
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   I  wish I had made a different decision. I lot of people say that, I guess. About a lot of things. 
 
    But a lot of people aren’t sitting in the cockpit of a starship, watching the beginning of an intergalactic civil war. A lot of people aren’t watching the Empire’s end, knowing that, if they’d just done something differently, this wouldn’t be happening. They’re not watching millions of people die and knowing it’s their fault. 
 
    One stupid mistake. That’s all it was. I could have prevented all this. 
 
    Here’s how I fucked over the entire human race. Like a lot of stories like this, it begins innocuously. With a day that started out normal but then went all kinds of sideways. 
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    Episode 1: 
 
    The Senator’s Daughter 
 
      
 
   J aQuan Jones checked the readouts on his board at the helm of Cataan’s Claw. Everything read nominal. 
 
    “Okay,” he said into his headset, “you ready for me?” 
 
    “You are all set, my friend,” Lanaliel replied from the engine room. 
 
    “Kick some ass, JaQuan,” Brody added. 
 
    JaQuan rolled his eyes. He’d been surprised to run into Brody on the station – he hadn’t seen him since Imperial acclimation almost ten years ago. And he was grateful to have Brody take his place as engineer’s mate so JaQuan could move up to pilot. But he’d forgotten how irritatingly white-frat-boy, Brody could be. 
 
    Butterflies fluttered through JaQuan’s stomach. Finally, he would get to start a voyage in the ship’s pilot seat instead of down in the engine room with Lanaliel. The big Mandran was enjoyable to work with, and he treated JaQuan with great respect. But JaQuan wanted to fly. He was getting his chance at last. 
 
    He tapped the buttons on his board, engaging the ship’s stardrive. Deep in the freighter’s core, the big engine rumbled with anticipation. 
 
    “Space-normal engines online, Kitekh,” he said. 
 
    He turned his head, so he could catch the captain’s eye over his shoulder. Kitekh Galesh suppressed a smile on her feline face. Her orange tabby fur betrayed no happiness for JaQuan’s big moment, but her green eyes glinted with just a hint of affection. 
 
    Her fellow Graur and first mate, Rorgun Krisch, flashed JaQuan a quick grin from the tactical station to JaQuan’s right. It looked ghoulish coming from a face covered in black fur with yellow eyes, but JaQuan had known him long enough to know the smile was genuine. 
 
    “Cooressa,” Kitekh said, her voice musical, enchanting. “Inform Daxal Station Control, we’re ready to disengage.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Cooressa replied. “Sending now.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. After nearly ten years, he still couldn’t get over how beautiful the voices of the Graur sounded. Kitekh Galesh may have been a giant felinoid capable of slicing him into tiny pieces, but she and the other three Graur aboard Cataan’s Claw sounded alluring when they spoke – like mermaids or sirens calling sailors to crash their ships on the rocks in the old Greek myths. He supposed that was a fitting metaphor. The Graur might have languid, melodious voices. They might have the intrinsic grace of any cat species. But you absolutely did not fuck with them. A provoked Graur was possibly the most dangerous thing in the galaxy. And provoking them wasn’t hard. 
 
    Still, JaQuan liked them. They were ferocious but not savage. The whole race seemed to smolder with an internal rage they could not adequately express. He understood that feeling well. He might be among the last survivors of humanity, one of the lucky ones who had made it to the Empire, but they had only been here ten years. Being a human in the Empire didn’t feel much different than being a black man in America had. 
 
    “Acknowledgment from Station Control, Captain,” Cooressa said from the comms station on the far right side of the bridge. “Docking clamps disengaging.” 
 
    JaQuan didn’t like her. He supposed it was because she was Elohim, which he freely admitted was kind of racist.  
 
    But nothing about the First Race in the Empire sat right with him. Maybe it was their appearance. Tall and willowy, with pasty-white skin, they had large, black eyes with no pupils or irises. Their hair shimmered – it was gold or silver or turquoise – and fell halfway down their backs. But they still reminded him too much of the extraterrestrials from all those alien-abduction stories on Earth – like they should be on The X-Files or Close Encounters of the Third Kind. At least they wore clothes. 
 
    Cooressa Fil was just . . . different from the rest of the crew. Sure, she was the only Elohiman aboard, but it was more than that. She eschewed a ship suit in favor of the traditional Elohim shift. She ate alone instead of with the rest of the crew. She didn’t fraternize with anyone. You could engage her in conversation, but she always acted like she knew more than you did.  
 
    She irritated JaQuan, and unlike the feline Graur or Lanaliel – a bovine Mandran – she looked alien. The other races seemed like humanoid versions of Earth species. The Elohim resembled the monsters who abducted and performed horrible science experiments on you. 
 
    “Docking clamps disengaged,” Cooressa said. “We are clear to navigate.” 
 
    She turned to JaQuan expectantly. She blinked, her eyelids sliding in from the sides instead of the top like every other species. JaQuan struggled not to shudder. He’d known Cooressa for three years, and that shit still creeped him out every time. 
 
    With an effort, he quashed his loathing. She was good at her job, and Kitekh trusted her. That was more than enough. 
 
    “All right, JaQuan,” Kitekh said, “take us out of here.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said. 
 
    He tapped his board several times, then wrapped his fingers around the stick. Squeezing the trigger gently to open the throttle, he pushed it forward slightly to ease Cataan’s Claw away from the station. She responded softly, inching forward into the blackness of space with little complaint. 
 
    JaQuan increased his pressure on the stick to push off harder. After twenty seconds, he checked the sensors. According to his board, they were clear enough that the ship’s backwash wouldn’t hit the docking bay. He opened the throttle wider and pushed the stick farther forward to gain enough thrust to escape the station’s gravity well. 
 
    “Appearing good,” Rorgun said. 
 
    JaQuan laughed. Rorgun’s face screwed up in confusion. 
 
    “I was offering you a compliment,” he said. “Isn’t that your human phrase?” 
 
    “Looking good,” JaQuan said, smiling. “It’s ‘Looking good.’” 
 
    Rorgun scratched his mane in befuddlement. JaQuan bit his tongue to avoid laughing again at the sight of a giant, humanoid, black panther looking chagrined. 
 
    “I apologize, my friend,” Rorgun said. “I’m afraid not all of your human aphorisms translate well to Imperial. Regardless, that was excellent lift-away from the station. Fine piloting for someone newly promoted to helm.” 
 
    “I been telling y’all you were wasting me as an engineer’s mate,” JaQuan said. “I’m much better at flying.” 
 
    “If your lift-away is an indication of your prowess, I believe your boast will be confirmed,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “It ain’t boasting if you can do what you say,” JaQuan said with another smile. 
 
    “Perhaps you two can stop celebrating the mundane accomplishment of disengaging from a space dock long enough to calculate a course for the Rijan System,” Kitekh said. “Or does our new pilot not understand he has to actually get us where we’re going?” 
 
    Rorgun grinned. JaQuan couldn’t see his captain’s expression from where he sat, but the first mate’s face suggested she was only mildly irritated. 
 
    “Apologies, Captain,” Rorgun said. “I was just trying to doe him up.” 
 
    Unable to stop himself, JaQuan laughed out loud. 
 
    “Buck him up,” he corrected. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “I know,” JaQuan said, giggling. “You see—” 
 
    “Explain it later, JaQuan,” Kitekh snapped. “After we’ve made the jump to hyperspace.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said. Still grinning, he tapped instruments on his board. “Calculating course to Rijan now.” 
 
    Seconds later, the nav system fed him the information. He transferred the data to his instruments. 
 
    “Course calculated, Captain,” he said. “Adjusting heading now.” 
 
    Pulling the stick right, JaQuan swung Cataan’s Claw around and put her on a path towards the Rijan System. He checked his instruments again to make sure there were no obstacles in the way. 
 
    “Course set, Captain,” he reported. 
 
    “Calculate jump to hyperspace,” she ordered. 
 
    “Calculating,” he said. 
 
    The nav system analyzed their current speed and position, then projected a point in space wherein it would open a jump point after they had accelerated to .3C, the minimum speed necessary to engage the hyperdrive. The process took twenty seconds. 
 
    “Got it,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Cooressa,” Kitekh said, “tell everyone to prepare for the jump to hyperspace.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” she said. 
 
    She leaned over her board and tapped instructions. JaQuan opened the throttle fully and pushed the stick forward. Cataan’s Claw picked up speed. He checked his instruments. 
 
    “Hyperspace jump in thirty seconds,” he said. 
 
    G pushed him into his seat as the freighter rocketed towards its jump point. He increased acceleration. 
 
    “Captain,” Cooressa said, “Station Control is ordering us back to dock.” 
 
    Reflexively, JaQuan let up on the stick. He looked at the Elohiman comms officer. 
 
    “What?” Kitekh said, echoing JaQuan’s thoughts. 
 
    “By order of the Imperial Authority,” Cooressa said. 
 
    No one said anything for several seconds. Technically, the Empire’s agents had authority everywhere. But Daxal was a trading post, a waystation for goods and travelers headed to better destinations. What Imperial official would be way out here? 
 
    “What would the Empire want with us?” Rorgun said. “We’re just shipping mining supplies.” 
 
    Before Kitekh could speculate, a klaxon screamed through the bridge. JaQuan turned to his board and saw a large object between them and their jump point. 
 
    “Holy shit!” he cried. 
 
    He tapped the control to close the throttle and fired the forward braking thrusters. Then he put Cataan’s Claw into a steep dive. 
 
    This time, G attempted to rip him from his seat, but the harness held him in place. Kitekh shouted something in her native language as JaQuan pushed the stick harder, trying to complete the maneuver. 
 
    A moment later, the collision alarm ceased. They were temporarily out of danger. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Kitekh shouted. 
 
    “A ship!” Rorgun replied, examining his board. “A big one.” 
 
    “Captain,” Cooressa said, “it is an Imperial battlecruiser.” 
 
    “What?” Kitekh said. “Why would there be a military vessel out here?” 
 
    “Confirmed, Captain,” Rorgun said. “It’s a Monruth-class battlecruiser. And it’s got a friend.” 
 
    “Two battlecruisers?” Kitekh said, incredulity marring her otherwise melodic voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Captain, they are ordering us to cut our engines and prepare to be boarded,” Cooressa said. 
 
    Silence descended on the bridge for several seconds. JaQuan looked from Cooressa to Rorgun. Both stared at Kitekh. 
 
    “Orders, Captain?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    “Battle stations,” she replied. 
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    Captain Horay Kel gripped the hilt of his sword as he watched the freighter pull off the dive and avoid colliding with his ship. Whoever was piloting the terrorist vessel was an excellent flyer. 
 
    He shook his head in disgust. So much wasted talent. The Empire needed fine pilots. Why work for illegals and traitors when one could serve the greater glory of God? 
 
    “Daxal Station Control confirms that is the ship in question, Captain,” said Los, his comms officer. “It is Cataan’s Claw.” 
 
    Cataan’s Claw. It may have been an Elohim-designed Lankwin-class freighter, but with a name like that, it could only be a Graur ship. Who else would name a merchant vessel after the greatest hero in Graur history? Stupid cats were nothing if not predictable when it came to culture. 
 
    But why would any Graur be working with human terrorists? Was this the state the Empire had come to? That defenders of the galaxy were now conspiring with those who would destroy it? 
 
    Horay was grateful Imperial Command had acceded to his request for an all-Elohim bridge crew. He needed people he could trust, people who understood the values of the Empire. He supposed a few Mandra would have been acceptable. They were generally respectful of Imperial ideals. But Graur were too wild, too prone to follow their own strategy. 
 
    “Have you sent the order to stand down and prepare to be boarded?” Horay asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Los replied. “It has not been acknowledged.” 
 
    “Scan the ship,” Horay ordered. “I want to know who’s aboard.” 
 
    There was a momentary pause as the crew obeyed. 
 
    “They have raised their deflector screens, sir,” said Gru, his chief tactical officer. 
 
    “You can bet they will attempt to flee,” First Officer Zin said. “We have not fired on them yet, so there is no reason for them to raise their defenses.” 
 
    “Yes,” Horay said, vaguely irritated that Zin felt the need to state the obvious. “They don’t seem to be interested in complying with our orders. Bring weapons systems online and prepare to target their engines.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Gru said. “Particle cannon?” 
 
    “No, you idiot!” Horay nearly shouted. “Our orders are to capture them, not smash them into space dust. Beamers only.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Gru said. “My apologies.” 
 
    “They are attempting to circle around us and resume their previous heading, Captain,” another tactical officer said. Horay couldn’t remember her name. “They must have a jump point calculated and are trying to reach it.” 
 
    Like his first officer, she seemed to think it was necessary to state the obvious. He sighed. It was still better than working with Graur. They might be the fiercest warriors in the galaxy and a mainstay of the military, but they always assumed they knew more about tactics and wanted to take over in the middle of a fight. It was another reason he had insisted on an all-Elohim bridge. 
 
    “Order Magnificent Glory to cut them off,” Horay said. “Then bring us about. We’ll catch them in a pincer.” 
 
    “Beamers online, Captain,” Gru reported. 
 
    “Excellent,” Horay said. “Target their thrusters and prepare to fire on my order.” 
 
    The crew hurried to obey. Horay smiled. This would be over quickly. He couldn’t wait to see the look on the terrorists’ faces when they were in his brig, with the senator’s daughter safely back where she belonged. 
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    JaQuan jerked on the stick as he tapped commands into his board. This wasn’t going to work. He had no idea why the Empire wanted them, but he was pretty sure Kitekh was going to get them killed trying to avoid capture. 
 
    “They are firing beamers,” Cooressa shouted. 
 
    “Evasive action!” Kitekh cried. 
 
    JaQuan yanked the stick back, trying to put Cataan’s Claw into a climb as the plasma beams from the Imperial battlecruiser stretched out across space for them. He managed to avoid two of them, but three collided with the ship, which rocked with the impact. 
 
    “Deflector screens holding,” Rorgun reported. “But we can’t take many more hits like that.” 
 
    “Captain, that second cruiser is moving to intercept us,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Get us out of her way, JaQuan,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “I’m trying,” he replied, increasing the angle of their climb. 
 
    “Second ship is firing beamers,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Rorgun, angle the deflector screens,” Kitekh shouted. 
 
    JaQuan couldn’t tell if he was able to obey. Cataan’s Claw shook with contact from several more plasma beams. 
 
    “One of the underside deflector screens is collapsing,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “JaQuan, roll us over to compensate,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Kitekh!” he screamed. “This is suicide! We’re a freighter with a full load of mining gear, not a starfighter. We can’t outmaneuver two Imperial battlecruisers!” 
 
    “Just do it!” she yelled. 
 
    JaQuan tapped the command into his board, and Cataan’s Claw rolled over to give her top to the interposing battlecruiser. 
 
    “Where’s that first ship?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “Dropping in behind us, Captain,” Cooressa answered. 
 
    “Ha! I knew it!” Kitekh crowed. 
 
    “Knew what?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “The commander’s an Elohiman, not a Graur,” she said. “He’s trying to catch us in a pincer move. No Graur would think something so pedestrian would work. 
 
    “Recalculate the jump to the Rijan System. Then put us on a dead heading for the second ship. Rorgun, when I tell you, angle all available deflector screens forward.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Time to prove you’re as fancy a flyer as you claimed, JaQuan,” Kitekh said. 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. He had no idea what sort of insanity Kitekh thought she could pull off, but he was convinced he was about to die. 
 
    With a few taps of his fingers, he ordered the nav system to recalculate the jump to hyperspace. While it was doing the math, he set Cataan’s Claw on a collision course for the Imperial cruiser. 
 
    “Course adjusted, Captain,” he said. 
 
    “Okay, Rorgun, angle those deflector shields and bring our forward weapons online.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “They are firing again, Captain,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “JaQuan, do your best to evade those blasts, but stay on this heading.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Kitekh,” JaQuan said with a humorless laugh. 
 
    He attempted to follow her orders, but he wasn’t flying a tiny ship that could jink and juke. At this speed, the maneuverability of the freighter was negligible. The deflector screens had to do most of the defensive work. 
 
    Cataan’s Claw shuddered and complained as the impact of the beamer rays assailed her. The nav system spit out a jump point. The enemy ship was directly between them and it. 
 
    “I’ve got the coordinates, Captain, but that battlecruiser is in the way,” JaQuan reported. 
 
    “Maintain current heading,” Kitekh said. “At the last second you can manage it, you take us under and around her. Understand?” 
 
    “Sure,” JaQuan replied, sarcasm pouring off his tone. “No problem.” 
 
    “Deflector screens can’t take any more of this, Kitekh,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Return fire. Target their beamer cannon.” 
 
    “Captain!” Cooressa shouted. “That is an Imperial warship! Shooting at them is a first-degree felony!” 
 
    “I know!” Kitekh roared. “And if we don’t get away from them, you can bet we’re all dead! Rorgun, take out those guns!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said. 
 
    JaQuan watched helplessly as Cataan’s Claw opened fire with two forward beamers. The shots bounced harmlessly off the cruiser’s deflector screens. 
 
    “Torpedoes,” Kitekh ordered. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Rorgun said again. 
 
    “Dear God, we are all going to hang,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Shit,” JaQuan said. “We won’t get the chance to be hanged.” 
 
    “Shut up, both of you,” Kitekh said. “Fire torpedoes!” 
 
    Rorgun launched first one and then a second missile at the big cruiser. Seconds later a distant rumbling echoed through the hull. 
 
    “Direct hits,” Rorgun reported. “Two cannon down.” 
 
    No sooner had he said something than another volley of beamer fire collided with Cataan’s Claw. She shook violently, and alarms sounded. 
 
    “Deflector screens overloaded, Kitekh,” Rorgun said. “We’re defenseless now.” 
 
    “JaQuan, increase speed,” Kitekh ordered. “Get us inside their minimum range.” 
 
    Figuring there was no chance in hell he would be able to successfully pull off the maneuver, JaQuan complied anyway. He opened the throttle to full, and Cataan’s Claw rocketed forward. 
 
    “Kitekh, we’re still vulnerable from behind,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “If the first ship fires at us, they’ll risk hitting their sister,” Kitekh said. “Their dumbass commander didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “And what about when we’ve gone around?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “Rorgun, prepare a static bomb,” she said. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Cooressa said. “If we set off a static bomb, we will be blind too! We need the instruments to make the jump to hyperspace!” 
 
    “So JaQuan is going to make sure we execute the jump just as the bomb goes off,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “What!” JaQuan cried. 
 
    “You are insane!” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Not if it works,” Kitekh said. 
 
    Collision alarms screamed at JaQuan, ending the argument. Focusing fully on piloting the ship, he put Cataan’s Claw into a dive to try to pull off the captain’s mad ploy. 
 
    “Cooressa, shut up that damned alarm,” Kitekh said. “Rorgun, as soon as we’re inside their shields shoot them with every gun you can bring to bear and make sure that static bomb is ready to go.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    JaQuan would have shaken his head if the G-force hadn’t been too strong. There was no way they weren’t about to die. 
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    Horay watched as Cataan’s Claw once again went into a dive. He gripped the hilt of his sword so tightly, his knuckles turned red. 
 
    “Why aren’t you shooting at them?” he asked. 
 
    “They are too close to Magnificent Glory, sir,” Gru replied. “We would risk hitting her if we continued firing.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t they shooting?” he demanded. 
 
    “The freighter is inside their minimum firing range,” Gru said. 
 
    Damn the clever Graur captain! She’d put her ship in perfect position to create a stalemate. 
 
    “We could launch fighters, sir,” someone said. 
 
    “They would be unlikely to reach the vessel before it could jump away,” Gru said. 
 
    “Magnificent Glory could launch,” someone else said. 
 
    “It does not matter,” Zin said. 
 
    Horay turned and stared at him incredulously. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “They have only temporarily neutralized us,” Zin said. “They cannot escape to hyperspace while they’re so close to Magnificent Glory. Her gravity well would burn out their hyperdrive. Additionally, they must achieve a sublight speed of .3C. To do that, they will have to accelerate away from her, which will put them back in her firing range. We have taken out their deflector screens. We will be able to shoot them down before they can escape the system. We just have to wait.” 
 
    Horay nodded. Zin was right. Kitekh Galesh may have been clever, but she was just delaying the inevitable. There was no way out. 
 
    “Bring us in closer,” he ordered. “When they come around the other side, I want us firing as soon as we have a clear shot.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Horay smiled. He couldn’t wait to meet this cunning Graur. He would enjoy interrogating her over her involvement with human terrorists. 
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    JaQuan kept Cataan’s Claw as close to the surface of the Imperial cruiser as he dared. The G had increased to 3.8. 
 
    “Keep shooting,” Kitekh groaned as the G-force pressed her into her seat. “JaQuan, ease up on the throttle. I can barely move.” 
 
    “With your permission, Kitekh, I want to keep it here,” he said. “I can build up more speed and momentum if I can slingshot us around the Imperial’s gravity well. We might be able to get away faster.” 
 
    “Fine. Rorgun . . . don’t . . . miss.” 
 
    He didn’t acknowledge her. His feline face showing the strain of the G, he focused on his board and kept tapping the fire controls. 
 
    “Approaching the far . . . side,” Cooressa reported. 
 
    “Prepare to deploy . . . static bomb,” Kitekh said. 
 
    JaQuan watched his board closely. Timing would be important if he wanted to keep the maximum momentum without ripping the ship apart. 
 
    The readout ticked down to his escape trajectory. The G went up to 3.9. JaQuan’s mind started to separate from reality. He focused on the board, ignoring Kitekh’s orders and Rorgun’s grunts as he tried to fire the beamer cannon. 
 
    “Hang . . . on,” he gasped. 
 
    Three seconds to optimum escape trajectory. Two seconds. One. 
 
    JaQuan pushed the stick away from him. Cataan’s Claw broke her orbit from the Imperial battlecruiser and rocketed away at terrific speed. 
 
    “Take out those guns!” Kitekh shouted. 
 
    A second later, explosions roared outside the ship. 
 
    “Direct hits, Kitekh!” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Excellent,” she said. “That’ll make it harder for them to blast us before we can make the jump to hyperspace. Prepare to launch that static bomb. Cooressa, I want to know the second they can fire on us.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” she said. 
 
    With a straight heading, JaQuan opened the throttle fully. They were already at .25C and climbing. 
 
    “Captain!” Cooressa shouted. “The other battlecruiser has moved closer. They will have a clear line of fire in . . .” She paused to consult her board. “Five seconds!” 
 
    “Schrisch,” Kitekh swore. “JaQuan, get us to jump speed now.” 
 
    “I’m giving her everything I have,” he responded. 
 
    He checked the speedometer: .275C. It was going to be close. 
 
    “Three seconds,” Cooressa said. “Two seconds. One!” 
 
    “Launch static bomb,” Kitekh ordered. 
 
    Rorgun tapped his board. 
 
    “Static bomb away,” he said. 
 
    “Imperial battlecruiser is clear to fire,” Cooressa reported. 
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    Horay watched the tactical screen gleefully. At its current speed and heading, Cataan’s Claw would be in firing range for a full six seconds before they could make the jump to hyperspace. It might as well be an eternity. There was no escape for them. 
 
    “I will have a clear shot in three seconds, sir,” Gru said. 
 
    “Fire as soon as they are in the open. Target the engines.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Sir, the freighter has jettisoned a small object,” Los said. 
 
    Horay’s eyes opened wide. They couldn’t have! 
 
    “The senator’s daughter?” Zin asked, echoing Horay’s thoughts. 
 
    “Hold fire,” Horay ordered. “Scan that object.” 
 
    “Scanning . . .” Los said. 
 
    “Hyperspace portal opening, sir,” someone said. 
 
    “Mr. Gru, target their engines,” Horay said. 
 
    “I have them lined up,” he replied. 
 
    “Captain!” Los shouted, whirling in his chair. “It is a static bomb!” 
 
    A static bomb? Oh, hell! 
 
    “Mr. Gru, fire!” Horay shouted. 
 
    The tactical screen went white, then filled with static. Alarms sounded across the bridge. Everyone started shouting. 
 
    “All instruments are blind!” Horay heard. 
 
    “Get them back online!” Los replied. 
 
    “Captain,” Zin said. “If they managed to jump away before Mr. Gru fired the weapons . . .” 
 
    Or if he missed because the static from the freighter’s bomb blinded his targeting instruments . . . 
 
    “We’ll never find them,” Horay finished. 
 
    There was an uncomfortable pause between the two Elohim. Zin looked grave. 
 
    “Perhaps not ‘never’,” he said. “There may be some evidence of where they went. But it will be exceptionally difficult to track them.” 
 
    Horay swore silently to himself. Galesh had been cleverer than he’d given her credit for. Her reputation as a tactical genius was evidently well-earned. 
 
    Nearly a minute passed before the sensors started reading again. They came back online one at time, slowly accumulating data. 
 
    “Well?” Horay asked. 
 
    Los bent over his board, furiously tapping in commands. At last, he turned to Horay with a grave look on his face. Horay knew what he would say. 
 
    “There is no trace of them, Captain,” Los reported. 
 
    Horay stared stoically at the tactical screen. He was likely to lose his command for this. 
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    Klaxons began screaming at them as soon as they entered hyperspace. JaQuan felt like he was floating outside his body. Everything looked gauzed over with some strange, white filter. The world seemed to move in slow motion. Even the alarms sounded all wrong. 
 
    What the hell was going on? He’d travelled through hyperspace dozens of times. Nothing like this had ever happened before. 
 
    “Caaaaaptainnnn,” Cooressa said, her voice pitched low and sounding far away. “Struuuuucccccturallllll iiiinnnnnteeeeegrrrrrittyyyyyy . . .” 
 
    What the hell was she saying? Structural . . . structural integrity? 
 
    Oh, shit. If Cooressa was saying what he thought she was . . . 
 
    JaQuan reached for his board. It seemed miles away, like he couldn’t reach it even though it was right in front of him. Summoning all of his concentration, he focused his fingers on reaching the controls.  
 
    It took seconds or years to reach them. He couldn’t be sure which. Still the board hovered a mere inch – Or was it a mile? – from his fingertip. He shoved his shoulder forward, as though he were forcing open a stuck door. At last, he made contact with the board and tapped in the sequence to disengage the hyperdrive. 
 
    Suddenly, everything returned to normal. He could see properly again. He could move. Several alarms screeched through the hull. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Kitekh said. 
 
    “I pulled us out of hyperspace,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Hull integrity down to sixty-eight percent,” Cooressa said. “It will take me a minute to determine if we’ve got any cracks.” 
 
    “Cooressa, kill those klaxons,” Kitekh said, her voice covered in irritation. 
 
    Cooressa tapped keys on her board. A moment later the bridge was silent. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kitekh said. “Now, someone tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “Lanaliel reports smoke in the engine room and wants to know what happened,” Cooressa said. “Rischa says we have a hull breach in the cargo hold.” 
 
    “Stop!” Kitekh growled. “That’s not what I meant. Tell the rest of the crew to assess damage to their respective areas and wait for instructions. Now, someone up here tell me what the hell just happened to us.” 
 
    JaQuan looked over his board. Red lights blinked all over it, indicating various systems down – nav, engine cooling, and the hyperdrive. He ordered the computer to run diagnostics to pinpoint the problems. 
 
    “There is a large gap in the data, since the static bomb knocked out the sensor array back at Daxal,” Rorgun said. “But I think we were hit with a beamer ray just as we jumped to hyperspace.” 
 
    “Where did they hit us?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “I can’t be sure,” Rorgun said. “I’m still running scans, and again, we are missing data. But if I had to guess, I’d say it was the hyperdrive.” 
 
    “That would fit,” JaQuan said, his heart sinking. “My board indicates nav and the hyperdrive are down. I’m running diagnostics now. Should have the results in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Schrisch,” Kitekh swore. 
 
    Silence descended over the bridge. JaQuan’s heart pounded in his chest. For the moment, they didn’t know where they were. It could be anywhere in the vast reaches of space. And if the hyperdrive was damaged beyond repair, they were stuck, effectively lost forever, doomed. 
 
    “Cooressa, I want a damage control report from everyone on the ship in thirty minutes,” Kitekh said. “We need to know what we’re up against as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” she said. 
 
    “Tell Rischa to patch that hull breach,” Kitekh added. “Send Alan EVA if she has to.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Cooressa said again. 
 
    “The rest of you, run your diagnostics. I want information so we can start working on solutions.” 
 
    JaQuan nodded. He hoped his reports showed something positive. Otherwise, they’d have escaped the Imperial battlecruisers only to die slowly in space. 
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    Horay glared furiously over the bridge as his crew scrambled to get him information. Gru was sweating as he tapped query after query into his instruments. 
 
    “I have a record of the shot, Captain,” he said. “We definitely fired on them before the static bomb exploded. But all the sensors went blind immediately afterward. There just isn’t any record of whether we hit them or not.” 
 
    “Magnificent Glory has scanned the area thoroughly, sir,” Los said. “There is no debris consistent with a destructive explosion. Even if we scored a direct hit on their engines that triggered a total meltdown that destroyed the vessel, there should be fragments of the ship floating in space.” 
 
    Horay couldn’t decide if that was good news or bad. On the one hand, if they’d destroyed Cataan’s Claw, the senator’s daughter was dead. He didn’t like to think what the consequences for that might be. 
 
    But the only other logical explanation was that the terrorists had successfully made the jump to hyperspace. If they’d gotten away, they could be anywhere by now. 
 
    “Let us assume we missed them,” he said. “If that is the case, they jumped away. Calculate all potential destinations based on their pre-jump heading.” 
 
    “We cannot be certain we have accurate data on that,” Gru said. “When the static bomb exploded, we could not see anything. We therefore do not know what their heading was when they jumped into hyperspace.” 
 
    “We know which way they were heading before the bomb, do we not?” Horay shouted. “Can we calculate based on that?” 
 
    His voice echoed off the bulkhead. Everyone stopped working and stared at him. He let his glare fall on each person, watching them avert their eyes. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Gru said, “but . . .” 
 
    “But what?” Horay snapped. 
 
    “But there would have been plenty of time for them to alter course before jumping away,” Gur said. 
 
    Horay sighed. He knew all this. He knew that they had vanished virtually without a trace. He just didn’t want it to be true. 
 
    “Perhaps Daxal Station can help,” Zin said. 
 
    Horay whirled in his direction. Hope lit his mind. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, sir, they may have been outside the range of the static bomb,” Zin said. “Their instruments may not have been affected. If they could see through the interference, they might be able to detect what trajectory they were on. And even if they cannot, they would have the ship’s flight plan. Commercial vessels are required to file a destination whenever leaving a spaceport. The terrorists could certainly have filed a false plan or changed their destination after leaving. But it would at least give us a place to start.” 
 
    Horay nodded. It was the only thing they hadn’t tried. 
 
    “Mr. Los, get Daxal’s station chief on the line,” he said. “I want full cooperation in the name of the Empire.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Los said. 
 
    Horay prayed this would give him a lead. If it didn’t, he wasn’t sure how we would explain what happened to his superiors. 
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    JaQuan sat down at the table in the mess, the only place on the ship other than the cargo hold large enough to accommodate the entire crew. Per Kitekh’s instructions, everyone was present. Second Mate Shinzaa Muur and deckhand Rischa Naar sat next to Rorgun – as though the Graur were closing ranks. Shinzaa had golden hair and blue eyes. Rischa was black like Rorgun but didn’t have a mane, since she was female. Rischa spoke quietly to Rorgun, who listened intently. 
 
    The other two humans in the crew sat together. Brody, talked quietly with deckhand Alan Park. An archetypal good-looking white guy, Brody brown hair, five o’clock shadow covering a square jaw, and piercing blue eyes. Alan was black. Unlike JaQuan, he had light skin, but he still had the wide nose, dark brown eyes, and kinky hair indicative of African descent. Thin and always exuberant, he looked like a kid, even though JaQuan knew he was pushing thirty. 
 
    Cooressa had taken the chair to Brody’s left and listened to their conversation. JaQuan was seated between her and Lanaliel. The big Mandran was so large his chair could barely hold him. He stood close to eight feet tall, had broad shoulders, huge muscles, and dangerous-looking horns atop his bovine head, which, like the rest of him, was covered in short, coarse, brown hair except for a white stripe between his eyes. He looked a lot like the minotaur from Daedalus’s labyrinth, but Lanaliel was soft-spoken and contemplative – not at all the picture of savage fury conjured by the myth. 
 
    “All right,” Kitekh said, dropping into the chair at the head of the table, “someone tell me what the hell happened.” 
 
    “The data is still incomplete,” Rorgun said. “But my best guess is that the Imperial cruiser fired on us either just as or just before the static bomb exploded. With the deflector screens down, the beam was able to hit the hyperdrive, damaging it.” 
 
    “Something hit us; that’s for sure,” Brody said. “As soon as we engaged the hyperdrive, shit started blowing up all over the engine room.” 
 
    Lanaliel smiled beatifically at Brody’s description of the incident. JaQuan wasn’t quite sure what Kitekh would think. This was Brody’s first voyage with them. 
 
    “Lanaliel?” Kitekh prompted. 
 
    “Mr. Brody gives an accurate, if somewhat amusing, description of the results of entering hyperspace,” he said. “There were numerous explosions that have damaged the drive. From what I can tell, it is reparable, but we haven’t fully assessed the extent of the damage yet.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, the hyperdrive is currently inoperable,” JaQuan added. “I can’t bring it online from my board.” 
 
    “That is not the only problem,” Cooressa said. “When we entered hyperspace, something went wrong, probably due to the hit on the drive. Our hull integrity is down to sixty-three percent – worse than my initial assessment. There are cracks all over the surface.” 
 
    “We had a hull breach in the hold,” Rischa said. “Alan and I got it closed, and I’m fairly certain we didn’t lose any of the cargo. We haven’t had a chance to inventory yet, though.” 
 
    “The computer is still analyzing the extent of the damage,” Cooressa said, “but I believe we will need to patch the cracks before we resume travel. Otherwise, the stress could break the ship apart.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Kitekh said, her usually melodic voice sounding dark and gruff. “Speaking of resuming travel, just where the hell are we?” 
 
    JaQuan sighed. If Kitekh didn’t like the other reports, she was really going to hate his. 
 
    “The short answer is: I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “And the tall answer?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    Ordinarily, JaQuan would have smiled or laughed at Rorgun’s malapropism. Unfortunately, the news was too grave. 
 
    “The long answer is that the static bomb temporarily blinded the nav system,” he said. “Normally, that wouldn’t be a problem. We were on the proper heading for Rijan, and we had a jump point open. But when the hyperdrive was damaged, strange shit started happening. We went through the jump point, but I can’t be certain we went in on-course. Because the ship was breaking apart, I disengaged the hyperdrive, dropping us back to normal space. 
 
    “Now, here’s where it gets tricky. The static bomb blinded the nav system, so I don’t know which direction we were going when we entered hyperspace. And since we’ve dropped out in the middle of nowhere, I don’t have a fix yet on where we actually are. 
 
    “I’ve got the computer triangulating our position based on the stars we can see. That’ll take some time, though. For the moment, we could be anywhere that isn’t somewhere.” 
 
    No one spoke. They all sat quietly contemplating JaQuan’s report. 
 
    “So,” Kitekh said, breaking the long silence, “we have a severely damaged hull, a nonfunctioning hyperdrive, and we could be light years from any habitation.” 
 
    Once again, no one spoke. JaQuan didn’t like to think about the implications. He knew he’d eventually be able to pinpoint their location. But if they couldn’t repair the ship, it wouldn’t matter. Without an operational hyperdrive, they’d never reach civilization. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Shinzaa said. “Why would anyone shoot at us?” 
 
    “They were Imperial warships,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “That’s even more ridiculous,” Shinzaa said. “We’ve committed no crime. We’re a simple merchant ship. We’re transporting perfectly legal mining equipment. Why would the Empire attack us?” 
 
    “They ordered us to cut our engines and allow them to board,” Cooressa said. “They only fired on us when we refused and attempted escape.” 
 
    “That doesn’t change the question,” Rorgun said. “Shinzaa’s right. We’ve done nothing wrong. There is no reason for two Imperial battlecruisers to intercept us as we begin our journey.” 
 
    “No reason we know of,” Lanaliel said. “If we assume for the moment that the warships were entirely justified in their actions, they must have had cause. We just don’t know what it might have been.” 
 
    “Heh,” JaQuan said. “In my experience, a man with a badge don’t need a reason to harass you.” 
 
    “Truth,” Alan said. 
 
    Brody snorted. JaQuan flashed him a quick glare. Leave it to the white guy to suggest policing wasn’t racially motivated. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter at the moment,” Brody said. “Whether the Imperials are a bunch of thugs or we’ve committed some terrible crime, the immediate problem is getting the ship repaired so we can live to figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “Well put,” Lanaliel said. “Captain, I suggest we focus on repairing the hull and the hyperdrive. Hopefully, JaQuan will be able to determine our position by the time we have all systems back online.” 
 
    Kitekh nodded. The other three Graur looked concerned, but JaQuan couldn’t say what was causing their discomfort. He supposed it was the desperation of the situation, but Rischa in particular looked as though something else was bothering her. 
 
    “All right,” Kitekh said, “Lanaliel, you and Mr. Brody see about bringing that hyperdrive back online. Shinzaa, Rischa, Alan, coordinate with Cooressa to get the hull repaired.” 
 
    “It is likely to require some EVA work,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Figures,” Alan groused. 
 
    “JaQuan, determine where the hell we are,” Kitekh continued. “If you can manage it, find out what happened exactly.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said. 
 
    “Rorgun, can you fix the deflector screens?” 
 
    “I believe so,” he said. “They were overloaded, but I don’t think any of the emitters were damaged.” 
 
    “Then do it,” Kitekh ordered. “We’re probably ten light years from anywhere, but in case we’re not, I’d rather not be a prime target for pirates.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “All right, everyone, dismissed.” 
 
    The crew pushed back from their chairs and stood. As they all filed out for their individual assignments, Rischa walked over to Kitekh. She whispered something in the captain’s ear. Kitekh nodded twice, and they left the mess together. 
 
    “Glad I asked you to get me aboard,” Brody said, clapping JaQuan on the shoulder as he passed. “Hell of a first voyage.” 
 
    JaQuan scowled at him as he filed out. Brody was pissing him off. Maybe it was the flippant way he was responding to the crisis, like his caustic humor made things better somehow. Maybe it was the perfectly handsome face. He was the very picture of white masculinity, and he exuded the unearned arrogance that went with it.  
 
    But there was something else there, some hint of darkness lurking beneath the surface of his smug sarcasm. JaQuan didn’t like it, and he was deeply regretting having vouched for him back at Daxal. Maybe his ambition to become Cataan’s Claw’s pilot had made him a little too eager to recommend Brody to Kitekh. 
 
    Shaking his head, JaQuan followed the rest of the crew out. He had a job to do. He needed to focus on that if they were going to have any chance to live. 
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    Kitekh stared at the large, blue object in the cargo hold as a deep feeling of unease crept into her heart. Approximately eight feet long and four feet wide, the giant, metal device stood three feet high and hummed quietly from some internal power source. The lid comprised a quarter of the height and was hinged on the right-hand side. The edges were rounded, and an instrument panel with winking lights on the left side offered reports on the contents Kitekh hadn’t consulted yet. 
 
    Whatever it was, it wasn’t part of the shipment they were supposed to be transporting to Rijan IV. 
 
    Rischa and Shinzaa flanked her, neither of them offering any commentary. They both knew what she was thinking: This was the reason for the Imperial attack. 
 
    “Where did this come from?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, Kitekh,” Rischa said. “When the hull was breached, some of the cargo broke free from its containment. I discovered this after Alan and I sealed off the bulkhead. With some of the other crates out of the way, it was visible.” 
 
    “Meaning it was deliberately hidden,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “That seems likely,” Rischa said. 
 
    “Where’s Alan?” 
 
    “I sent him to get patch kits and EVA suits for us, since Cooressa said we’d have to work outside the ship,” Rischa answered. 
 
    “Does he know you found this?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “No. That’s why I sent him off. I wanted you to know about this before he did.” 
 
    “You suspect Alan?” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “Who else?” Kitekh asked. “We have two deckhands. They handle loading and unloading the cargo. Rischa reported this. That leaves only Alan.” 
 
    “I know, but Alan has been with us for two years,” Shinzaa protested. “Why would he smuggle something aboard now?” 
 
    “Admittedly, it doesn’t seem like him,” Rischa said. “When he’s not working, he’s practicing swordplay or writing that novel of his.”  
 
    “And when he’s not writing it, he’s always talking about it,” Shinzaa added.  
 
    “I’m not sure when he’d have had time to smuggle something like this aboard,” Rischa said, indicating the box with a wave of her hand. 
 
    Kitekh frowned. Her second mate and deckhand had valid points. She wasn’t sure she would trust Alan Park with her life, but he’d never given her any reason to believe he was anything more than a naïve dreamer. 
 
    But the mysterious object was here. And if neither Rischa nor Alan brought it aboard, who did? 
 
    “What is it?” Rischa asked. 
 
    “I believe it is some sort of cryo-stasis container,” Shinzaa said. “I’m no expert on this sort of thing, but these instruments appear to be monitoring life signs.” 
 
    Sharp claws of horror and dread sliced across Kitekh’s heart. She moved around to the left of the metal box and examined the instruments. The readout was definitely showing vitals. There was other information she didn’t understand, probably to do with the operation of the machine. It didn’t matter. Someone was alive in there and being kept asleep. 
 
    “Well, that explains why those battlecruisers wanted to board us,” she said. “We’ve kidnapped someone.” 
 
    “What!” Rischa said. 
 
    “That is my impression too, Kitekh,” Shinzaa said. “Someone aboard is a criminal.” 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” Kitekh said. “If this were a simple kidnapping, they’d have sent the Space Rangers. Those were Imperial warships. Whoever is inside this thing is a political prisoner. We’ve got a traitor aboard.” 
 
    “Schrisch,” Shinzaa said. 
 
    The three of them fell silent and stared at the strange, humming, blue box. It might as well have been a bomb they couldn’t defuse. Even if they could repair the ship, where could they go? Treason was a capital crime, and they were all tarred with it. Kitekh had fled Imperial warships, making her, at best, an accessory, a co-conspirator. She found herself in a worse position than her father had been. 
 
    “We’d better open it up,” Rischa said. “We need to know who’s in there. Maybe we can persuade them we were duped.” 
 
    Kitekh didn’t think that was too likely. She was reasonably certain she’d been set up. 
 
    But she didn’t like not knowing. If she was going to face execution, she wanted to know why. 
 
    “All right,” she said. “Shinzaa, you’re our med tech—” 
 
    “‘Med tech’ is a gross overstatement,” Shinzaa said. “I can administer first aid and run the medical machines in the infirmary. Removing someone from cryo-stasis is well outside my expertise. If I make a mistake, I could kill whoever’s in there.” 
 
    Kitekh frowned. Shinzaa made excellent points. But leaving the unit unopened was foolish. They needed to know who was inside, what they were up against. 
 
    “All right then, let’s get Rorgun down here,” she said. “He might understand the tech better, and I want to keep this a Graur problem until we know more. Rischa, go get him.” 
 
    “Actually, Rischa, let’s not do that.” 
 
    They all turned to see Engineer’s Mate Brody standing several yards away, wearing a cocky smile and pointing a beamer pistol at them. Rischa snarled and took one menacing step forward. 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah,” Brody said, turning his weapon on her. “I know you Graur are fierce warriors, and I’m sure you could shred me in a straight fight. But I’ve got a beamer and enough distance to vaporize your heart before you could get close enough to lay a claw on me. So how about we all just calm down and talk?” 
 
    Kitekh wanted to rip his throat open, watch him realize he was about to die and be unable to do anything about it. Every muscle in her body twitched. She longed to spring at him. 
 
    But he was right. So long as he had the drop on them, she was stuck. 
 
    “Who the hell have you got in there, Jim?” she growled. 
 
    “Haneeta Mol,” he answered. “Daughter of Senator Idrib Mol.” 
 
    Kitekh’s blood froze. He’d kidnapped Mol’s daughter? He’d put the child of the Elohiman who’d destroyed her father aboard her ship? 
 
    “You abducted the daughter of an Imperial Senator?” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “And brought her aboard our ship?” Rischa added. 
 
    “No, I had help,” Brody said with a laugh. “I’m not working alone by a long shot.” 
 
    “Who are your co-conspirators?” Kitekh said. 
 
    “I work for Manifest Destiny,” Brody answered. 
 
    Kitekh’s eyes went wide. Manifest Destiny? Brody’s story got stranger with each answer. 
 
    “The human terrorist group,” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “We’re not terrorists,” Brody said, his face a mask of smug confidence. “We’re freedom fighters. Human citizenship in the Empire is still an open question. Right now, we can’t vote, we’ve no right to due process, and a lot of people are scared we’re the prophesied Fourth Race destined to bring about the end of everything. 
 
    “The Emperor was supposed to decide the question of human citizenship this year. But then he went and died suddenly along with half the Council of Nine. Senator Mol is anti-human and was calling for the Emperor to rule against us before he died. We need to make sure he has nothing to say about who the new Emperor is or how he should rule.” 
 
    “So you decided to kidnap his daughter?” Shinzaa shouted. “You thought that would make him more sympathetic to your cause?” 
 
    “No,” Brody said, his expression murderous. “We kidnapped her as leverage. Unless he repents his position and works to help us gain full citizenship in the Empire, he gets his little girl back in pieces instead of whole.” 
 
    “You idiot,” Kitekh said. “I know Senator Idrib Mol. He’s a fanatic and a hardline conservative. You will only harden his heart against you. He will pursue his daughter across the galaxy. And if he does not get her back safely, he will not rest until your entire race has been exterminated.” 
 
    “And he’s already onto you,” Shinzaa said. “He sent two Imperial battlecruisers after her. If Kitekh had acquiesced to their orders, allowed them to board us, Haneeta Mol would already be safely back in their hands, and you would be awaiting trial for capital crimes.” 
 
    “But Captain Galesh was never going to submit to Imperial seizure, were you, Captain?” Brody drawled. “No, a disgraced Graur, whose family lost its honor in a political coup and who holds a lifetime grudge, was never going to let Imperial agents take her in, right?” 
 
    Kitekh’s face twitched. How did he know this about her? What the hell had he involved her in? 
 
    “Join us, Captain,” Brody said. “You know Idrib Mol is corrupt. He’s responsible for what happened to you. Help us take him down. Restore your family’s honor.” 
 
    “Don’t speak to me of honor, human!” Kitekh roared. “You have none. Indeed, you’ve no idea what it even is.” 
 
    Her heart pounded in her chest. It was all she could do to keep from leaping at him, his beamer be damned. 
 
    “You’ve got no leverage, Brody,” Shinzaa said. “We’re lost in space and have to repair the ship. There’s no guarantee it can be done quickly or that we can reach civilization. Even if we get out of this, you have to sleep sometime. You can’t keep your beamer trained on us forever.” 
 
    “I’ve got more options than you think, Muur,” he countered. “But it would be better if everyone decided to be reasonable.” 
 
    Yellow sparks of electricity suddenly crackled across Brody’s body, wrapping him in golden ropes of current. He shook violently, as though someone had run a live power cord into his ship suit. Involuntarily, he hurled his beamer across the hold. It skidded to a stop at Rischa’s feet. Brody twitched for several more seconds before collapsing to the deck.  
 
    Alan stood behind him holding a pistol. He grinned triumphantly. 
 
    “Ha!” Alan crowed. “Told you, Rischa! Told you an electroray gun was a good weapon!” 
 
    Kitekh raced to Brody’s fallen body and examined him. He was still breathing. 
 
    “Well, he’s not dead,” she said. 
 
    “Assuming the genius here didn’t send him into cardiac arrest with that thing,” Rischa said. 
 
    “Hey,” Alan replied, “I came into the cargo hold and saw the new guy holding my captain and two shipmates at gunpoint, so I blasted his ass.” 
 
    “Good work,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied, shooting Rischa a look. 
 
    Kitekh put her ear to Brody’s chest. His heartbeat was fast but regular. 
 
    “He’ll survive,” she said. “Shinzaa, treat his wounds and confine him somewhere. I’m not done with him.” 
 
    “Where?” she asked. “This isn’t a military ship. We don’t have a brig.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Kitekh said, rounding on her. “Find an empty closet or somewhere else we can lock him up until we sort this out.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” she said. 
 
    “Alan, did you know anything about this?” Kitekh asked, indicating the stasis chamber with her thumb. 
 
    He looked over her shoulder. Confusion spread over his face. Either he was a fantastic actor, or he hadn’t been Brody’s accomplice. 
 
    “No,” he said. “What is it?” 
 
    “Some sort of cryo-stasis device,” Rischa said. 
 
    “What? You mean someone’s asleep in there?” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” Kitekh said. “Stay here and keep an eye on this asshole until Shinzaa finds a place to lock him up. Rischa, make sure he didn’t smuggle anything else aboard.” 
 
    Kitekh got up and headed for the bridge. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Rischa asked. 
 
    “To have a discussion with JaQuan Jones,” she said, not bothering to look back. 
 
    Kitekh’s blood boiled in her veins. If JaQuan had set her up, his maiden flight as Cataan’s Claw’s pilot would be his last. 
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    “Captain,” Los said. 
 
    Horay crossed the bridge. He stood over him as Los turned in his chair. 
 
    “Yes?” Horay said. 
 
    “I have a wealth of information from Station Control,” he said. 
 
    “Report.” 
 
    “First of all, Cataan’s Claw filed a spaceflight destination of Rijan IV,” Los said. “They were allegedly shipping mining supplies. Station records do show them taking on gas-mining equipment. Their last-known trajectory on our scanners would be consistent with a hyperspace jump to the Rijan System. 
 
    “Now here is where things become interesting. Station Control reports Cataan’s Claw was indeed struck by one of our beamer cannon shots just as she made the jump to hyperspace. Her deflector screens had collapsed, so the beam penetrated the hull, striking the engine core. Then the ship disappeared.” 
 
    Horay digested the information carefully. What did it mean? Had the freighter been destroyed, pulled into hyperspace as her stardrive exploded? If she had been damaged, would she be able to make the entire journey to Rijan? 
 
    “What is the average travel time to the Rijan System?” he asked. 
 
    “For a ship that size?” Zin said. “At least a week. She can’t have a hyperdrive large enough to go any faster than that.” 
 
    “And if it were damaged, it might take them longer,” Horay mused. 
 
    “Assuming they were able to make the journey at all,” Zin said. “Navigating hyperspace without a fully functional drive is suicide. They would be lucky to come out near a habitable system.” 
 
    “Let us not think like that,” Horay said. “If they were knocked off course or their hyperdrive was destroyed, we have killed the senator’s daughter as surely as if we had slit her throat.” 
 
    There was a grim silence. No one wanted to think what the consequences for that might be. 
 
    “Los, order Magnificent Glory to leave a garrison here in case they return,” Horay said. “Then send a message to Imperial High Command, informing them we are pursuing the terrorists to Rijan IV.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Los said. 
 
    He turned back to his board and began tapping out commands. Horay looked at Zin. 
 
    “Get us to the Rijan System, best possible speed,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    Horay left the bridge. As the lift descended towards his quarters, he prayed they would find Cataan’s Claw limping towards Rijan IV. He had no doubt with his larger, undamaged ship, he could beat them there. The question was whether the terrorists could get there at all. 
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    JaQuan tapped keys on his board and waited while the diagnostic ran. After only ten seconds, the same prompt came back: 
 
      
 
    No data. Hyperdrive unavailable. 
 
      
 
    “Still nothing,” he said into the comm link. 
 
    “That is illogical,” Lanaliel replied from the engine room. “Even if the drive is inoperable, the computer should be able to tell us why.” 
 
    “Unless the comm system was also damaged,” JaQuan said. 
 
    Lanaliel didn’t reply right away. JaQuan wasn’t surprised. The big Mandran was contemplative. He often considered his thoughts carefully before expressing them. 
 
    JaQuan’s mind raced at his own suggestion. He was no expert on hyperspace technology. He didn’t really understand how the whole thing worked. It enabled faster-than-light travel at speeds that shouldn’t be possible for a physical object, and hyperspace itself existed outside what he thought of as reality. So far as JaQuan was concerned, it was all Elohiman magic. 
 
    But however it actually worked, the effects were achieved with hard tech. The ship had a drive that catapulted it through hyperspace, and that drive was operated in the same way as the space-normal stardrive – through commands from the pilot’s board. 
 
    So if the hyperdrive was not only inoperative but not communicating with the rest of the ship, the damage to it was alarmingly extensive. 
 
    “JaQuan, if that is true, then we have two problems,” Lanaliel said, echoing JaQuan’s thoughts. “Something is wrong with the comms system and something is wrong with the hyperdrive. This creates a complication. Without the comms system to guide us, we will have to manually inspect the entire drive, looking for the problem.” 
 
    “And even if we can fix it, we can’t go to hyperspace until we figure out what’s wrong with the comms system and repair it too.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    JaQuan swore quietly. He wasn’t a fatalist, but he was finding it harder and harder to believe there was a way out of this predicament. 
 
    “All right, you start working on the drive,” he said. “I’ll have Cooressa run diagnostics on the comms system. She knows it better than me.” 
 
    “There is one problem with that, my friend.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I am too large to access the entire drive space. This ship was not built with Mandra in mind.” 
 
    “So have Brody climb up in the tight spaces. That’s why you have an engineer’s mate.” 
 
    “I would do that if I knew where he was.” 
 
    JaQuan’s heart stopped. Brody was missing? 
 
    “He’s not with you?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “No. After our meeting in the mess hall, he said he needed to check on something. I have not seen him since.” 
 
    Alarms as loud as the ship’s emergency klaxons went off in JaQuan’s mind. He had no idea what they meant. He had no reason not to trust Brody. But his attitude at the meeting and his absence now told JaQuan something was wrong. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “Start with the parts of the drive you can see. I’ll tell Cooressa to run diagnostics, then see if I can find out where Brody is.” 
 
    “Very good, my friend.” 
 
    JaQuan stood and rubbed his eyes. He could feel some kind of noose tightening around his neck. Imperial battlecruisers showed up without warning and demanded to board them? The brand new engineer’s mate went missing after they got stranded in deep space with their hyperdrive out of commission? Something was very wrong here. JaQuan couldn’t fathom what it was, but he suspected Cataan’s Claw was in over her head. 
 
    “Cooressa,” he said crossing the bridge, “the comms system can’t seem to communicate with the hyperdrive. Can you run a diagnostic to find out what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I can,” she replied. “But it will take some time. I have the system busy finding all the cracks on the hull, and it is also running your nav search to try to determine where we are.” 
 
    “Well, we’re not going anywhere if the ship can’t talk to the hyperdrive, so we better get it going.” 
 
    “Good point,” she said. “I will see what I can learn.” 
 
    “Thanks. Rorgun, do you know where Kitekh is?” 
 
    “I am right here,” she said. 
 
    JaQuan turned to the hatch. Kitekh stood hulking in it. There was a dangerous glint in her green eyes. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, facing her. “Lanaliel needs Brody’s help and can’t find him. Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “I do,” she said. 
 
    She advanced on him slowly. Her lips curled in a snarl. JaQuan started sweating. He’d never seen her like this. 
 
    “Where is he?” he asked. 
 
    “Kitekh?” Rorgun said. 
 
    “He’s in custody,” she replied, ignoring Rorgun. 
 
    “What?” Rorgun said. 
 
    Custody? She’d arrested him? What had he done? 
 
    “He’s a terrorist!” Kitekh roared. 
 
    Before JaQuan could even think to be scared, Kitekh leaped for him. He barely moved, could hardly even get his arms up before she was on top of him, one strong right hand gripping his throat, squeezing the breath from him as her claws dug into his neck. 
 
    “Kitekh, what are you doing?” Rorgun shouted. 
 
    “You vouched for him,” she growled. “I hired him on your recommendation. Now I’m involved in a kidnapping plot engineered by terrorists!” 
 
    JaQuan struggled to pry the Graur’s fingers from his throat, but her grip was iron-tight. Spots danced in his vision. It became hard to think. 
 
    “Why, JaQuan? Why would you do this to me? I’ve been good to you!” 
 
    “Kitekh, you’re choking him to death,” Rorgun said from somewhere far away. “Let him go if you want answers.” 
 
    The world faded into black. All the strength left JaQuan’s muscles. 
 
    Then suddenly, he was falling. He hit the deck, and air found its way back into his lungs. He coughed heavily. His vision returned. 
 
    Kitekh and Rorgun stood over him. The captain looked furious. Her first mate was confused. 
 
    “Rorgun has persuaded me to let you live a little longer,” Kitekh said. “So start talking. I better like the answers.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” JaQuan wheezed. 
 
    “Down in my cargo hold in cryo-stasis is the daughter of an Imperial Senator,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “What!” Cooressa and Rorgun said in unison. 
 
    “She was smuggled aboard by our new engineer’s mate, Jim Brody,” Kitekh went on. “Brody is a member of the human terrorist organization, Manifest Destiny. 
 
    “All this explains why we were jumped by two Imperial battlecruisers and fired upon for refusing to allow them to board us. It explains why we are currently stranded in outer space, possibly forever. 
 
    “But it does not explain why you vouched for this madman when he applied to be a member of my crew. So explain, JaQuan. Tell me why you would betray me like this.” 
 
    JaQuan coughed again. His mind reeled. Brody was with Manifest Destiny? They’d kidnapped a senator’s daughter? Why would he do something that stupid? 
 
    “I didn’t betray you, Kitekh,” he said. “I had no idea he was a terrorist.” 
 
    “You knew him!” she shouted. “How could you not?” 
 
    “Look, we were in the same acclimation class; that’s it!” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Acclimation class?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    JaQuan sighed. Did he really not know about this? He supposed it was possible. The Empire was a big place, and the Elohim probably didn’t give out all the details of what had happened after they found the Santa Maria. 
 
    “Yes,” JaQuan said. “When humanity first arrived in the Empire ten years ago, there was a big stink. Were we the Fourth Race? Did this mean the end of everything? Did it mean the dawn of the new golden age? All that bullshit. 
 
    “Since we were accepted conditionally, the Emperor ordered all humans to go through Imperial acclimation training. We had to spend months studying Imperial history, culture, and politics before we could take jobs. 
 
    “Brody and I were in the same class. They divided us up into groups of a hundred, and he was in my group. I didn’t know him that well. We were on the Santa Maria for different jobs. He was a tech whose assignment was terraforming. I was on the crew of the ship. But none of that mattered to the Empire. They just divided us up randomly and threw us together for acclimation. 
 
    “I hadn’t seen him since we graduated. I ran into him on Daxal. He was looking for work, and we were looking for a new engineer’s mate. He had the relevant experience, so I said I’d put in a word for him. That’s it.” 
 
    “And you remembered this man, whom you had not known before acclimation, after ten years?” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Most definitely. We were together night and day for months,” JaQuan said. “I remember everyone who was in my class.” 
 
    Kitekh’s face had softened. The orange fur was no longer glowing with fury. The green eyes looked inward instead of burning with angry fire. 
 
    “I swear, Kitekh, I had no idea this guy was with those assholes in Manifest Destiny,” JaQuan said. “I certainly wouldn’t have been party to a kidnapping plot that would put you or the rest of the crew in danger.” 
 
    She refocused her gaze on him, searching, attempting to pry away any shields that might reveal he was lying to her. 
 
    “I believe you, JaQuan,” she said at last. “You’ve been with us for three years. You’ve never done anything to make me believe you are a terrorist or a traitor. Forgive my suspicion and my assault on your person.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” JaQuan said, rubbing his neck. 
 
    She extended a hand to help him up. He took it and found himself pulled quickly to his feet. 
 
    “I’ll say this: That Graur reputation for speed and quickness in combat is well-earned.” 
 
    “Only a fool would doubt it,” Kitekh replied. “What is the status of your repair diagnostics?” 
 
    “We’ve hit a snag,” JaQuan said. “The comms system isn’t talking to the hyperdrive, so we need to hand-inspect the whole fucking thing.” 
 
    “Damn Brody,” Kitekh said. “Speaking of whom, why were you looking for him?” 
 
    “Lanaliel is too big to climb into part of the drive space. He needs a human.” 
 
    “With Mr. Brody compromised and in custody, I believe you’ll need to take his place,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Yeah, I was afraid you’d say that,” JaQuan said. “I’ve got Cooressa running diagnostics on the comms system to find out what the issue is there. Guess I’ll head down to engineering to help Lanaliel.” 
 
    “Very good,” Kitekh said. “Dismissed.” 
 
    JaQuan rubbed his neck one more time. Then he moved past the Graur and headed for the hatch. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Kitekh said. “Try to keep gossip on this matter to a minimum.” 
 
    He suppressed a laugh. He couldn’t avoid smiling, though. 
 
    “Lanaliel’s gonna want to know why I’m assisting him instead of Brody,” he said. 
 
    “Who else knows about this?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    Kitekh frowned. 
 
    “Everyone,” she said. “All right, go ahead and tell him. But if he has questions you don’t know the answer to, send him to me. Understand?” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain,” JaQuan said with a smirk. 
 
    He disappeared through the hatch before Kitekh could decide to get mad at him again. Inwardly, he seethed. Brody had fucked them badly. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, JaQuan was covered in grease and wedged in a narrow gap between the bulkhead and the hyperdrive. He had to twist his body to stay on the rungs while examining the engine for damage. He held a flashlight in his left hand and ran the beam over the surface of the strange device. 
 
    “See anything?” Lanaliel called up. 
 
    “A lot of metal and crystals,” JaQuan said. “None of which I understand.” 
 
    “But do you see any sign of damage?” Lanaliel asked, not getting the joke. 
 
    JaQuan sighed. He studied the drive as carefully as he could. He wasn’t really sure what he was looking for. It was entirely possible the thing was broken eight ways from Sunday, and he’d have no idea. It looked fine. He didn’t see any torn metal or corrosion or chemical leaks. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said. 
 
    “Well, that’s six of the seven contact points,” Lanaliel said. “Come down so we can check the last.” 
 
    JaQuan sighed again. He felt like he was looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack. Only he didn’t know what a needle was and had never heard of a farm. He might have seen what he was looking for already and not known it. 
 
    Wincing as he clipped the flashlight back to his belt, he turned back to the bulkhead and descended as quickly as he could manage. When he at last made it to the deck, he stretched his back and shuddered as several vertebrae popped. 
 
    “I do not understand this,” Lanaliel said. 
 
    “You don’t understand? Aren’t you supposed to be the expert on this thing?” 
 
    “Not the hyperdrive,” Lanaliel said. “That is a simple problem. Something was damaged in our flight from the Imperials. We need to discover what it was so it can be repaired. 
 
    “No, it is your friend Brody I do not understand.” 
 
    “He’s not my friend,” JaQuan said, grabbing his water canister from the console. 
 
    “And yet you vouched for him to join the crew, to take your place as engineer’s mate.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make him my friend. So far as I knew, he was qualified. We needed the crewman. I let Kitekh know.” 
 
    Lanaliel contemplated JaQuan’s words. When he concentrated, the stripe on his bovine face narrowed. The effect was vaguely comical. 
 
    JaQuan took a long drink of water. It wasn’t cool anymore, but it tasted so much better than the stale, oil-scented air of the tube he’d been in. He wiped sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his ship suit. 
 
    “You humans are strange,” Lanaliel said at last. “I cannot imagine recommending someone for a job if I were not intimately familiar with their qualifications.” 
 
    “We were short a crewman,” JaQuan replied. “I ran into a guy I knew from acclimation. I knew he had the skill set. I thought it was a happy coincidence.” 
 
    “But it turned out to be neither.” 
 
    JaQuan frowned. He took another quick swig of water, then faced Lanaliel. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It was neither happy nor a coincidence,” the big Mandran answered. 
 
    “‘Happy’ I understand. He turned out to be a terrorist and got us stuck in the middle of nowhere with maybe no way back. What do you mean by ‘not a coincidence’?” 
 
    “If it were a coincidence, then Jim Brody would have been at Daxal Station with a kidnapped senator’s daughter in a cryo-stasis chamber, seeking to get her away without anyone knowing. Tell me, JaQuan, if you were a kidnapper, would you seize your victim and then just hope a convenient ship would come along?” 
 
    JaQuan felt like someone had just belted him in the face. Lanaliel’s question was so simple and so obvious it knocked him over mentally. Why hadn’t he thought of that? 
 
    “No,” he admitted. “No, I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “It would seem then,” Lanaliel said, “that Jim Brody’s approach to you was not coincidental. It is logical to assume it was planned.” 
 
    JaQuan’s mouth went dry again. Lanaliel had sucker-punched his mind a second time. He took another long draught of water. 
 
    “But how could he have known I would be at Daxal?” JaQuan said. “How could he have known I’d have access to a ship he could use?” 
 
    “I do not know the answers to those questions,” Lanaliel said. “But they are worth posing, are they not?” 
 
    “Yeah,” JaQuan said, his voice far away. “Yeah, they most definitely are.” 
 
    He’d known something was fishy about this whole affair. He’d been surprised to run into Brody on Daxal. Been stunned he was looking for work, that he was the guy who could at last make JaQuan’s desire to move up to pilot come true. 
 
    And then suspicion had been nagging at him from the moment they got into trouble. His cockiness at the crew meeting had put JaQuan off. His going missing when he was supposed to be helping Lanaliel had triggered alarms in JaQuan’s head. JaQuan had known something was wrong all along. He just hadn’t known what. 
 
    “But this is what I do not understand,” Lanaliel said. “Why would he do this in the first place?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Kidnap the senator’s daughter. Manifest Destiny seeks to establish humans as full citizens of the Empire. Antagonizing the people with the ability to help them is the wrong approach.” 
 
    “The idea is to try to make it so miserable to not comply that it would be easier to do what they want,” JaQuan answered. 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Back on Earth, we had massive, powerful armies just like the Empire. And you’d get these guys who wanted to strike at the states that controlled them. Sometimes, the fights were over territory; sometimes, they were over ideology. But the groups who wanted the armies gone or the governments that controlled them overthrown didn’t have the firepower to take them on directly. They couldn’t fight the army. They’d get crushed. 
 
    “So small groups of them would attack civilian targets. They’d bomb public transportation systems, or hijack a plane, or assassinate government officials. The whole goal was to spread terror. They wanted to make everyone feel unsafe, afraid. The hope was, if this went on long enough, the people they were fighting would decide it wasn’t worth it anymore and give up.” 
 
    “And did this work?” 
 
    “Not really,” JaQuan said with a sigh. “Hardliners in the government or the military would crack down. They’d commit atrocities to catch these guys. Of course, they could never get them all. If they killed an important leader of a major terrorist group, another one would just take his place. 
 
    “But they couldn’t wipe the terrorists out, and the terrorists couldn’t make them go away. It just led to more and more bloodshed.” 
 
    Lanaliel wore an expression of horror, confusion, and sadness. His stripe narrowed as he digested what JaQuan had told him. 
 
    “But then why do this?” he asked. “If it is a futile method of waging war, why engage in it?” 
 
    “Because these guys are fanatics. They believe in an extreme version of God, or they love their flag or the vision of their country so much that they believe they are exalted in their defense of it. The only way to free their people from tyranny is to murder the alleged oppressors.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Lanaliel said. “This I understand. Fanaticism is not an exclusively human trait.” 
 
    JaQuan drank the rest of his water. He wished Lanaliel were wrong. But he’d seen enough Elohim purists and Keepers of the Faith to know humanity had no monopoly on crazy. 
 
    “Let’s check that last contact point,” he said. 
 
    “Very good,” Lanaliel replied. 
 
    JaQuan crossed the deck. The remaining tube was three feet up on the opposite wall. He hoisted himself in. Then he unclipped his flashlight and started inspecting the drive.  
 
    There was more space in this tube, so he had better range of motion. He didn’t see anything unusual in the first few feet, so he climbed in farther. 
 
    “Here’s a poser for you,” he said as he inspected the next stretch of drive. “Why did Kitekh run from those battlecruisers?” 
 
    “The captain has no love of the Empire,” Lanaliel replied. 
 
    “Yeah, but without knowing we had a kidnapping victim aboard, why risk running from warships? If they’d used particle cannon on us, we wouldn’t even be here to talk about this.” 
 
    “True, but particle cannon would also have killed the hostage.” 
 
    “Sure, but since she didn’t know they were trying to protect a hostage, Kitekh had no reason to believe they wouldn’t use the big guns. It’s a big fucking risk to run on an Imperial warship, let alone two.” 
 
    “The captain’s story is her own,” Lanaliel said. “You will have to ask her for the details. But I will tell you she has perfectly good reasons for despising the Empire. When two Imperial warships ordered her to surrender her ship, she could not have seen any reason to trust them. She may not have known what they were after, but her decision turned out to be correct. Had she surrendered, the senator’s daughter would have been discovered, and we’d have all been charged with treason.” 
 
    JaQuan snorted. He crawled deeper into the tube. 
 
    “As opposed to stranding us in deep space with a busted hyperdrive?” he said. 
 
    “At least out here we have a chance to repair the ship and escape. In the hands of the Empire, we would be condemned.” 
 
    JaQuan didn’t doubt that. He had no illusions about what would happen if the Empire found them. 
 
    He ran his flashlight beam over the surface of the hyperdrive, looking for damage. Finding nothing, he was about to move farther in, when he noticed a strange scent. 
 
    “Damn, that’s foul,” he said, crinkling his nose. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “There’s some rank smell in here.” 
 
    “What kind of smell?” 
 
    Steeling himself, JaQuan cleared his mind then took in a deep breath. He wanted to vomit almost immediately. It was pungent, sickly-sweet. Almost like . . . 
 
    “Like rotted flesh,” he said. 
 
    Lanaliel paused before replying. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
     “Not completely, but that’s what it reminds me of,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “I hope you are wrong, my friend. Turn your light up into the tunnel and do not advance if you cannot see.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because if what I think you are smelling is up there, it is toxic, and you do not want it on your skin.” 
 
    “Great,” JaQuan muttered. “Fucking great.” 
 
    He turned the flashlight ahead of him and then began crawling slowly into the tube. He was no longer carefully inspecting the engine for damage. He moved ahead, looking for the source of the vile scent assaulting his nostrils. 
 
    It didn’t take long. Just ahead, a viscous, yellow-green liquid that reminded him of pus leaked slowly into the tube. JaQuan couldn’t see where it was coming from. Cautiously, he inched his way forward, looking for the source. The smell got worse as he got closer. 
 
    “Ugh,” he said. “What the fuck is this shit?” 
 
    He re-aimed the flashlight at the drive. What he saw astounded him. 
 
    “Lanaliel,” he shouted. “I think I’ve found the problem.” 
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    Horay sat at his desk, poring over technical data on hyperspace travel. He needed to keep his mind occupied while the crew went through the tedium of questioning the officials in the Rijan System. There was little he could do while the interrogations occurred, while the space was scanned. It was best not to give his brain something else to worry about. 
 
    Of course, studying hyperspace theory wasn’t exactly distracting. He understood most of the principles – the existence of hyperspace, how a jump point could be opened to enter it, how it made folding space and time possible, so that faster-than-light speeds were achievable. It was complex but entirely comprehensible to a patient and educated mind. 
 
    But the physics of hyperspace and the operation of the drives that made travel through it possible were not what he was looking for. Instead, he was trying to determine what might happen if one’s hyperdrive were damaged while entering a jump point. 
 
    The data on that was scarce. Most of what he’d found was largely speculative, and much of it was contradictory. There were no recorded cases of someone surviving such a mishap. So no one was sure whether the victims were destroyed, lost in space, or transported to some other place. 
 
    Thus, the odds of finding Senator Mol’s daughter grew slimmer. Horay was clinging to hope for the simple sake of not giving up yet. But it was getting harder to believe this would turn out all right. 
 
    His door chimed, interrupting his study. It was just as well. He was growing depressed. 
 
    “Yes,” he called. 
 
    The door slid open, and Zin stepped in and saluted. 
 
    “Eskaton Station Control does not report any contact with Cataan’s Claw, sir,” he said. “Although they note that, if a freighter of that size were making a voyage from Daxal with a full load, they wouldn’t be due to arrive for another two days.” 
 
    “Of course. What of the other stations?” 
 
    “Eskaton is the main hub for receiving equipment and other goods,” Zin replied. “Virtually all commerce comes through it.” 
 
    “But there are other, smaller stations, and if a group of terrorists who had survived an attack from an Imperial warship entered the system, they might not head straight for the most likely place we’d look, would they?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Zin said, blushing in embarrassment. “I’ll conduct a thorough search of the other stations too.” 
 
    “And then check the other worlds in the system. They may have filed Rijan IV as their destination as cover. I know none of the other planets is habitable, but that doesn’t mean a transport couldn’t be hiding at one of them to take the senator’s daughter somewhere else.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Zin saluted crisply and then went out. The door shut automatically behind him. 
 
    Horay sighed. The terrorists weren’t due yet. There was no reason to panic. Indeed, they were likely to be late, limping through hyperspace with a damaged drive. 
 
    But he just couldn’t shake the feeling they were gone forever, lost in that strange other dimension with no way back. 
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    JaQuan listened to Lanaliel’s explanation of the damage to the hyperdrive with a combination of fascination and dread. Kitekh, Rorgun, and Cooressa sat at the mess table as well, each with similar expressions of concern. 
 
    “A Myollnar Crystal,” Lanaliel said, “is the very heart of a hyperdrive. It’s more than the fuel that makes it go; it’s the very thing that enables contact with hyperspace in the first place.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, Lanaliel,” Kitekh said, sounding irritated. “I’m not new at this. I’ve been captain of this vessel alone for seven years. What’s the problem with our crystal?” 
 
    “The beam that struck us as we were entering hyperspace penetrated the hull and hit the crystal, killing it,” Lanaliel answered. 
 
    “Wait,” JaQuan said. “Killing it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cooressa said. “Myollnar Crystals are hybrid lifeforms. They are constructed externally of crystal rock that amplifies their emissions, and internally of organic material capable of prying open holes in normal space, through which hyperspace can be accessed.” 
 
    “Correct,” Lanaliel said. “It’s not quite the same as having an actual creature in the drive. The living matter inside the crystal is neither sentient nor aware. But it is the tissue inside that makes opening a jump point possible and safely navigating the alternate dimension.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. The concept of this made sense on a purely surface level. But the more he thought about it, the harder it became to grasp. 
 
    “But we were in hyperspace,” Rorgun said. “We made the passage through the jump point, even though the crystal was destroyed. What happened?” 
 
    “Based on the data I have examined from when we were in hyperspace and knowing that we were attempting to navigate it without a living Myollnar Crystal,” Cooressa said, “I believe the ship was bouncing around in hyperspace erratically. Picture a sailing ship in a storm that loses its rudder. It cannot steer and is at the mercy of where the waves push it. 
 
    “This is extremely dangerous for a starship, since the laws of physics do not work the same way in hyperspace as in normal space. Instead of being simply pushed around like a rudderless ship in the ocean, we were also being pulled and bent and rolled in an infinite number of directions. Naturally, the ship’s structural integrity could not long withstand that sort of punishment. Hyperspace may defy physics as we understand them, but our ship cannot. The hyperdrive helps it travel safely on a predetermined course. Had JaQuan not disengaged the drive when he did, we might have been torn apart or transformed into unending singularities or suffered some similar horrible and unimaginable fate.” 
 
    JaQuan shuddered. The more they talked about the dangers of hyperspace, the less he wanted to travel it ever again. 
 
    “All this is true,” Lanaliel said. “The Imperial ship scored a direct hit on the most critical part of the hyperdrive, the one that makes everything else possible. We are very lucky to be alive.” 
 
    Kitekh snorted. JaQuan shared the sentiment. They might be alive, but they were totally fucked. Did it matter that they had survived the Imperial attack? 
 
    “What else did you learn?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “Well, the organic tissue in a Myollnar Crystal is apparently toxic,” JaQuan said. “The beamer shot that took it out caused the crystal to crack, spilling the living matter into the contact point. That melted the wiring that enables communication with the nav system, which explains why I can’t bring the hyperdrive online to even diagnose the extent of the damage. All that wiring and maybe the housing will have to be replaced before we can use the hyperdrive again.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the situation is graver than that,” Lanaliel said. “Wiring and such we can cannibalize from other parts of the ship. If the issue were a board or a mechanical device, we could – What is the charming human term you told me?” 
 
    “Kit-bash,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Yes,” Lanaliel said. “We could kit-bash something out of what we have available. But a Myollnar Crystal is not something that can be ‘whipped up.’ They contain living tissue that must be specifically grown for the purpose. The crystal must be replaced. 
 
    “And until it is, we cannot go to hyperspace, let alone navigate the journey.” 
 
    There it was – the death sentence. They were stuck at sublight speed. If they stripped down Cataan’s Claw, she could probably fly at .4C, .5C if they were lucky. There was no way to get between systems in a single lifetime. 
 
    Kitekh drummed her claws on the metal tabletop. JaQuan watched as she considered their options. 
 
    “Tell me you’ve found something helpful in terms of our location,” she said to Cooressa. 
 
    “As a point of fact, I have,” Cooressa said. “JaQuan’s scans reveal two things. First, we are far off-course. Either as a result of the impact of the beamer cannon or due to the spatial contortions from attempting to navigate hyperspace without a living Myollnar Crystal, we are nowhere near our intended destination or our point of origin.” 
 
    “Great,” JaQuan said, dread settling more fully in his heart. 
 
    “Actually, it is,” Cooressa said. “We came out of hyperspace near the Horari Belt.” 
 
    “How near?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “The best possible scenario would be a three-day voyage at space-normal speed,” Cooressa said. “But that would require us moving at close to .3C, which I do not recommend. Even after we get the cracks in the hull patched, the structural integrity will still be questionable. To reduce stress, I recommend going no faster than .2C which would put us there in five days.” 
 
    “I’ve not heard of this Horari Belt,” JaQuan said. “Are there settlements there?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call them settlements,” Rorgun replied.  
 
    “It’s an asteroid belt,” Kitekh said. “Rich in ore, so there’s a lot of mining. There are multiple space stations.” 
 
    “The belt is thick and difficult to navigate for any ship larger than a small freighter,” Lanaliel said. “Even a midsized ship risks being pummeled into space dust. Large vessels, especially warships, have no chance to survive inside.” 
 
    “It’s also on the rim of civilized space,” Rorgun said. “The combination of remote location and inaccessibility to Imperial warships makes it a haven for smugglers and pirates. It’s every kind of dangerous you can imagine.” 
 
    “But it will be a place we can conceivably effect repairs,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “So long as we can acquire a new Myollnar Crystal,” Lanaliel said. “Getting to Horari means we won’t die of old age or asphyxiation in the middle of nowhere. But unless we can get a new crystal or a new ship, we won’t be going anywhere else.” 
 
    No one said anything for several seconds. Kitekh drummed her claws on the tabletop again. Her green eyes stared at nothing. 
 
    “Look, we don’t really have a choice, do we?” JaQuan said, breaking the silence. “We’re damned lucky to have dropped out of hyperspace close to anywhere we can get help. I say, we follow Cooressa’s advice and repair the hull, then head out.” 
 
    “Do you think there’s any chance we can acquire a crystal there?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “I do not know, Captain,” Cooressa answered. “They are the technology that holds the Empire together, that makes interstellar travel possible. One can be had anywhere reasonable.” 
 
    “But is Horari reasonable?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “It is an outlaw haven,” Cooressa said. “I feel certain anything can be purchased there, assuming one has enough currency.” 
 
    “Anyone got a clue how much a Myollnar Crystal goes for out on the rim of civilization?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “You can bet it will be expensive,” Lanaliel said. 
 
    “What if we don’t have enough?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “We’ve got a cargo hold full of mining supplies,” Kitekh said. “I’m sure we can barter.” 
 
    “But those are not ours,” Cooressa protested. “We cannot sell them.” 
 
    “If we can’t leave the Horari Belt, it won’t matter,” JaQuan said. “No one will be coming to collect them.” 
 
    “And if we do make it out?” she asked. 
 
    “Then we’ll deal with that problem as it comes,” Kitekh said. “Right now, God is stepping on our throat. We’ve got an inoperative hyperdrive that can be repaired only by replacing its crystal. There is only one place we can do that, and our cargo may be all we’ve got to pay for it. 
 
    “We’ve also got a senator’s kidnapped daughter in cryo-stasis and a terrorist confined in a storage bay. The Empire thinks we’re as guilty as Brody and is no doubt scouring the galaxy for us. 
 
    “There’s only one thing to do. We need to make the repairs we can here, limp to the Horari Belt, and try to get the hyperdrive fixed. Once we’re interstellar-capable again, we can figure out what to do next. 
 
    “Cooressa, continue getting the hull patched. Rorgun, I want my deflector screens back online. JaQuan, since your replacement turned out to be a traitor, you’re going to have to pull double duty as pilot and engineer’s mate. You and Lanaliel replace that wiring and make whatever other repairs you can to the hyperdrive. 
 
    “I want us ready to move in no more than two days, people. We’re down, but we’re not out. Understand?” 
 
    A chorus of yeses issued from around the table. JaQuan smiled weakly at Kitekh’s use of the boxing phrase he’d taught her. His mentor/trainer, Lucky Latiel Harris, would surely approve of his philosophy reaching another civilization in a distant galaxy. 
 
    “Dismissed,” Kitekh said. 
 
    JaQuan got up. The good news was they weren’t dead. As bad as the hyperdrive being down was, it was not a death sentence after all. 
 
    But he sensed that this was only the beginning of trouble. Kitekh was right: The Empire was surely searching for them. A senator’s daughter had been kidnapped by a human terrorist. That wasn’t the sort of thing anyone would just let go. 
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    Senator Idrib Mol sat at his desk, quietly tapping out the legislation he intended to introduce. Since the Emperor’s sudden and unfortunate death, the government had come to a complete standstill. Ordinarily, the Council of Nine appointed a successor. But when the gambit Idrib had pushed him to attempt went awry, Acquineen III killed four members of the Council in addition to himself. The law called for six members to comprise a quorum, so the Council was hamstrung. And the Emperor had to choose or approve all members of the Council. 
 
    Acquineen had made it impossible for his successor to be lawfully chosen. 
 
    The solution was obvious. The Senate needed to empower itself to name replacements to the Council of Nine, so they could select a new Emperor. But there were so damned many traditionalists and fatalists in the Senate that it was impossible to get them to agree that it should be done. 
 
    Idrib had a solution for that. But it would require legislation. And an affirmative vote. The latter part would be harder of course, but he couldn’t get the votes if he didn’t have a bill for them to support. 
 
    Patience. He knew what to do. God had told him. God had blessed him with a destiny. He merely needed to walk the path to fulfill it. 
 
    The door chimed. 
 
    “Come,” he called, not looking up from his screen. 
 
    The door slid aside. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his chief of staff, Orisin Nus, standing in a white shift and blue cloak, his family sword hanging casually on his left hip from a golden sash. 
 
    “Excuse me, Senator,” Orisin said. “I have news.” 
 
    Idrib stopped writing and pushed back from his desk. Orisin stepped fully into the office and shut the door behind him. 
 
    “Tell me,” Idrib said. 
 
    “The battlecruiser God’s True Light has conducted a search of the Rijan System. The vessel Cataan’s Claw has not arrived, although she would not be due for another day if she were traveling at standard pace for her class. Captain Kel has deployed garrisons at all stations orbiting Rijan IV, and he has probes at each of the other four worlds in the system to make certain the terrorists could not be hiding elsewhere.” 
 
    “Do we really expect her to go to Rijan as planned?” Idrib asked. 
 
    “It would be most unlikely, sir. Kitekh Galesh may have been ignorant of the true nature of her cargo, but after being fired on by Imperial warships, it does not seem probable she would continue to the destination they filed with Daxal Station Control. Surely, she would be alarmed and run to ground.” 
 
    That was Idrib’s thought as well. It was a shame Captain Kel had failed to capture them before they made it out of the system. That opened things up considerably. But a dishonored Graur who’d been reduced to captaining a merchant vessel couldn’t run forever. And for the moment, she’d be seeking the most immediate shelter she could find. 
 
    “Let us involve the police,” Idrib said. “The Space Rangers are better than the military at this sort of work. Have them put out a search-and-seizure order for Cataan’s Claw. Tell them why, so there are no accidents. We want my daughter back alive, if possible.” 
 
    “No bounty hunters, then?” 
 
    “Absolutely not! The situation is still controllable. If we let bounty hunters in, we will be cleaning up explosions for months, and we still may not have Haneeta back or the terrorists in custody. 
 
    “Send an alert to the Imperial Star Force as well. It’s highly unlikely Captain Galesh will go anywhere near real civilization, but in case she makes a mistake, we don’t want to miss our opportunity.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said. He paused for a moment and frowned. “Senator, God’s True Light reports that the ship was struck by beamer cannon as it was entering hyperspace. If something went wrong, it is possible . . .” 
 
    His words trailed away. He looked helplessly at Idrib. 
 
    “It is possible my daughter is either dead or forever lost in hyperspace?” he said. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Orisin said. 
 
    “I hardly see where that changes anything, do you?” 
 
    “I suppose not, sir.” 
 
    “She was kidnapped by human terrorists. Whether she returns safely or not is immaterial. Indeed, it will fan the flames of outrage if she does not.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Orisin said again. 
 
    He looked uncomfortable. Idrib didn’t see why. They had known there were risks when they’d embarked on this scheme. 
 
    “Get those calls into Imperial High Command and the Grand Marshal of the Space Rangers,” Idrib said. “If there is a chance to recover Haneeta, she will need to be found sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Orisin said. 
 
    He saluted and went out. Idrib returned to his legislation. He just needed to keep walking the path. Everything would come to be as God intended. 
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   A s I sit here in the cockpit of my ship, watching helplessly as the beamer and particle cannon rays streak through space, as the mass drivers pound the planet’s surface, I know I’m the dumbass who struck a match near this powder keg. There is virtually no sound out here in space, but the screams of the dying still reach my ears. 
 
    It doesn’t matter what the Emperor or the Keepers of the Faith say. This is the end. There is no Empire after this. The principles on which it was founded have all burned away in the fire of this madness. 
 
    And all because I didn’t listen when I should have.  
 
    An ordinary day went suddenly and unexpectedly sideways for Captain Galesh and her crew. They had no idea a kidnapper and terrorist was aboard Cataan’s Claw when they left Daxal Station. They had no idea they would set in motion the events that would bring about the Empire’s end. 
 
    Even that didn’t have to be, though. Things could have ended differently if I’d simply ignored or disobeyed my orders. 
 
    But how was I to know? 
 
      
 
    What waits for the crew of Cataan’s Claw at the Horari Belt? 
 
    Can they repair the ship’s hyperdrive? 
 
    Will the Empire find them before they prove their innocence? 
 
      
 
    Find out in the next exciting episode of Empire’s End, “The Outpost”! 
 
      
 
    Available now! 
 
    Tap here to get it from Amazon.com 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
   H ey, y’all! Thanks for buying and reading Episode 1 of Empire’s End. It’s a thirteen-part serial (kind of like a traditional TV show), with new episodes dropping every two weeks. Stick with me, because it’s only gonna get more interesting from here! 
 
    You know what really helps authors? Reviews. The more four- and five-star reviews a book has, the more likely Amazon is to recommend it. And a lot of the better advertising websites have minimum numbers of reviews and star averages before they’ll even take you. 
 
    So if you liked Empire’s End, I’d be really grateful if you wouldn’t mind reviewing it. All you gotta do is tap the link below and rate it a number of stars you think it deserves and write a few words about why you liked it. You might not think so, but it really makes a difference to a book and its author. 
 
    Thanks so much. Appreciate you! 
 
      
 
    Tap here to review Empire’s End Episode 1. 
 
      
 
    Also, 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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