she might spring at any moment. He’d say this for her – Kitekh Galesh understood the risk she was taking. She, too, worried she’d made a huge mistake. It wasn’t really comforting, but JaQuan appreciated that she wasn’t gambling recklessly with everyone’s lives; she at least feared losing the bet. 
 
    “Ship approaching,” Rorgun said. 
 
    The tension on the bridge skyrocketed. JaQuan held his breath. Kitekh leaned forward in her chair. Even the usually stoic Cooressa spun in her chair and consulted her instruments as though she could read her fate in them. 
 
    “Type?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    Rorgun tapped keys on his board. 
 
    “Shuttle,” he said, “Slashpaw-class.” 
 
    Unable to resist, JaQuan searched the ship’s database for information on a Slashpaw-class shuttle.  
 
    “Get our shields up,” Kitekh ordered. “And lock beamers on that shuttle. If it does anything suspicious, vaporize it.” 
 
    “Will do,” Rorgun said. He tapped more keys. “Deflector screens activated.” 
 
    JaQuan swallowed a lump in his throat. According to the computer, Slashpaws were small Graur shuttles capable of crews of one to five. They were mainly used for transferring command officers and other key personnel between warships. They also served as escape vehicles for flag personnel. Consequently, they were FTL-capable and well-armed. Most carried a small torpedo array and multiple beamer cannon. Assuming this was the Governor of Cecilak, he’d followed Kitekh’s instructions to come in a shuttle, but he was armed to the teeth. 
 
    “Captain, the shuttle is on an intercept course with us,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Rorgun, are her weapons armed?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “No,” he said after a brief consultation of his board. 
 
    “Hail them,” Kitekh said. “I want to know who they are.” 
 
    “Hailing,” Cooressa said. 
 
    JaQuan plotted an escape route, bringing power to the lateral thrusters and then holding his hand inches from the board. At the first sign of trouble, he intended to engage. 
 
    “Message received,” Cooressa reported. “‘Cataan’s Claw, this is Aarghun Mrahr. Request permission to dock.’ How shall I respond?” 
 
    “He’ll be able to get inside our shields if we let him near the landing bay,” JaQuan said before he could stop himself. His heart beat wildly in his chest. 
 
    “True,” Rorgun affirmed. “But how else is he to come aboard?” 
 
    Kitekh drummed her claws for several seconds. 
 
    “Give him an approach vector, Cooressa,” she said. “And tell him if he arms any of his weapons or activates deflector screens, we’ll treat him as hostile and react appropriately.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Cooressa said. 
 
    Sweat broke out on JaQuan’s head. His heart hammered in his chest. He told himself over and over to believe in Kitekh. She was a master tactician. She wouldn’t let her old comrade-in-arms get the best of her. 
 
    Then again, Aarghun Mrahr had served with her for twenty years. If anyone knew how she thought, it was he. 
 
    “Governor Mrahr has acknowledged our message,” Cooressa said. 
 
    The shuttle altered course, shifting to the approach vector Cooressa had sent. No one spoke as she closed the distance. Everyone’s head was down over their board, watching for any sign of trouble. JaQuan listened to the pulse of his own blood in his ears, and tried not to breathe too rapidly. 
 
    At last, Mrahr’s ship neared and slowed. She rolled over to give her underbelly to the docking bay. 
 
    “Shuttle is in position, Captain,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Extend docking arm,” Kitekh ordered. 
 
    “Extending arm,” JaQuan said. 
 
    He tapped the controls that would secure the shuttle to Cataan’s Claw’s portside airlock. After several seconds, the ship jostled gently as the docking arm made contact with the shuttle. 
 
    “Engage clamps,” Kitekh said. 
 
    JaQuan tapped the command into his board without acknowledging her. The docking arm grabbed hold of the shuttle and secured her safely. He tapped another command into his board. 
 
    “Clamps engaged,” he reported. “Docking arm sealed.” 
 
    “All right,” Kitekh said, standing. “Rorgun, come with me.” 
 
    “Just a minute,” JaQuan said, unbuckling himself from his seat. “I want to come too.” 
 
    “Why?” Kitekh asked as JaQuan got up. 
 
    “Because I don’t know this guy,” he answered. “So I’m not going to be feeling sentimental towards him. I’ll have a better eye for suspicious behavior.” 
 
    Kitekh’s green eyes flared with anger. She took one threatening step forward. 
 
    “JaQuan—” she growled, but Rorgun cut her off. 
 
    “Kitekh,” he said, his tone soothing. “JaQuan’s right. You and Aarghun are old friends. He and I served you together. It is possible familiarity will mask ill intent. JaQuan will see Aarghun with fresh eyes.” 
 
    She ground her teeth for several seconds and continued glaring at JaQuan. He crossed his arms and refused to be cowed. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “JaQuan, you’re with me. Rorgun, stay here and take command. Have Shinzaa meet us at the airlock. I want one of my senior officers who isn’t prejudiced against Aarghun with me.” 
 
    JaQuan snorted at the insult. Kitekh could be as pissed as she wanted. Caution was good strategy under the circumstances. Until Kitekh knew for sure her old friend wasn’t going to pull a Mutakh Kairee, they needed to treat him with suspicion. 
 
    “All right, come on, JaQuan,” Kitekh said. 
 
    She turned and strode from the bridge, her tail waving in irritation. JaQuan shot Rorgun a look. The first mate nodded his approval. 
 
    JaQuan followed Kitekh through the hatch, hoping his captain’s instincts were correct. 
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    When they reached the airlock, Shinzaa was waiting for them, along with Rischa and Alan. All three wore beamers. JaQuan smirked. Shinzaa had obviously forbidden Alan from carrying his preferred electroray gun. 
 
    “Why are they here?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “We don’t know Aarghun’s intentions,” Shinzaa said. “I brought a security detail as a precaution.” 
 
    JaQuan smiled. Kitekh scowled. 
 
    “God damn it,” she said. “Does no one on this ship trust my judgment anymore?” 
 
    “It’s not a question of trust, Kitekh,” Shinzaa said. “Your strategy is sound. But we do not know if Aarghun is our friend anymore. He should therefore be treated as if he is not until we know otherwise.” 
 
    JaQuan tried and failed to hide a look of satisfaction. He was pleased someone besides himself was worried about this little meeting. 
 
    “All right,” Kitekh said with a sigh. “Alan, open the airlock.” 
 
    Alan’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “Why me?” he said. 
 
    “Because if Aarghun is a threat, I want three Graur ready to take him,” she answered. “Open the airlock and step aside, so you’re out of harm’s way initially.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain,” he said. 
 
    He shot JaQuan a look as he crossed the deck. Shinzaa and Rischa fell in behind Kitekh. Alan reached the control panel. He put one hand on the butt of his pistol and the other on the key pad. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kitekh replied. 
 
    Alan keyed the lock and then stood aside as the hatch cycled open. Inside stood a single Graur wearing an sleeveless, maroon robe. A necklace of teeth dangled from his neck, and he crossed his arms, revealing leather bands on his wrists. Like, Kitekh, he had orange fur, but instead of tabby stripes, he had a large patch of black over his left ear and eye. His face was grizzled, and a long scar ran down his right arm from tricep to wrist, disappearing into the leather guard. 
 
    “Captain,” he said, grinning broadly, “it’s so good to see you again.” 
 
    “Greetings, Aarghun,” Kitekh said. “Or I suppose I should you address you as ‘Governor.’” 
 
    “We’ve known each other too long for that, my friend,” he said, waving the honorific aside. “Permission to come aboard?” 
 
    “Granted,” Kitekh said. 
 
    Mrahr stepped through the hatch. He spread his arms and smiled wider. 
 
    “Shinzaa, Rischa, it’s good to see you as well,” he said. 
 
    “Welcome back, Aarghun,” Rischa said. 
 
    “Thank you. You both look well.” 
 
    “As well as can be expected under the circumstances,” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “Ah, yes. We should discuss this trouble of yours and how I may help,” he said. “But first, who are your new crewmates?” 
 
    “This is JaQuan Jones,” Kitekh said. “Your successor.” 
 
    “Aaahh,” Mrahr said, “so you’re an engineer.” 
 
    “I was,” JaQuan said. “I’m the pilot now.” 
 
    “You must be a damned good one if Kitekh is letting you fly her ship,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “If you say so,” JaQuan replied. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if Mrahr’s comment was a reflection of Kitekh’s attitude or JaQuan being human instead of Graur. Either way, he found Mrahr’s style to be a little too officious and glad-handing. The coals of distrust in his stomach broke into open flame. 
 
    “What happened to Nikrisckh?” Mrahr asked, referring to JaQuan’s predecessor. 
 
    “She was helping unload a shipment,” Kitekh answered. “A container fell and crushed her right hand. She wasn’t able to fly after that, and she wasn’t interested in taking a new role.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Mrahr said. “Lanaliel still running things in the engine room?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then it’s no wonder you’re still alive. I heard you were blasted as you entered hyperspace. Your disappearance after that has led to rampant speculation you were torn into singularities. Lanaliel must have done a hell of a job keeping the engines together.” 
 
    “Actually, it was JaQuan’s quick-thinking from the pilot’s chair that saved us,” Kitekh said. “He recognized what was happening and pulled us out of hyperspace before the ship was ripped apart.” 
 
    Mrahr looked JaQuan up and down, respect flashing through the governor’s yellow eyes. He crossed his arms again. 
 
    “Impressive,” he said. “Kitekh has always chosen her people well.” 
 
    JaQuan gave him an unfriendly smile. Mrahr’s condescending praise made him want to punch the Graur right on his black nose. 
 
    “And who’s this?” Mrahr said, turning to Alan. 
 
    “Alan Park, deckhand,” Alan replied. 
 
    Mrahr looked Alan up and down, taking in his sleight frame. 
 
    “That why Nikrisckh had to help with loading shipments?” 
 
    “No!” Alan said. 
 
    His face flushed, and he took one aggressive step forward. JaQuan wanted to punch the sanctimonious governor in his orange face. Mrahr held Alan’s gaze, practically daring him to start a fight. 
 
    “Two humans on the crew now,” Mrahr said returning his gaze to Kitekh. “No wonder people think you’re working with Manifest Destiny.” 
 
    “Very few humans approve of those assholes,” JaQuan said. “We’re not all alike.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Mrahr said. “But those who fear humanity try to describe you all with the same ugly phrases. It makes it easier to foment hate against you.” 
 
    JaQuan scowled. Mrahr didn’t need to tell him that. He knew too well what it was like to be reviled for his race. 
 
    “Aarghun, we need your help,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. “I know what the news reports say. Why don’t you tell me what really happened.” 
 
    “Let’s go to the mess,” she said. “It’s a long story.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    JaQuan wished there were vodka in his cup instead of water. He hadn’t a drink since the morning he woke up hungover and found Gwen gone. He wasn’t really practicing abstinence on purpose. It was just that Kitekh didn’t keep booze aboard. She didn’t want her crew intoxicated if a sudden emergency occurred. Most of the time, he didn’t miss it. 
 
    But he’d been craving a drink ever since this whole business with Brody and the senator’s daughter began. Now, as he sat at the mess table, listening to Kitekh recount their harrowing journey from Daxal to Cecilak, he really wanted something to steady his nerves. He couldn’t recall being in this much trouble since he’d left Earth. He wasn’t sure he’d ever been in shit this deep. 
 
    Mrahr scowled as Kitekh told him her tale. Occasionally, he would ask a question for clarification. More than once, he swore in disgust. But for the most part he absorbed the information silently. 
 
    When she finished, he didn’t speak right away. He furrowed his brow as he stroked his chin with his claws, turning the events of the past few weeks over in his mind. 
 
    “Why did they target you?” he asked at last. 
 
    “To make it all easy to believe,” Kitekh said. “A rookie reporter could have uncovered the history between my family and Idrib Mol. It would be impossible to cover up, even if I had tried. You remember what happened. You remember the scandal. Suggest that a disgraced Graur was involved with a human terrorist group out of a sense of revenge, and no one stops to think how illogical it all is.” 
 
    Mrahr nodded and gazed at the table. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “That is sound strategy. 
 
    “And you had no idea this James Brody was involved with Manifest Destiny and was spiriting Haneeta Mol aboard?” 
 
    “No,” Kitekh said, a warning hint of anger in her tone. 
 
    “I checked the manifest and everything that came aboard, Aarghun,” Rischa said. “The cryo unit she’s locked in was not on the list, and we didn’t load it.” 
 
    “And I presume,” he continued, “your other human crewmembers are above suspicion?” 
 
    “Hell, yes, we are!” Alan shouted. “I’m the one who caught that asshole! He had the drop on Kitekh and Shinzaa. I stunned him with my electroray gun.” 
 
    JaQuan’s eyes smoldered with fury. He already didn’t trust Aarghun Mrahr. Now the bastard was throwing shade at Alan and him? 
 
    “Alan’s account is accurate,” Shinzaa said. “When Kitekh and I were examining the unit, Brody surprised us. He had a beamer aimed at us both and threatened to shoot if we didn’t cooperate. He didn’t hear Alan, who came up from behind and electrocuted him.” 
 
    “Not exactly honorable,” Mrahr commented. 
 
    “Fuck honorable!” Alan said. “The son of a bitch was pointing a beamer at my captain and second mate. I took him out.” 
 
    Mrahr fixed Alan with a withering, disdainful look. JaQuan wanted to smack it off his face. 
 
    “What about your pilot?” he said, turning his attention to JaQuan. 
 
    No one said anything. Kitekh looked guilty. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” JaQuan said. “Brody’s on the ship because of me. Kitekh ain’t the only reason. They wanted her ship because they could make it look like a Graur Honor Vengeance. And they sent Brody, because he knew me from Acclimation. 
 
    “Whoever these assholes are, they know exactly what the fuck they’re doing. Someone is setting us up, and they know an awful lot about us.” 
 
    Mrahr frowned. JaQuan clenched his hands into fists to keep from jumping the table and attacking him. How dare he doubt their story? 
 
    “Look, Aarghun,” Kitekh said, “my crew is as loyal as you. I’m not going to sit here and listen to you hurl recriminations or intimations of mistrust. I came to you for help.” 
 
    Mrahr spread his hands and looked contrite. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he said. “What can I do to assist?” 
 
    “You’re a governor, which makes you an extension of the Tribal Council,” Kitekh said. “We need sanctuary, and we need you to help negotiate an exchange, wherein we turn over Brody and Mol, and any and all charges against the rest of us are dropped.” 
 
    Mrahr raised his eyebrows. Then he sighed softly. 
 
    “Well, there are several problems with that,” he said. 
 
    “Of course there are,” JaQuan said, drilling an accusatory gaze into Kitekh’s former first mate. 
 
    Mrahr turned his attention to JaQuan. His yellow eyes studied him for several seconds. 
 
    “I can understand your hostility towards me, Mr. Jones,” he said at last. “But I assure you my concerns are practical.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “That’s enough, JaQuan,” Kitekh said. “Aarghun Mrahr followed me after I’d been disgraced. There are few Graur who will do that for anyone. Our culture is unforgiving of shame and dishonor. He brought both to his own name by standing with me. Until he proves otherwise, he will be treated as our loyal friend.” 
 
    JaQuan sighed. He threw Kitekh a look that said she was making a huge mistake. Then he turned back to Mrahr. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, not meaning it. “Please continue.” 
 
    “Kitekh,” Mrahr said, “I am your friend, and I will do whatever you ask. However, you overestimate my ability to help you. 
 
    “First, I am as disgraced as you described. The Tribal Council has no respect for me. If it had, it wouldn’t have sent me out to this remote place. I am being punished for having supported you. It is extremely unlikely anyone on the Council would listen to a washed-up fool like me. It is even less likely if I advocate on your behalf. Our history taints my testimony. 
 
    “Second, and much more importantly, you are currently the most wanted criminal in the galaxy. There are stories on IEN daily about your daring kidnap of Haneeta Mol. Manifest Destiny demands an Imperial Senator abandon his politics if he wants his daughter back. Hatred of humans is reaching dangerous levels at the center of the Empire, and no one can believe a good Graur would ally herself with human terrorists. You are reviled, Captain. No one is on your side. 
 
    “Thus, I think a former warrior the Tribal Council has made a joke of is the last person who can help. Again, I will do whatever you ask of me. If there is the tiniest chance your plan will succeed, I will attempt it. 
 
    “But I think your hopes are vain. The Empire wants your blood, Kitekh. And no one is going to stop just because one of your old friends protests your innocence.” 
 
    Silence descended on the mess hall. JaQuan was chagrined. Perhaps Mrahr was on the level after all. Even if he wasn’t, JaQuan couldn’t think of any reason to doubt what he’d just said. Millions of lightyears from Earth, mob outrage was no different. Kitekh and Cataan’s Claw had been tried and condemned in the court of public opinion. If they showed their faces anywhere, they would be lynched. 
 
    “This doesn’t make sense,” Alan said. 
 
    “What doesn’t?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “This whole damned thing,” he said. “It’s like a book with a convoluted plot. If you wrote this, no one would buy it.” 
 
    “Alan, now is not the time,” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “Not the time for what?” Mrahr asked. 
 
    “Alan is an aspiring novelist,” Rischa said. 
 
    “You’re missing my point,” Alan said. 
 
    “What is it?” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Look, when you write a murder mystery or a thriller, there have to be clues, right? You have to be able to follow a plausible trail of evidence to find the killer. If you just throw a bunch of shit together, readers won’t buy it. They’ll call bullshit. 
 
    “I’m calling bullshit on this plot. It doesn’t make any sense. Brody told us Manifest Destiny kidnapped Senator Mol’s daughter to force him to back off his anti-human stance. That’s the stupidest fucking thing I can imagine. Why would an anti-human Elohiman stop being anti-human if humans kidnapped his kid and threatened to kill her? Nobody does that. It’ll only make him hate on humans more. These guys would have to be the stupidest terrorists ever to think that would work.” 
 
    “Who says they aren’t?” JaQuan put in. 
 
    “I do,” Alan said. “Because this whole scheme is too carefully executed. They sent a guy who knew you, JaQuan, because they knew they could use that relationship to get aboard Kitekh’s ship. And they wanted Kitekh, because she had reason to hate Senator Mol. Somehow, they found out who was on this ship and sent the perfect person to weasel his way aboard. 
 
    “You don’t plan an operation that carefully, execute it that flawlessly for a stupid objective. People smart enough to plot this out and pull it off aren’t so stupid as to think kidnapping a guy’s daughter is going to make him stop hating you.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Shinzaa asked. 
 
    “I’m saying this whole kidnapping thing is a smokescreen,” Alan replied. “I don’t know what’s really going on. But it doesn’t make any sense for Manifest Destiny to kidnap Mol’s daughter. If they can pull that off, why not just assassinate him? It would be easier and more effective.” 
 
    “They don’t want to martyr him?” Mrahr offered. 
 
    “They already have!” Alan said. “Everyone in the damned galaxy feels sorry for this guy. The terrorists everyone hates snatched his daughter and disappeared. They’ve confirmed everything he’s been saying about humans. They’ve totally legitimized him.” 
 
    JaQuan nodded. He’d thought this many times. He believed Brody was a stupid fuck who accomplished exactly the opposite of what he’d intended. But what if there was more to this than they’d been led to believe? 
 
    “Kitekh, have you asked Haneeta Mol to help you?” Mrahr said. 
 
    Every head at the table snapped in his direction. Kitekh looked stunned. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she said. 
 
    “Well, you couldn’t have been present for the kidnapping,” Mrahr said. “It was accomplished by Manifest Destiny. Perhaps she knows something. If Mr. Park is correct that there is more to this crime than is obvious, she may be able to give you a clue what it is. At the very least, she might be willing to testify to your innocence, which would be more effective than my advocacy.” 
 
    Kitekh looked like he’d slapped her. The expression of utter surprise was almost comical. JaQuan had never seen her look so chagrined. 
 
    “We haven’t questioned her at all,” she said. “She’s still in cryogenic storage.” 
 
    Now Mrahr looked surprised. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “We weren’t sure how to safely wake her, and we’ve been dealing with the fallout of the Imperial attack we escaped at Daxal.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s time to rouse her,” Mrahr suggested. 
 
    JaQuan felt stupid. They’d been in hyperspace for a week traveling here from the Horari Belt. It had taken days to limp to the Belt in the first place. Why hadn’t he thought of this? He’d questioned Brody. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” Kitekh said. “Shinzaa, tell Lanaliel to meet us in the cargo hold.” 
 
    “I’ll remind you that no one aboard knows how to operate that machine, and that I am little more than a first aid-giver,” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” Kitekh replied. “But Aarghun’s right. We’re running out of options. Haneeta Mol may be the only person who can actually save us.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head in disbelief. It seemed Kitekh had been right to come here after all. 
 
    “I think you’ve been more helpful than you believed possible, Governor,” he said. 
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    Gwen shuffled through the pictures of JaQuan and her on her tablet. There was one of them with his arm around her, both of them smiling and happy. Another showed him holding a mug of coffee and crinkling his nose at how bad it was. He’d always complained he hadn’t had good coffee since leaving Earth. A third displayed them toasting their six-month anniversary. 
 
    He was so handsome in all these photos – his dark skin, shaved head, goatee, sparkling brown eyes, and broad shoulders. Her heart had fluttered and her loins had tingled the first time she’d laid eyes on him. When he’d introduced himself in that rumbling baritone of his, her legs felt weak. He was the best-looking man she’d ever seen, and there he was serving on the Santa Maria with her. She’d been terrified when they were separated by the Elohim for Imperial Acclimation. She hadn’t even gotten to say goodbye to him. 
 
    So when they met again purely by chance years later, she could hardly believe her luck. It was like being given a second shot at making all your dreams come true. It was so easy to be with him. She’d been so happy. 
 
    And then he’d run out on her. 
 
    He’d broken her heart because she’d wanted to serve humanity and the Empire in the Space Rangers. She’d wanted to become an example of what humans could be – inspire others to follow her path and the other Three Races to show them respect. 
 
    She didn’t understand him. JaQuan was more than an engineer, more than a man who’d been lucky enough to escape Earth and survive in space. He was sensitive, intelligent, thoughtful, and well-read. It was insane how much he read. As far as Gwen could tell, he’d read every classic of American Literature and every seminal African-American work at least twice. He’d read tons of books she’d never even heard of, and since landing in the Empire, he’d started reading Elohiman and Mandran Literature too. He read more books in a month than she did in a year. 
 
    So how did he not understand her wanting to be part of something larger, something important? Big ideas were his jam! Couldn’t he understand that they stood at the crossroads of a critical moment in history? Why wouldn’t he want her to fight the good fight? 
 
    Because he was also a cynic. Gwen understood that too. JaQuan grew up in St. Louis. The cops had an Us-versus-Them attitude when it came to black people. He’d seen his friends and family murdered – both by the police and by each other. JaQuan didn’t believe it was ever going to get better, and he certainly didn’t trust the police to make it so. 
 
    He’d always said Gwen’s history as a cop and a Marine didn’t bother him. It was in the past, he’d said. But when she’d wanted to join the Space Rangers, it had made him crazy. 
 
    JaQuan didn’t get trying to fix things from the inside. He didn’t think they could be fixed at all. 
 
    God, she hated him. She’d let herself fall in love with a nihilist – a typical black man, who figured whites were always going to fuck him over and there was nothing to be done about it. 
 
    He was in no way typical, though. He was that still water that ran deep. JaQuan Jones was the most amazing man she’d ever met. And she was still in love with him. 
 
    God damn him anyway. He’d made her love him, and then he’d left her. Then he’d joined a terrorist band and nearly killed her. But then he’d left her a note about where they were going and swore he was innocent. What the fuck was he doing? Who was he? Did he still have feelings for her, or was he playing her? 
 
    She didn’t know, and looking at old photos was the wrong damned thing to do. It brought up confusing emotions, and she needed to be thinking clearly. She’d be arriving at Cecilak soon, and she needed to have her head on straight so she could do what was necessary. 
 
    But what if JaQuan was sincere? What if he was regretful about what happened between them? What if he wanted to help her solve this whole mess with the senator’s daughter? 
 
    Then he’d better make his intentions plain when she saw him. Otherwise, he was going down with the rest of them. 
 
    Gwen sighed. She wished there were another way. 
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    Kitekh ground her teeth as Lanaliel studied the cryo-unit. He was a technical genius. He understood more about machines than anyone she had ever met. She’d even go so far as to say his familiarity with technology was almost preternatural. 
 
    But the stakes here were astronomically high. If they messed this up, Haneeta Mol could die or be permanently disabled. Then, not only would she be unable to help them, they would earn even more public hatred for harming the innocent woman. 
 
    Actually, Kitekh doubted Idrib Mol’s daughter was innocent. Imperial politics were woven through Elohim culture like DNA. The child of a Keeper-of-the-Faith-turned-Imperial-Senator could not be any less scheming or politically involved. 
 
    But she didn’t deserve to be nabbed by Manifest Destiny and used as a pawn against her father. Kitekh hated Idrib Mol with an indescribable passion, but she drew the line at using his child as a weapon against him. That kind of vengeance was dishonorable. 
 
    Regardless, she couldn’t afford for anything to happen to the young woman. Whether Haneeta Mol was innocent or guilty as sin, she was the only token Kitekh had to offer to clear her name and that of her crew. Lanaliel might be a genius, but if he screwed the pooch, as JaQuan would have put it, they were all dead. 
 
    “I believe I understand how everything works,” Lanaliel said at last. 
 
    Rorgun and Cooressa remained on the bridge. Everyone else was present, and they looked nervously at one another as Lanaliel bent over the control pad. 
 
    “You believe you understand?” Kitekh said, giving voice to everyone’s concern. 
 
    “Yes,” Lanaliel replied, seemingly oblivious to Kitekh’s tone. “She is currently in a state of suspended animation. Her body’s temperature is cooled to a point where she requires minimal oxygen to her blood to maintain life. Her brain activity is low. She hasn’t aged meaningfully since entering stasis. This is a remarkable machine.” 
 
    “That’s great, Lanaliel,” Kitekh said, her sarcasm plain. “Can you safely bring her out of hibernation?” 
 
    He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he turned his attention back to the control pad and studied it further. 
 
    “Probably,” he said. 
 
    “Probably?” she all but shouted as the rest of the party grunted its worry. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. “I’m sorry, Kitekh. This machine is new to me. I believe I understand its operation, so I am confident I can remove Haneeta Mol from cryogenic sleep. But I am not versed in the intricacies of this process, so I cannot guarantee you I will not harm the woman. I can only make educated guesses about the right steps. If my guesses are incorrect, I risk hurting her.” 
 
    Kitekh sighed. She didn’t know what to do. If she kept Haneeta Mol in suspended animation, she was unlikely to be damaged. But then she couldn’t help them. Where did the greater risk lie – with harming the kidnap victim or with not tapping the resource Haneeta Mol could provide? 
 
    “I don’t suppose we could ask Mr. Brody to bring her out,” Aarghun suggested. “If he’s the one who put her to sleep, he may know how to wake her.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Why not?” Alan asked. 
 
    “Brody’s a zealot,” JaQuan replied. “He’s prepared to die for his cause. That makes him untrustworthy.” 
 
    “But surely he would benefit from her living,” Lanaliel said. “She could choose to exonerate him of the actual kidnapping.” 
 
    “Assuming he wasn’t the one who did it in the first place,” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “True,” Lanaliel conceded. “But even then, if she dies or is damaged, he’ll be put to death in the event we are caught.” 
 
    “He’s gotta figure he’s dead already,” JaQuan said. “If the authorities get him, they’ll execute him for being a member of a terrorist group. And if they don’t, he’ll die in our brig along with the rest of us when the Empire finally catches up to us. 
 
    “If I’m him, I want to see her dead. She’s the daughter of his enemy. Killing her hurts him. And if she dies, the only people we can turn to for help is Manifest Destiny. All the outcomes are good for him if she dies, so he’s likely to sabotage us with any advice he gives.” 
 
    No one spoke. JaQuan’s supposition was chilling. Kitekh had to admit, from a tactical perspective, it was a brilliant strategy. Haneeta Mol was the only bargaining chip they had. Brody would understand that. He could take her away to make sure Kitekh did what he wanted. 
 
    “Fucking Brody,” Alan said, summing up the situation perfectly. 
 
    “What would you like me to do, Kitekh?” Lanaliel asked. 
 
    So here she was back at the same conundrum. Risk killing Haneeta Mol in the hopes she could save the ship. Or risk killing everyone aboard to prevent Mol from dying and dooming them all. 
 
    The bold commander wins more battles. The timid commander wins none. 
 
    The words of Cataan Muur echoed in her brain. The greatest Graur warrior of all time was oft-quoted, and his wisdom seemed to apply here. If Kitekh were timid, she had no chance to succeed. If she were bold, there was no guarantee of success. But a chance, even a small one, was better than no hope of victory at all. 
 
    “All right,” she said, “Lanaliel, start the process to wake her up. Shinzaa, you’re the closest thing to a medic we’ve got aboard. You help. The rest of you, back to your stations.” 
 
    “If it’s okay with you, Kitekh, I’d like to keep JaQuan too,” Lanaliel said. “I could use an extra set of eyes and hands for the technical aspects of this operation.” 
 
    JaQuan looked like prey sighting a hunter at the prospect of being pulled into the job. Clearly, he understood the implications and didn’t want to be responsible for something going wrong. 
 
    But Lanaliel’s request for him demonstrated faith. If he trusted the human that much, it was because JaQuan had proven worthy of it. That meant he might just be critical to this venture. 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “JaQuan, stay and help Lanaliel. Aarghun, you’re with me. The rest of you get back to work.” 
 
    The crew broke up slowly, no one sure they wanted to leave. Kitekh turned and left, en route to the bridge. She needed to check in with Rorgun. She also wanted to discuss the next steps with Aarghun. 
 
    In the back of her mind, she prayed she hadn’t made a huge mistake. 
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    Idrib stood before the Senate and suppressed a smile. He had a masterstroke to play to ensure victory, and it was all he could do not to laugh in anticipation of the Senate’s reaction. 
 
    “My friends,” he said. “As the original sponsor of this bill, I have the right to provide comment regarding any amendments. I shall do so now. 
 
    “I wish to thank Senator Nil for offering a compromise. Truly, his heart is in the right place, and his intentions are strong and good. Recognizing the importance of ultimately seating an emperor and finding a way through our current wilderness is commendable. 
 
    “However, I urge you to reject his amendment and accept the motion as originally presented. A partial fix is no solution. One cannot stitch a wound partway. It must be wholly sewn closed for healing to occur. 
 
    “So it is with our government. Doing the minimum possible is not treating the real issue. It is slapping a half-finished fix on a serious problem.  
 
    “Please, for the sake of the Empire and its future, let us adopt my original bill as law. Only a fully seated Council of Nine has the wisdom to choose a new emperor to guide us into the next chapter of our history. 
 
    “Once again, I thank Senator Nil for his soulful and well-reasoned compromise proposal. If you will not listen to me, I beg you to listen to him. We must have an emperor.” 
 
    Idrib surrendered the microphone. That should do it. The Senate was already leaning towards Nil’s compromise. Since Idrib opposed it, he would seem like a radical and Nil the author of reason. They would vote with Nil. Idrib bit his tongue to avoid laughing. 
 
    Nil stood to address the Senate. As the sponsor of the amendment, tradition offered him the right to respond to any comments. 
 
    “Thank you, Senator Mol,” he began. “I understand your objection and appreciate your kind words in the face of it. 
 
    “You were understandably absent yesterday when I proposed this amendment. I hope and pray your meeting was fruitful and that your lovely daughter will soon be returned to you unharmed. Since you were not here, I’ll briefly explain the logic behind my compromise. 
 
    “Electing a single member to the Council of Nine fulfills the needs of a quorum. With six members, the Council can move forward on appointing a successor to Acquineen III. The law provides for this; there are no special rules about choosing an emperor requiring greater numbers. Thus, a single appointment fulfills all the requirements of the law. 
 
    “Furthermore, only a single voice will not have been selected by the Emperor himself. This operates much more closely to the spirit of the law than the Imperial Senate installing four new voices on that august body. 
 
    “You have shown us the way, Senator Mol. The Senate must act to save the Empire. But since this situation is so unprecedented, so uniquely volatile, it must do so in the most conservative manner possible if it is to protect the values we hold dear. Your solution is bold but, if you’ll forgive me for saying so, sir, too radical. I urge you to accept this compromise so that your ultimate aims can be accomplished.” 
 
    Nil got a polite round of applause. Idrib’s enemies clapped more enthusiastically than the rest. Perfect. 
 
    “Mr. Chancellor, I move discussion on this amendment be closed, so we can vote for its adoption,” Nil said. 
 
    Someone seconded the motion, and Chancellor Sum called for a vote. The motion to close discussion was adopted by acclaim. 
 
    “The amendment is hereby brought to the floor for adoption or rejection,” Sum said. “Please record your vote.” 
 
    Idrib paused with his finger over his voting keypad. What was the right move? From a purely strategic position, he should vote against the amendment. That would convince everyone he was indeed the radical who was in no way in league with Gordian Nil. But if the vote was close, he could tip it against, and that was worse. If the Senate would not accept Nil’s compromise, they surely wouldn’t adopt the original bill. He’d already seen that fail. 
 
    So it seemed the right thing to do was vote in favor of the motion. That would make him seem reasonable, open to compromise. And that might play better down the road. But it could also present him as too eager to pass the bill. And if he looked too keen to have his bill become law, people might be suspicious when he made the proposal for the next step. 
 
    He could abstain. If he did that, he wouldn’t be working against the motion, adding to the totals of no’s. But he also wouldn’t be supporting it, which would avert suspicion down the road. A shortage of votes wouldn’t cause the amendment to fail. If Idrib had read the numbers correctly, Nil had enough support to push his motion through, so long as no one rallied opposition. Abstaining should be sound strategy. 
 
    “I have nine-hundred ninety-four votes,” Sum said, consulting his display screen. “Do the rest of you abstain, or do you require more time?” 
 
    Idrib raised his hand. 
 
    “The Chair recognizes Senator Mol,” the Chancellor said. 
 
    “Mr. Chancellor, I cannot in good conscience support a solution that does not fully repair our government. However, we need an emperor. I do not wish to stand in the way of progress. I therefore abstain.” 
 
    “The Chair notes and records Senator Mol’s abstention.” 
 
    Idrib nodded politely and bit his tongue again. If this didn’t end soon, he was going to blow the whole thing by laughing maniacally. 
 
    Three more senators abstained. The remainder cast votes. 
 
    “I have six hundred, forty-two votes in favor, three hundred, fifty-four against, and four abstentions,” Chancellor Sum reported. “The motion carries. Senator Nil’s amendment is hereby adopted. Debate on the amended bill is now open.” 
 
    Idrib put a hand to his face to hide a smile. At this juncture, debate was largely a formality. The amendment had passed with overwhelming support and only three real abstentions. There was no reason not to vote in favor of the bill. Idrib and Emello were going to get their way. 
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    JaQuan held his breath as Lanaliel tapped more commands into the keypad on the cryo-unit. The big Mandran cocked his head and consulted the readout. 
 
    “What are her vitals?” he asked. 
 
    “Body temperature is now at forty-nine apecs – normal for Elohim,” Shinzaa said. “Heartrate is sixty-two beats per minute – optimum for sleep.” 
 
    Lanaliel nodded. 
 
    “All right, then, that light must mean the patient has exited stasis,” he said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “I am happy to have you double-check, my friend.” 
 
    JaQuan decided he would. There was no reason to be incautious. 
 
    He stepped to the control pad and examined it. The light Lanaliel had noted had changed from blue to orange. They’d agreed earlier that this was indeed a monitor indicating that the patient was in suspended animation. It had changed from one color to another, but there was no way to know for sure if there were only two statuses. What if she had entered an intermediary stage? 
 
    “I don’t know, Lanaliel,” he said. “You’re probably right. But we don’t know for sure.” 
 
    “Her vital signs are normal,” Lanaliel replied. “At this point, she is asleep. I believe it is safe to open the cryo-unit. Do you both agree?” 
 
    JaQuan sighed. He looked at Shinzaa. She shrugged. 
 
    “I agree as much as I can without us knowing what the fuck we’re doing,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “I agree as well,” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “Very well,” Lanaliel said. “I am beginning the opening sequence.” 
 
    JaQuan held his breath again. Lanaliel tapped a command into the keypad. The machine clicked and then hummed loudly. 
 
    Seconds later, the control pad beeped frantically. 
 
    “Body temperature rising,” Shinzaa reported. “Heartrate too. Respiration increasing.” 
 
    “Lanaliel, are you sure this is okay?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “I am unsure of anything about this process, my friend.” 
 
    The alarm shouted more insistently. Panic bubbled in JaQuan’s gut. 
 
    “Heartrate above optimum,” Shinzaa said. “Ninety-six beats per minute and rising. Respiration distressed.” 
 
    “Lanaliel!” JaQuan shouted. 
 
    The Mandran tapped keys trying to fix the problem. The stripe between his eyes narrowed as he furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Aha!” he cried. 
 
    Then he typed in a command. There was an immediate loud hissing as steam vented from the seal around the unit. Red light leaked out behind the vapor, eerily illuminating the cargo bay. With a frightening, Clank!, the upper portion of the machine popped up a half-inch and then slid down the unit until half the chamber was exposed. More red-tinted steam billowed up. 
 
    “Vital signs returning to normal,” Shinzaa reported. “Body temperature at fifty-two apecs and cooling. Heartrate at eighty-one beats per minute and falling. Respiration no longer distressed.” 
 
    “What happened?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “The unit has a two-stage opening process,” Lanaliel said. “It raises the temperature within to protect the patient from the sudden change in environment. But once it reaches that level, you must manually open the lid. Otherwise, it becomes too hot. Had I not realized my mistake, she could have been boiled to death.” 
 
    JaQuan wanted to vomit. He looked down at the sleeping form of Haneeta Mol. She wore a skintight silver suit that matched the color of her hair. Leads ran from the sides of the cryo-unit into the arms and bodice of the suit, and four were attached to her head. A respirator mask covered her mouth and nostrils, feeding her oxygen as she lay immersed in a clear, viscous liquid. The Elohiman’s eyes were closed and her brow creased, as though she were having a difficult dream. JaQuan suspected it was a reaction to her body overheating. 
 
    “Any idea when she will come around?” he asked Shinzaa. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” she replied. “I’ve never brought someone out of cryogenic stasis before. I’m just monitoring her vitals.” 
 
    “Fucking A,” JaQuan said. “Waking Sleeping Beauty was easier.” 
 
    “Who is Sleeping Beauty?” Lanaliel asked. 
 
    “It’s an old Earth fairytale, a fable,” JaQuan explained. “A long time ago, there was a king and queen who had no children. They asked for a child, and three good fairies granted their wish.” 
 
    “What are fairies?” Shinzaa asked. 
 
    “Magical creatures,” JaQuan said. “They’re often depicted as miniature people with insect wings on their back. They can be good or bad, and they frequently grant wishes that either turn out differently than the person wanted, or the gift is misused and the fairy punishes the person they had previously rewarded. Most fairies in traditional Celtic lore are capricious. 
 
    “But these fairies saw the king and queen were just, so they granted the wish. The king and queen invited everyone in the land to come see the child and bring her gifts. But they didn’t invite this one wicked witch.” 
 
    “A witch?” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “A mortal woman with magical powers,” he said. “They were universally seen as evil.” 
 
    “But why?” Lanaliel asked. “If it is okay for fairies to have magic, why are witches bad?” 
 
    “Because it was a woman with power,” JaQuan said. “Earth culture, particularly before our Twentieth Century, was misogynist. Women were treated as property and sex objects. Their role was to have babies and take care of the home. So men villainized women who had power. A witch could do things a man could not, so they were characterized as getting their magic from The Devil. In the man’s view, the natural order of things was for him to be in charge. A woman who had magic must have gotten it unnaturally.” 
 
    “Forgive me, my friend, but I find much of human culture barbaric,” Lanaliel said. 
 
    “And stupid,” Shinzaa added. “Females are vastly superior hunters and fighters. Graur culture has recognized that for millennia.” 
 
    JaQuan smirked at her. 
 
    “Yeah, well, your species has a slightly differently physiology than mine,” he said. “But that doesn’t excuse treating women like shit just because men are more physically powerful. 
 
    “Anyway, the wicked witch comes to the party, even though she wasn’t invited. And she curses the child. She says that on the day of the girl’s sixteenth birthday, she’ll prick her finger on a spinning wheel and die.” 
 
    “Why would she do this?” Lanaliel asked. 
 
    “Because she’s evil!” JaQuan said, growing frustrated. “Just go with it. 
 
    “So everyone is upset. But the fairies place a counter-curse on the child. They can’t undo the witch’s spell, but they change it so that, instead of dying, the girl will fall into an enchanted sleep from which she can only emerge if she receives True Love’s First Kiss. 
 
    “Well, that’s not good enough for the king. So he orders every spinning wheel in the land burned. He figures if there are no spinning wheels, she can’t prick her finger, and that means no curse. 
 
    “But if you know anything about fables, it’s that a curse can only be broken, never avoided. The wicked witch disguises herself as a servant. She makes a spinning wheel, and she secretly teaches the princess how to use it to make cloth. 
 
    “By her sixteenth birthday, the princess has grown into the most beautiful woman in the kingdom. Everyone wants her, and the king is looking for a prince to marry her to. But the witch tricks the princess into spinning and, sure enough, she pricks her finger. She and everyone else in the castle fall into an enchanted sleep. 
 
    “So much time passes that thorny vines grow up over the castle walls making it virtually impregnable. But one day, an ambitious prince has heard the legend of Sleeping Beauty and figures he’s the one who can break the spell. He ventures to the castle, cuts his way through the thorns, and breaks in. 
 
    “He finds the sleeping princess and, because she is so beautiful, he falls instantly in love with her. He kisses her, and she wakes up breaking the spell. Everyone lives happily ever after except the witch.” 
 
    “What happens to her?” Shinzaa asked. 
 
    “In the most popular version of the story, she turns herself into a dragon to kill the prince and prevent him from waking Sleeping Beauty. But he slays her with a magical sword, clearing the way for him to kiss the girl and save the day.” 
 
    “That is a strange tale,” Shinzaa said after a pause. “The hero does nothing to earn the woman’s love except wake her up.” 
 
    “Well, if you deconstruct it, it’s pretty much a reinforcement of male dominance,” JaQuan said. “The stability of the kingdom and the ruling class is threatened by a woman who dares to have power. Because the author cannot imagine a woman with power being anything but evil, the witch curses the child for no particular reason. The only way to save her is for a man to marry her, effectively making her his property.” 
 
    “But why would she agree to marry him, when she’s never met him?” Shinzaa said, her incredulity growing. 
 
    “Royal marriages, and most common ones, actually, were arranged back then. Plus, the story reinforces the subservience of woman to man. Sleeping Beauty is supposed to be grateful that he woke her up. In fact, there’s a later version of the story, wherein the prince takes her off to his kingdom and forces her into sexual submission.” 
 
    Shinzaa shook her head in disgust. 
 
    “Any man who tried that with me would be staring at his entrails on the ground as he died,” she said. 
 
    JaQuan chuckled. He tried to imagine “Sleeping Beauty” or “Cinderella” or “Snow White” being told by Graur and couldn’t do it. 
 
    “Anyway,” he said, “waking Sleeping Beauty was damned difficult. That’s the point I was trying to make by comparing her to Haneeta Mol.” 
 
    “I do not believe kissing her is the right approach,” Lanaliel said, a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “If it is, I ain’t doing it,” JaQuan said. 
 
    They were interrupted by another urgent beeping from the cryo-unit. 
 
    “Heartrate increasing,” Shinzaa reported. “Eighty-two beats per minute and rising.” 
 
    JaQuan stared at the sleeping Elohiman. Her fingers twitched and her brow knitted tightly. 
 
    “Ninety-five beats per minute,” Shinzaa said. “Slightly elevated.” 
 
    The senator’s daughter arched her back and shook as though she were being electrocuted. Then she dropped back into the sticky liquid, splashing some outside the unit. 
 
    “Lanaliel?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “I do not know what is happening,” he replied. 
 
    The Elohiman thrashed in the unit for several more seconds, spilling more of the strange solution all over the deck. Then she lay still. 
 
    “Heartrate stabilizing,” Shinzaa said. “Respiration normal.” 
 
    A second later, the Elohiman’s eyes popped open. She creased her brow and looked around, trying to determine where she was. Haneeta Mol was awake. 
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    Horay Kel sat in his quarters and swirled the drink in his glass. His head hurt from the amount of alcohol he’d already consumed, but he saw no reason to stop. His career was over. The damnable Graur had outwitted him, and then she’d gone so deeply to ground, she would never be found. 
 
    Actually, the most likely scenario was that her ship had been destroyed in hyperspace. The senator’s daughter and everyone else aboard was dead. 
 
    And that meant Horay’s career was equally deceased. He had given the order to fire. He had allowed the disgraced Graur to escape. The High Command would not forgive him this error. 
 
    Technically, the search for Cataan’s Claw and Haneeta Mol was still alive. Horay had seen the news broadcasts. Finding her was the number one topic of discussion. And he had been ordered to stay in the Rijan system in case the ship arrived at her scheduled destination. 
 
    But she wasn’t coming here. If Cataan’s Claw indeed still existed and was not lost in the mysterious realm of hyperspace, she would be staying as far from Rijan as she could manage. A captain as clever as Kitekh Galesh had to know the Empire was on to her. Wherever she did go, it wouldn’t be to the place she was expected. 
 
    God, how he hated Graur. They were savages, but they were also strategic. It galled him that any creature that was as vicious and bloodthirsty as they could have the cold intelligence necessary for tactical superiority. If the Elohim were made in the very image of God, as the original scriptures said, how could these beasts be cleverer than God’s chosen people? Something was wrong with that. Dark forces had to be at work in Graur DNA. 
 
    Horay brought his glass to his mouth and was about to throw back the rest of his drink, when his door chimed. He sighed heavily. He should have resigned his commission. Then at least he could drown his misery in peace. 
 
    “Enter,” he called, his voice tired and weak. 
 
    The door slid aside, and his first officer, Zin, stepped into the chamber. 
 
    “Captain,” he said, saluting. “We have received a message I think you will be most interested in.” 
 
    Great. The orders for his relief had come down. Someone would be taking over. A shuttle would transport Horay back to headquarters, where he would be discharged. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Cataan’s Claw has been sighted.” 
 
    It took a moment for that to penetrate the fog of his depression. Cataan’s Claw? Had been spotted? 
 
    “Where?” he said, sitting up a little straighter. 
 
    “Cecilak,” Zin replied. “It is a Graur outpost, a lush moon orbiting a gas giant. The Graur use it to raise livestock.” 
 
    “What is she doing there?” Horay asked. 
 
    Thoughts attempted to crystalize in mind, but there was still too much drink for them to fully come together. 
 
    “The governor is one of Captain Galesh’s old colleagues. He left the moon alone to meet the ship on the planet’s dark side.” 
 
    Galesh’s old colleague was the governor, and he’d gone to meet her? There was some piece of information here that was eluding him. 
 
    “Tell me about this governor.” 
 
    “He left the Grakur Defense Force with Galesh when she was expelled. Several years later, he returned, seeking reinstatement. He was refused and given this post instead. It was seen as an insult.” 
 
    The fog fell away from Horay’s mind. He stood and started pacing, albeit unsteadily. 
 
    “So he allies with Galesh,” Horay said, “then changes his mind. But as a result of his prior association, he is shunned by his own people.” 
 
    “That is how it appears,” Zin said. 
 
    “Zin, are you familiar with the concept of Graur Honor Vengeance?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. It has been all over the news, with experts supposing that Galesh kidnapped Senator Mol’s daughter to restore her family honor.” 
 
    “Right,” Horay said. “But now, Galesh may be the target of an Honor Vengeance herself. Who sent this message?” 
 
    “It came from the governor’s office,” Zin answered. “It was sent via hyperspace buoy to us.” 
 
    Horay’s eyes opened wide in surprise. 
 
    “They messaged us directly?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Was the name of our ship in the news reports?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    Horay grinned maniacally. That settled it. The Governor of Cecilak wanted revenge on Kitekh Galesh. He’d sent a message to the ship she’d escaped to doubly hurt her. 
 
    “Set course for Cecilak,” Horay ordered.  
 
    “But our orders—” 
 
    “Set course for Cecilak!” Horay shouted. “I want to be there at the best possible speed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Zin saluted and went out, looking chagrined. Horay continued smiling. The foul Graur hadn’t been as clever as she’d thought. She’d made a mistake. Horay was determined to make her pay for it. 
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    The people responsible for millions of deaths want you to believe it was about something noble. They were just trying to restore order to the Empire. Or they were walking the path of God, and he told them what to do. Or they wanted to restore their family honor. 
 
    It’s all bullshit. This didn’t happen for noble reasons. There was no higher purpose. 
 
    The people responsible were just selfish. 
 
    They wanted something for themselves – glory, honor, lost love, revenge. It doesn’t matter. They’re all selfish reasons. 
 
    In the distance, the Graur Defense Force manages to destroy an Imperial battlecruiser. Several fighters get in under her defenses and knock out her deflector screens, enabling a destroyer to get a kill shot on the bigger ship’s thrusters. A fire starts inside, which causes an explosion. The battlecruiser is flung too close to Grakur’s gravity well and is pulled in. It burns up on its way down to the surface. Everyone aboard dies horrifically, knowing nothing but terror and maybe pain before their lives end. 
 
    What will their families think? How will they go on? Will they even get a chance to grieve before the civil war this crime sparks tears the rest of the Empire apart? 
 
    And it is a crime. Because this massacre has nothing to do with honor or God’s purpose. It isn’t noble. It’s just selfish.  
 
    And this is just the beginning. 
 
      
 
    What exactly is Idrib plotting? 
 
    Will Haneeta help the crew of Cataan’s Claw? 
 
    And will any of it matter with Gwen and Horay Kel on their way to Cecilak? 
 
      
 
    The answers in the next exciting episode of Empire’s End, “Always a Judas”! 
 
      
 
    Available now. 
 
    Tap here to get it from Amazon.com. 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Thanks for Reading Episode 6, y’all! Next episode is huuuuge! With Haneeta Mol awake, we finally get answers on what this is all about. You do not want to miss it. Make sure you’ve got your preorder in now. 
 
    Hopefully, if you’ve read this far in the series, I’ve got you hooked. If that’s true, I could really use your help. So many people read a series and never leave a review. And that’s cool. Some people just aren’t comfortable doing it. 
 
    But reviews really do matter. They matter to Amazon, they matter to advertisers, and they matter to readers. Even if a reader never checks out the reviews, if they see a book that has a ton of four- and five-stars, they’re just gonna be more comfortable purchasing than if it only has a couple. Social proof is a big deal. 
 
    So if you’ve been reviewing as you’ve been going, thank you so much. You’re helping make Empire’s End a success. If not, it would really mean a lot to me if you could take a couple minutes to rate the series and write a few words about why you like it. Thanks in advance. 
 
      
 
    Tap here to review Episode 6 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.  
 
      
 
    -JP 
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