
        
            
                
            
        

    S
OME PEOPLE ARE TOO DAMNED SMART. They understand things better. They make connections where others just see unrelated facts.


This ability makes it possible for them to act in ways that seem mysterious to “normal” people. They move to the end faster. They’ll see the big twist coming a mile away, and everyone else is like, “How the hell did you know that would happen?” And they just shrug and tell you it was obvious.


Too-Smart People cause trouble. Everyone else is just going about their daily lives, and some fucker who’s too smart for his own good figures something out he isn’t supposed to. He sees the connection everyone was supposed to miss.


Sometimes, that’s okay. The thing they figured out doesn’t really matter. Or the Too-Smart Guy decides not to do anything with the information he has.


But sometimes, it’s a real bad thing. They act on what they know, what they discovered. And if they’re not careful, it can change the course of people’s lives, of a whole nation. 


Of history.

   


   

Episode 2:


The Outpost

   
G
WEN CARTER STRETCHED AS SHE LEFT her sleeping compartment and wandered up to the bridge of her small, Space Ranger scout ship. She hadn’t slept well. It was probably the boredom. With no partner to talk to and no real action out here on the edge of civilization, her mind seemed to invent things to fear, things to worry about. 
 She yawned and rubbed her bushy, natural hair, clearing a few kinky strands from her face. Then she dropped into the command chair and powered up the comms system. Maybe something interesting had happened while she’d slept. 
 To her astonishment, it had. At the top of her messages was one marked, “Most Urgent” from the Grand Marshal of the Space Rangers himself. With a quick tap of the board, she opened it and read: 
   
 TO ALL DEPLOYED RANGERS:


 

 THIS IS A PRIORITY-ONE ALERT. LANKWIN-CLASS FREIGHTER, CATAAN’S CLAW FLED IMPERIAL ARREST AT DAXAL. SUBJECT SHIP IS CARRYING ELOHIMAN HANEETA MOL, DAUGHTER OF IMPERIAL SENATOR IDRIB MOL, AGAINST HER WILL. VICTIM WAS KIDNAPPED AS PART OF TERRORIST PLOT ENGINEERED BY MANIFEST DESTINY.


 

 SHIP’S CAPTAIN IS BELIEVED TO BE GRAUR KITEKH GALESH. GALESH FAMILY WAS DISGRACED AND IS POLITICAL ENEMY OF SENATOR MOL. GALESH MAY BE INVOLVED WITH MANIFEST DESTINY FOR REASONS OF PERSONAL REVENGE. WELL-BEING OF HANEETA MOL IS NOT KNOWN. TERRORISTS HAVE MADE NO DEMANDS OR CLAIMS OF RESPONSIBILITY AS OF YET.


 


CATAAN’S CLAW’S LAST-KNOWN DESTINATION WAS RIJAN IV, ALLEGEDLY TO SHIP GAS-MINING SUPPLIES TO MERCHANT COLONIES. SHIP HAS FAILED TO ARRIVE AND IS OFFICIALLY OVERDUE. SHIP’S HYPERDRIVE WAS STRUCK BY BEAMER FIRE AS IT ENTERED HYPERSPACE. AS A RESULT, COURSE MAY HAVE BEEN ALTERED OR ABILITY TO CONTINUE AT FTL SPEEDS MAY HAVE BEEN COMPROMISED.


 

 ALL RANGERS ARE ADVISED TO BE ON FULL ALERT FOR CATAAN’S CLAW. SHIP’S SPECS, REGISTRATION, AND CARGO MANIFEST ARE ATTACHED TO THIS MESSAGE, AS WELL AS AN ACCOUNT OF THEIR CONTACT WITH IMPERIAL FORCES BEFORE FLEEING DAXAL STATION. CREW AND SHIP SHOULD BE CONSIDERED EXTREMELY DANGEROUS – APPROACH AND ENGAGE WITH EXTREME CAUTION. CALL FOR BACKUP IF NECESSARY. UNLESS CONFIRMED OTHERWISE, TREAT ALL ENCOUNTERS AS THOUGH KIDNAP VICTIM IS ALIVE AND RESCUABLE. APPREHENSION IS HIGHLY PREFERABLE TO TERMINATION. PROCEED ACCORDINGLY.


 

 UPDATE CENTRAL COMMAND WITH ALL SIGHTINGS AND CONTACT. FIND THAT SHIP, PEOPLE. IMPERIAL SECURITY DEPENDS UPON IT.


 


--ELOCUM HOORNN, GRAND MARSHAL

   
 Gwen blinked twice after reading the message. She read it again. In her seven months in the Space Rangers, she’d never seen anything like it. Partly, it was her assignment way out in the boonies. Partly, it was because Manifest Destiny hadn’t tried anything so bold as kidnapping a senator’s daughter before. A Priority-One Alert? Holy shit. 
 Fucking Manifest Destiny. Leave it to a bunch of white guys to appropriate that term for a terrorist group. Even way the fuck out here in space, millions of lightyears from Earth in someone else’s empire, white men thought the universe belonged to them. Most of the human race was just trying to get along, trying to prove it belonged in the Empire, and a bunch of self-aggrandizing, assholes who thought they were too good to have to play by someone else’s rules was out there fucking it up for everyone. White people always overinflated their own sense of grandeur and suffering. Try four hundred years of slavery and institutional racism and then talk to her about oppression. 
 They’d kidnapped a senator’s daughter? Did they really think that was going to make things better? With the Emperor dead and no quorum on the Council of Nine to choose a successor, the whole damned galaxy was one bad decision away from descending into chaos and war. Manifest Destiny seemed determined to hasten that process. 
 Cursing them silently, Gwen called up her astrogation charts. She examined them carefully, searching for clues to where Cataan’s Claw might have gone.  
 She shook her head at the name of the ship. She was utterly unsurprised the captain was a disgraced Graur. This Kitekh Galesh had named her ship after the greatest hero in Graur history. She clearly saw herself as some sort of mythic figure waiting to seize an opportunity for redemption. That she had allied herself with Manifest Destiny was a sign she had both poor judgment and an inflated sense of her own importance. 
 Daxal was nowhere near anything important. It was a waystation, a hub for routing goods to and from the better locales of the Empire to parts less civilized. Gwen examined the route from Daxal to Rijan, looking for somewhere else Cataan’s Claw might have headed. There was nothing – no stars, no planetoids, not a thing between Daxal and Rijan or beyond on their last-known heading. 
 Was it possible the beamer shot that had hit the hyperdrive had resulted in their destruction? If the drive had been damaged, navigating hyperspace was, at best, a fool’s errand. It was entirely possible – indeed, it was likely – they had been ripped apart by the physics-defying nature of hyperspace. 
 If that was the case, all this was for naught. They would never be found. 
 But that wasn’t the point. At the moment, they had not been presumed dead. So it was her job to find them if she could. 
 She examined the charts again. If there was nothing along their last-known heading, and they had not arrived at Rijan, and they had not been lost in hyperspace, then the only logical explanation was that they went somewhere else. But where? 
 There was no way to know. If they’d altered course or jumped to a different location and then set off for a new destination, they could be anywhere in the galaxy. 
 That didn’t make sense either. Assuming they were alive, they had to be somewhere. Gwen considered what they knew: Cataan’s Claw had filed a flight plan for Rijan IV. They had mining supplies aboard, which gave them the perfect cover to travel there. Had they been attempting to jump to Rijan when the arrest attempt was made? 
 Gwen tapped keys on her board and called up the report from the Imperial commander. She skimmed it until she got to the relevant information. 
 Yes. Cataan’s Claw had been on a trajectory that would have taken them to Rijan IV. They were hit with a plasma beam as they entered hyperspace. 
 So. If they were attempting to journey to Rijan, then it stood to reason the mining supplies were indeed a cover, and their Manifest Destiny contact was there. But they hadn’t arrived and were, in fact, overdue. Therefore, it was logical to assume that something had gone wrong when they entered hyperspace. 
 Gwen closed her eyes and listened to the quiet hum of the ship’s generators. She let her mind expand, gathering in possibilities. 
 A functional hyperdrive was necessary not only to enter and travel but also to successfully navigate hyperspace. If Cataan’s Claw’s had been damaged and she hadn’t been destroyed . . . she might have been blown off-course! 
 Gwen opened her eyes and examined the astrogation charts again. What was near Daxal or Rijan in some other direction? 
 Her eyes fell on the Horari Belt. It wasn’t even close to Rijan. But it wasn’t too far from Daxal, cosmically speaking. Cataan’s Claw would be considerably off-course if that’s where she’d ended up. But in relation to Daxal, it wasn’t unreasonable to think that’s where she could have landed.  
 Gwen called up data on the system. An asteroid belt so thick her scout ship was about the largest thing that could safely navigate it, the Horari Belt was on the rim of the Empire. And it was a haven for pirates and other illegals. 
 As soon as she read the information, Gwen was sure that was where Cataan’s Claw had gone. If they’d been blown off-course in hyperspace, they had a damaged drive. Horari would provide them the means to repair it and possibly do something with their hostage. Better yet, it was a no-questions-asked type of place where no one would be looking for them. 
 She checked the belt against her current position. She wasn’t far. 
 As the first human Space Ranger, no one in the command structure trusted or respected her. She’d made it through the academy and received her commission, but they had given her a shit detail. They’d sent her out to the edge of civilized space with no partner – either to guarantee her a quick death or keep her out of anything important. It was the same kind of discrimination she’d faced her whole life as a black woman back on Earth. 
 Now, though, she was in perfect position to nail a gang of asshole terrorists. Perhaps this rotten assignment was about to prove beneficial. 
 In fact, it would likely be critical to the entire human race. If the first human Space Ranger brought in these terrorists, it would prove that Manifest Destiny was a fringe group, that most of the race were decent people worthy of citizenship. 
 And Gwen wouldn’t mind raising a metaphorical middle finger to her superiors who tried to bury her with a shitty post. 
 She instructed the nav system to lay in a course for the Horari Belt. Then she strapped herself into the command seat. 
 When the coordinates came up, she set the ship in motion, bringing the hyperdrive online and plotting a jump point. Twenty seconds later, she had one. With a few more taps of her board, the thrusters opened up to full, and her ship accelerated towards .3C. 
 Gwen entered the final commands, automating the process. A minute later, she had achieved .3C. The hyperdrive engaged and flung her through the jump point and into hyperspace. 
 She checked her instruments. At her current speed, she would be due at the Horari Belt in twenty hours. She prayed that would be enough time. 
   


   
 JAQUAN FIRED THE BRAKING THRUSTERS AS
Cataan’s Claw approached the massive asteroid belt. In the ten years he’d been in the Empire, he’d never seen one so thick and large. It was hundreds of miles long and at least fifty miles wide. The rock and space debris was bunched together so tightly, it looked almost impenetrable. Navigating the Horari Belt was going to be an even bigger challenge than he’d been led to believe. 
 Kitekh arrived on the bridge just as JaQuan got their speed down to a safe .05C. Rorgun got up from the command chair and went to the tactical station. 
 “Status,” Kitekh said as she dropped into her seat. 
 “At present speed, we should penetrate the belt . . .” JaQuan consulted his instruments. “. . . in twenty-seven minutes.” 
 “Captain,” Cooressa said from the comms station, “given our present vulnerabilities, I recommend we not actually enter the asteroid field.” 
 “What do you mean?” Kitekh asked. “Coming here was your idea. We need to locate one of the mining stations so we can buy a new Myollnar Crystal.” 
 “Yes,” Cooressa replied. “But we were able to repair the hull to only eighty-four percent integrity before traveling. As you know, the Horari Belt is difficult to navigate under the best of circumstances. With our hull partially compromised, piloting the ship through that maelstrom is, at best, imprudent. 
 “Furthermore, we have a terrorist and a kidnap victim aboard. It does not seem wise to bring either so close to a station in the Horari Belt, given that we know them all to be criminal havens. We should determine a destination and then send the lander in with select personnel to acquire the crystal and bring it back here.” 
 JaQuan sighed. He didn’t like the idea of splitting up the crew. They were vulnerable enough as it was without dividing their forces. 
 But Cooressa had two good points. Maybe he could fly the ship through that asteroid belt. But it would be bad to find out he couldn’t. And Brody’s little kidnapping stunt was sure to cause serious trouble if anyone found out about it. 
 “Where then?” Kitekh asked. 
 “Sigba,” Rorgun said, sounding grim. 
 “Are you sure?” Kitekh asked. 
 JaQuan turned in his seat and stared at the captain and first mate. What was going on here? 
 “It’ll be our best bet to find what we need,” Rorgun said. 
 “What’s Sigba?” JaQuan asked, afraid to hear the answer. 
 “Sigba Station,” Rorgun said. “Colloquially known as ‘The Outpost.’ It floats between three large asteroids. Ostensibly, it’s a supply station for ore miners. But it’s basically a criminal hub. It’s the place out here where everything is for sale. 
 “The Outpost is the hardest place to reach in the entire belt. The approach is shifting and deadly. Only an agile ship can make it without suffering at least one collision. For this reason, even the Space Rangers don’t bother to patrol it.  
 “And that means the harrowing task of getting there is the easiest part. No police, no Empire means it is utterly lawless. We can probably find a crystal there, but we will struggle to get out alive with it.” 
 JaQuan blinked at him. Was he serious? 
 “If it’s that dangerous, then why would we shop there? Why not look somewhere else?” he asked. 
 “I can virtually guarantee we will find a Myollnar Crystal for sale at The Outpost,” Rorgun said. “I cannot be certain we would be so fortunate elsewhere.” 
 “And if we have to jump from place to place to place, looking, word will get around the belt that there is a vulnerable freighter out there with an inoperative hyperdrive,” Kitekh said. “That will draw pirates. Or worse.” 
 JaQuan wanted to vomit. Ever since he’d run into Brody on Daxal Station, his life had been swirling out of control. Everyone’s had. Working on Cataan’s Claw had been a good, stable job. Now, it was sounding more and more like a death sentence. 
 No one spoke for several seconds. They all contemplated the risks and ramifications of journeying to The Outpost. 
 “All right,” Kitekh said at last. “JaQuan, find Sigba on the charts and plot a course that gets us close. Rorgun, you know The Outpost best. Organize a landing party. No more than half the crew.” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” he said. 
 JaQuan sighed. He tapped commands into his board, asking the nav system for a heading. Shaking his head, he hoped the solution wasn’t worse than the problem. 
   


   
 THERE WERE A DOZEN STATIONS FLOATING among the asteroids of the Horari Belt. None of them had a good reputation as a safe place to travel or where the rule of law extended more than a few feet from the people in charge. 
 But if Gwen had learned anything out here in the backwoods of the Empire, it was that The Outpost was just about the most anarchic, ruthless place in the galaxy.  
 The Space Rangers took a casual approach to patrolling the Horari Belt as it was. They kept an eye on it. They put in a few appearances to remind the outlaws working there that the Empire could do something about their activity. If it wanted to. 
 It wasn’t the same for Sigba Station. Nestled in the thickest part of the belt, it was hard to reach under the best of circumstances. And the difficult approach and utter lawlessness of the place contributed to an unofficial policy of looking the other way. Even the officers in her command who didn’t like Gwen – which were most of them – warned her against messing with The Outpost. 

Don’t go there, they’d said. If you value your life, leave The Outpost alone.

 Gwen couldn’t think of a more logical place to take a kidnapped senator’s daughter. The Imperial Star Force couldn’t reach it, and the Space Rangers refused to even approach it. Whether they would go because they had a damaged hyperdrive or because this was their prearranged plan, Gwen was certain The Outpost was Cataan’s Claw’s destination. 
 Getting here had taken some tricky flying. The asteroids swirled and bounced as though they were programmed to attack invading ships. Gwen had weaved in and out of the rocky maelstrom and had been unable to avoid two separate collisions. Fortunately, they were both with small asteroids, and the damage to her ship had been minimal. Her diagnostics programs indicated a small dent on one of her aft panels was the worst that had been done. 
 She’d parked herself behind a large asteroid where she could stay reasonably hidden and still give her scanners a view of Sigba. Eight ships were currently docked at the facility. Only one of them was a Lankwin-class freighter, but it wasn’t Cataan’s Claw. Gwen had surreptitiously hacked its comms system, and it was registered as Cosmic Joke, an ore-hauler owned by an Elohiman named Guralian Tur. 
 Gwen had beaten Cataan’s Claw here. That was good. She could wait and observe. Once the ship arrived, she could assess the situation and decide what to do next. 
 For the time being, staying put seemed the best strategy. A cop landing on The Outpost would cause a huge stir. She didn’t need the terrorists getting wind that the station had been compromised before they arrived. If she revealed her presence too soon, they might alter course. 
 But they would come. Gwen could feel it in her gut. And when they did, she would be ready. 
   


   
 JAQUAN TOOK THE BEAMER PISTOL SHINZAA handed him and strapped it on. The Levi’s, t-shirt, and leather jacket he wore felt much more comfortable than the ship suit he typically had on during space flights. The latter was infinitely more practical with its auto-heating and –cooling, depending on his body’s needs, and its vast array of pockets and tools.  
 But the luxury items he’d brought from Earth when the Santa Maria set out for its terraforming expedition to Mars brought him a weird feeling of security. It was strange to be wearing such casual clothes millions of lightyears from home. When things felt too chaotic, though, a little touch of Earth gave JaQuan the extra boost of courage he needed. 
 Besides, he kind of looked like a black Han Solo in this outfit with a beamer at his side, and that made him feel badass. 
 “Rischa and I got all the equipment that can be adapted for ore mining aboard the lander,” Alan said as he approached. 
 He wore a blue cloak over a yellow tunic and blue pants, which were tucked into black boots. JaQuan shook his head. Alan had gone native, emulating Elohim and Mandran dress. 
 Shinzaa handed him a beamer. He put up a hand and shook his head. 
 “Nah, you know I prefer my electroray gun,” he said. 
 “The electroray gun is neither as precise nor as reliable as a beamer,” Shinzaa said. 
 “It’s never failed me yet,” Alan protested. “You saw what it did to Brody.” 
 “Alan, I cannot emphasize enough how incredibly dangerous this place is,” Shinzaa said. “You need to be carrying the best weapon I can give you.” 
 “The best weapon you can give me is one I am familiar with and feel comfortable using,” he said. 
 Shinzaa sighed. Her golden face and blue eyes darkened in a scowl. 
 “Fine,” she said. “But if you end up frying one of our people, I will personally take it out of your hide when you get back here.” 
 “Assuming he gets back,” JaQuan said with a grin. 
 Rorgun joined them. Like JaQuan, he had ditched his ship suit. He wore a loincloth and little else. His mane flowed around his shoulders and extended halfway down his chest. The only other thing that resembled clothing on him was a large wristband with a comms unit attached. 
 “Are we loaded?” he asked. 
 “Yeah, Rischa and I just finished,” Alan said. 
 “Good. Let’s get going.” 
 “Just gotta grab my sword,” Alan said. 
 “No,” Shinzaa replied. 
 JaQuan rolled his eyes. This was entirely too predictable. 
 “Don’t play me like that, Shinzaa,” he said. “You know I’ve gotten good. I can handle it.” 
 “It’s doesn’t matter if you can handle it,” she replied. “You’re not taking your sword with you.” 
 “Damn it, Shinzaa, you know what this means,” he said. “I may be human, but I’m still a member of the Empire. A sword is a statement that you are capable, worthy of respect. That’ll be important if this place is as dangerous as you say.” 
 “A sword is also a challenge,” Rorgun said, stepping forward threateningly. “Wearing one implies you know how to use it and are willing to duel anyone who asks. I’m not having you walking into The Outpost, asking for a fight with every would-be pirate who wants to give you one. This isn’t your damned adventure story, Alan. 
 “We’re going in to get a Myollnar Crystal. We’re getting it and a few other supplies and getting the hell out of there as quickly and with as few complications as possible. Do you understand?” 
 Alan’s eyes were wide as a dinner plates. JaQuan didn’t blame him. While the savagery of the Graur in a fight was well known, he’d never seen Rorgun act even remotely aggressively towards a member of the crew. 
 “It’s cool, Rorgun,” Alan said, his voice squeaking just a touch. “I don’t gotta bring it if you don’t want me to.” 
 “Good,” Rorgun said. “Go get aboard.” 
 “Yes, sir,” Alan said. 
 He flashed JaQuan a WTF look and then turned and left. JaQuan regarded Rorgun suspiciously. 
 “You all right?” he asked. 
 “I’m fine,” Rorgun said. “You should get aboard too.” 
 JaQuan examined him another moment longer. The first mate was full of shit. He wasn’t fine. Something was eating him, although JaQuan couldn’t tell for sure what it was. Maybe he was just nervous about going to Sigba. JaQuan was. Still, it felt like there was something more at work. 
 “Here, Rorgun,” Shinzaa said. 
 She proffered a beamer. Like Alan, he shook his head. 
 “No, thanks,” he said. 
 “Rorgun, you may be first mate and leading this expedition,” she said, “but I’m the second mate and the quartermaster. I don’t care how good you are in hand-to-hand combat. I’m ordering you to carry a sidearm.” 
 They stared at each other for several seconds, each refusing to back down. 
 “Rorgun, if this place is as bad as you say it is, a distance weapon is a good idea,” JaQuan said. “We might not want to be engaged in hand-to-hand.” 
 The two Graur continued to glare at each other for several more seconds. Then Rorgun took the pistol. 
 “Very well,” he said. “You’d better give me one for Rischa too.” 
 “I’ve already issued her one,” Shinzaa said. 
 Rorgun tied on the weapon. Setting his jaw, he nodded to JaQuan. 
 “Let’s go,” he said. 
 “After you,” JaQuan replied. 
 They crossed the hold and boarded the lander. JaQuan strapped himself into the pilot’s seat, then powered up the board to begin the pre-launch sequence. The sense of unease that had been percolating in his stomach since Rorgun had first mentioned The Outpost intensified. His comforting Earth clothes did nothing to assuage it. 
   


   
 KITEKH DRUMMED HER CLAWS ON THE arm of her command chair. The sound of the lander undocking echoed through the bulkheads. The roar of its stardrive thundered and quickly receded. 
 “Lander away, Captain,” Cooressa reported. 
 “Thank you.” 
 Kitekh stared at her instruments panel. She watched the scanner blip that was the lander weave into the asteroids and vanish. 
 “You realize,” Cooressa said, “that by sending half the crew on the expedition team, you have left us barely able to operate the ship.” 
 Kitekh scowled. Yes, she realized. Sometimes, Cooressa didn’t know when a report wasn’t required. 
 “I had to send both Alan and Rischa to unload the mining equipment in case we need to sell it,” she replied. “Navigating the asteroid field requires our best pilot, and that’s JaQuan. Rorgun is my first mate and therefore was necessary to command the operation.” 
 “Yes, but it has left us with a skeleton crew of only four, Captain. That is sufficient to maintain our position and keep the vessel running. It is enough to fly her if necessary. But if we are attacked, we will struggle to defend ourselves.” 
 “I can pilot, and Shinzaa can run tactical. Lanaliel’s in the engine room. If we get into real trouble, we can summon Mr. Brody from the makeshift brig.” 
 “Given that he has acted against the interests of this ship and crew already, that does not seem wise.” 
 “If his life is in danger, I’m sure he’ll be happy to help out,” Kitekh said with a derisive snort. 
 “If you say so, Captain. However, until and unless the landing party returns, we are extremely vulnerable.” 
 Kitekh wanted to tear her to pieces. She knew all this. She didn’t need to be reminded. 
 Especially of the idea that the landing party might not return at all. Kitekh hated sending Rorgun to The Outpost, but he was the one who knew it. He had experience the rest of them didn’t. She had to hope it would be enough to get them the crystal and get everyone back here. 
 She wasn’t sure how any of them would survive if he failed. 
   


   
 JAQUAN ALTERNATED BETWEEN LOOKING OUT THE cockpit window and monitoring the scanner on his board to pilot the lander. He could have done it solely with the computer, but seeing the proximity of the asteroids he was trying to dodge helped. 
 He swore the damned things were programmed to attack. Rock after rock came directly for the lander, forcing him to jink and swerve like he was flying a starfighter in a dogfight. 
 “You didn’t say it was this bad,” he said to Rorgun. 
 “Yes, I did,” Rorgun replied. “You just didn’t understand.” 
 JaQuan would have given him a sidelong glance, but he needed to pay attention to the maelstrom out in the belt. 
 “I’ve never seen asteroids behave like this,” he said. “They’re not supposed to bounce around like popcorn.” 
 “What is popcorn?” 
 “An old Earth treat,” JaQuan answered. “You heat corn seeds until they explode. The popped corn is light and fluffy.” 
 “And then you smother it in butter and salt,” Alan put in. 
 Rorgun sighed. 
 “I like you very much, my friends,” he said, “but your culture remains a total mystery to me.” 
 An asteroid half the size of the ship suddenly appeared directly ahead of them and was on a collision course. JaQuan swore and put the lander into a dive. Collision alarms sounded, and JaQuan’s board indicated the giant rock had altered its trajectory to continue towards them. 
 “Hang on!” JaQuan said. 
 He tapped his board furiously and then yanked the stick right to execute a roll. JaQuan ground his teeth and held his breath as he monitored the ship’s relation to the asteroid. It came only inches from the cockpit, and JaQuan could see ice crystals clinging to its jagged surface. 
 As they got past it, another, smaller asteroid ventured into their path. JaQuan jerked the stick back left and fired the ship’s braking thrusters to dodge it. This one, too, changed course, but JaQuan avoided it with a quick tap of his fingers to rocket away. With the path temporarily clear, he exhaled deeply. 
 “Nice flying,” Rischa said, her voice shaking. 
 “Daaaaamn, JaQuan,” Alan exclaimed. “That was some serious shit!” 
 “Thanks,” JaQuan muttered. 
 He’d feel better when the ordeal was over. 
 “Man, this is definitely going in the book,” Alan enthused. 
 JaQuan snorted. 
 “Alan, you need to lay off that,” he said. “You want to write something, write something important.” 
 “Oh, here we go,” Alan said. “Mr. I’m-Too-Good-for-Action-Adventure-Stories doesn’t want me writing something people will actually want to read.” 
 “The classics did not get that way by people not wanting to read them,” JaQuan said. 
 “All I’m saying is, life is hard out here in space, man. People don’t want to read boring shit about how hard it is. They don’t want to be reminded of their lives. They want to escape them.” 
 “They wouldn’t need escape if their lives were good,” JaQuan said. 
 “And literature can make lives better,” Alan said, his disbelief and contempt clear. 
 “I am afraid I must agree with Alan on this,” Rischa said.  
 “Thank you,” Alan said. 
 “Words are powerless,” Rischa continued. “Action produces change.” 
 “Exactly!” Alan said. 
 “But where does the idea to act come from?” JaQuan countered as he swerved neatly around a giant asteroid. “Words aren’t powerless at all. Words are full of meaning. They inspire. They motivate. Words move nations. If you’ve got the gift for writing, you need to use that power for good.” 
 “Then why aren’t you a writer?” Alan asked. “You’re so keen to see words used for good; why don’t you do it?” 
 “I don’t have that gift,” JaQuan replied. “I’m a pilot and an engineer.” 
 “On your left,” Rorgun said. 
 JaQuan flicked his gaze out the window and saw an asteroid the size of his head barreling towards the lander. He braked and then dropped down. The maneuver wasn’t fast enough. The asteroid moved at incredible speed and glanced off the canopy with a frightening thunk! 
 “Shit!” Alan exclaimed, frightened. 
 “Damn, that cannot be natural,” JaQuan said. 
 “It isn’t,” Rorgun said. 
 “What?” JaQuan asked. “What do you mean?” 
 “The asteroids in the Horari Belt move unnaturally,” he said. “Most believe the Kwin Faan animated them to defend the belt from the Empire.” 
 “What do you mean, ‘animate?” JaQuan asked. 
 “Magic,” Rorgun said. 
 “Shit,” JaQuan said, rolling his eyes in disgust. “Don’t try to spook me, Rorgun.” 
 “I don’t know what that means,” Rorgun replied. “But I am perfectly serious. Not everything in the Empire operates according to science.” 
 “Whatever,” JaQuan said, making his irritation plain. “Don’t tell me then. Just don’t expect me to buy into any superstitious bullshit.” 
 “You don’t have to believe in something for it to be true, JaQuan,” Rorgun said. “For example, faster-than-light travel should not be possible. The laws of physics do not permit it. And even if it were, interstellar travel would still take many lifetimes. But hyperspace changes those things. It defies physics turning a one-hundred-year journey into one that can be made in days.” 
 “That’s not magic,” JaQuan said, weaving around a large asteroid that rolled towards them like a boulder. 
 “Isn’t it?” Rorgun said. “Without a hyperdrive, a portal into hyperspace, where the laws of physics do not apply, cannot be opened. If one must travel through an interdimensional gate to a place where nature is completely different, how does that not meet the definition of magic?” 
 JaQuan shook his head. This was a circular argument that ignored scientific fact and twisted language to fit the thesis. 
 “Hyperspace is an observable phenomenon,” he said. “It has recreate-able effects. Just because it operates on different physical principles does not make it magic.” 
 “Magical effects are observable and recreate-able,” Rorgun said. “The Keepers of the Faith practice many forms of magic. They create the effects the same way every time, and the results are observable. The Kwin Faan use the same principles.” 
 “Kwin Faan?” Alan asked. 
 “Rebels,” Rischa said, disdain drenching her tone. “Terrorists.” 
 “That depends on your point of view,” Rorgun said. 
 “Hang on,” JaQuan said. 
 He tapped commands into his board and then pulled back on the stick. The lander rose over an asteroid before slipping around a second. 
 “Now,” he said, “what is this Kwin Faan?” 
 “As you know,” Rorgun said, “the Kwin Flaal – the Keepers of the Faith – are the principal priesthood in the Empire. They study and interpret the scriptures and the prophecies, guide the Emperor in his decisions, and bring the Word of God to the people. 
 “Fifteen years ago, before you humans arrived, a small sect of the Keepers became convinced that the prophecy portending the destruction of the Empire was in imminent danger of coming true. They said the Emperor had grown corrupt and had lost the meaning of God’s law. They implored him to repent, to save not only his soul but the whole Empire. 
 “Well, you can imagine how that was received. The Emperor and the Hierophant declared them heretics. Believing the only way to save everyone was to remove the Emperor from power, the Kwin Faan, or Keepers of Truth as they became known, organized a short-lived rebellion. 
 “Unfortunately, their message of fear was not as well embraced as they had hoped. Imperial forces crushed them swiftly and drove them across the galaxy to the Horari Belt, where they made their last stand.” 
 “The Imperial Fleet slaughtered them,” Rischa said. “But rumor has it a few of them escaped into the asteroid field. If they did, they have not been heard from since.” 
 “There are whispers, though, that the Kwin Faan were right,” Rorgun said, resuming the narrative. “A few years after the Kwin Faan’s defeat, humans arrived in the Empire, inspiring belief that the prophesied Fourth Race had at last been discovered. And now the Emperor has died and left no means to choose a successor. 
 “Some people think the Kwin Faan are hiding in the Horari Belt, watching and waiting for the right moment.” 
 “The right moment for what?” Alan asked. 
 “To stage their illegal coup,” Rischa said, snorting. 
 “To tell the people what they must do to be saved,” Rorgun said. 
 The cabin fell silent. JaQuan spent nearly a minute navigating through another tricky group of asteroids. When he cleared them and had smooth passage again, Rorgun spoke. 
 “JaQuan is right,” he said. “Words have power. They motivate, and they change nations. The Kwin Faan may be alive or dead, but the words they spoke fifteen years ago haunt the Empire today.” 
   


   
 A GRIN SLID UP GWEN’S FACE as she watched the mid-sized cargo shuttle duck out from behind one of the big asteroids and make its way towards Sigba. This was it. She knew it. 
 Sitting up in her chair, she tapped commands into her board to scan the approaching vessel. There were four lifeforms aboard – two Graur and two human. They were carrying a load of equipment of some sort. She couldn’t identify it just from a scan, but she was willing to bet they were mining tools. 
 Her police instincts screamed that this was the ship she’d been waiting for. If Cataan’s Claw’s hyperdrive had been damaged and they were coming here to have it repaired, it made perfect sense that they had launched a shuttle. A Lankwin-class freighter would struggle with the vicious asteroids, so it was likely parked somewhere safe at the edge of the belt while the smaller craft went in. 
 It also seemed strange for a shuttle to be flying unaccompanied but loaded with equipment. Assuming it was indeed mining paraphernalia aboard, why would an ore-miner come to The Outpost in a tiny ship with a load of tools? It could be a merchant looking to sell, but why come in a cargo shuttle? A blockade runner capable of defending itself from pirates would be a much better choice.  
 Plus, the shuttle didn’t have a hyperdrive. So where would it have come from? 
 No, the most logical explanation, given what Gwen knew, was that this was a desperation mission. The people in that ship needed something. They were bringing equipment to trade for it. 
 And what could be a more desperate need way out on the rim of the Empire than a functional hyperdrive? Without it, you couldn’t hope to leave. 
 Her scan did not detect an Elohiman aboard, which meant the senator’s daughter was not with them. But Gwen didn’t think that invalidated her hunch. It would be exceedingly dangerous to bring their prisoner to The Outpost. Any number of things could go wrong, including an escape or losing her to a superior criminal gang. Additionally, a Lankwin-class freighter was best operated with a crew of ten. There were only four people in that shuttle, so it stood to reason, the rest of the terrorists were back on Cataan’s Claw with the senator’s daughter. 
 All the evidence was circumstantial. Gwen didn’t have a single piece of hard data to confirm her suspicions. 
 But she was convinced she was right. This ship was from Cataan’s Claw. They were here to repair their hyperdrive. 
 It was time to go in for a closer look. She waited for the shuttle to dock. Then she keyed her engines, left her hiding place, and made her way towards Sigba Station. 
   


   
 JAQUAN STOOD IN FRONT OF THE lander and flicked his gaze around the docking bay. A few dozen individuals moved about, tending ships, carrying goods, and chatting. There was not a human among them. Most were Mandra, but there were several Graur and a few Elohim. JaQuan looked up at the control center. No humans were visible through the glass. 
 Worse, as soon as JaQuan and Alan stepped off the ship, everyone stared. 
 Mistrust and suspicion assaulted them like rain driven by hurricane-force winds. JaQuan swallowed hard, his heart racing and old fears rising from his stomach. 
 “Oh, shit,” Alan whispered, his cocoa-colored skin turning several shades lighter. 
 “Yeah,” JaQuan said, “kind of like stumbling into a country bar in the South on a Saturday night.” 
 “Uh-huh,” Alan said. 
 Rorgun disembarked and stood next to JaQuan. 
 “You three get the supplies Kitekh wanted,” he said. “I’m going to see if I can find someone who knows where we can acquire a crystal.” 
 JaQuan turned and looked at him. The first mate’s face showed no recognition of what was happening. 
 “Okay,” JaQuan said, making his unease plain. 
 Rorgun took no notice. He nodded once and set off across the landing bay. Rischa came down the gangplank. 
 “Everything’s secured and powered down,” she said. “Where’s Rorgun?” 
 “He went to find someone to sell us the crystal,” JaQuan answered. “We’re supposed to get the rest of the stuff.” 
 “Okay then; let’s go.” 
 “Better lock up the lander nice and tight,” JaQuan said. “I don’t think our kind is too welcome around here.” 
 Rischa looked confused. She cocked her head. 
 “What kind is that?” she asked. 
 “Human,” Alan answered. 
 Rischa looked further confused. JaQuan indicated the landing bay with a quick nod of his head. Rischa looked around. Surprise followed by understanding ran across her face. 
 “Right,” she said. 
 She pulled a remote from a pocket on her belt and touched a control. The gangplank of the lander went up like a drawbridge and closed quickly. With another tap to the device, JaQuan heard the locks engage and the airlocks seal. Rischa tapped one more control on her remote. A brief flash from the ship’s skin indicated she had activated the deflector screens. 
 “That ought to discourage anyone from breaking in,” she said. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 Alan sighed heavily. JaQuan shared the sentiment. The three of them set off across the deck in search of the market. 
   


   
 GWEN GRITTED HER TEETH AS THE gargantuan Mandran in the control room crossed his arms and stared at her impassively. He was taller sitting than Gwen was standing, and he looked to be twice as wide. The Mandra were a large species, but this one was much bigger than average for his race. His dark eyes were nearly invisible against his coal-black hide, which caused his white horns to gleam all the brighter in contrast. He sat there immovable, like a wall there was no going around. 
 “Look,” Gwen said, “I’m ordering you on my authority as a Space Ranger to give me the information I want on that shuttle.” 
 He continued to stare silently, his face giving away no emotion whatsoever. Gwen held his gaze tightly, refusing to back down. 
 “I’ve never heard of a human Space Ranger,” he said at last. 
 “Well, now you have,” she retorted. 
 Several snickers escaped from the Mandran’s fellow control operators. Two more Mandra, two Graur, and an Elohiman watched with amusement to see what their colleague would do. 
 “No, ma’am,” the big Mandran said. “In all my years, I’ve never seen a human Space Ranger.” 
 “I have heard they apply to the Academy,” the Elohiman said. “But they are not good enough to graduate.” 
 Gwen smiled unpleasantly. She cast her gaze around the room, drank in the open hostility. After a moment, she reached for her belt and drew out her ID badge. She held it out in front of her like a weapon. 
 “I’m the first,” she said. “Here’s the proof.” 
 The enormous Mandran didn’t bother to look at it. He kept his gaze locked on Gwen’s face. His mouth curled up in a subtle snarl. 
 “Well, maybe since you’re so new, you don’t know how it works here,” he said. “The only law that goes around here is the administrator’s will. So why don’t you put away your fancy badge, turn your ugly, arsolian ass around, get back on your ship, and fly off to somewhere that gives three tinks for the Space Rangers.” 
 Rage exploded in Gwen’s heart. He used arsolian – the Mandran slur for humans? She should use her beamer as a castration tool on this asshole. She’d had to put up with this same kind of shit back on Earth in the Marines. Some over-sized man thought he could bully her around and fuck with her because she was a woman. Or because she was black. Or both. 
 She put her badge back in its holster and stood up straight. Then she crossed her arms, mirroring her antagonist. 
 “Listen, I get it,” she said. “The dangers of the Horari Belt make it impossible for the Empire to come out here and enforce the law. You’re nice and secluded in here, so Imperial ships can’t fuck with you. 
 “But the thing is, my scout ship had no trouble making it here. And if a lowly human like me can pilot her ship through the belt and get here, then so can any other Ranger. I could turn my ass around, get back on my ship, and come back with ten more. Or maybe a hundred more. 
 “And then we could demonstrate that the administrator’s will isn’t actually the only law that goes around here by turning your sweet, little operation into one more dead rock in The Belt.” 
 The Mandran’s jaw twitched, but he otherwise showed no reaction to her threat. Behind him, one of the Graur got to his feet and took one menacing step forward. 
 “Maybe I should escort you back to your ship, Ranger Gwen,” he said. “Maybe I should take you back to it one piece at a time.” 
 Gwen took a step back, squared her shoulders and let her left hand fall to the butt of her pistol. She raised her eyebrows. 
 “You could do that,” she said. “Funny thing, though. Despite being human, I graduated at the top of my class for marksmanship. My instructors said they’d never seen anyone shoot as straight with as many distractions. One time, on a bet, I disarmed a classmate by shooting his weapon off his hip. I fried the holster off the belt and barely left a mark on his thigh. 
 “So, yeah, you could leap over here and tear me into pieces. But I think it would be awfully embarrassing to spend the rest of your life explaining to the ladies how a human burned off your balls with a beamer before you could kill her.” 
 The Graur’s yellow eyes popped open wide. Unable to resist, he dropped his gaze to his crotch. 
 Gwen smiled. No matter the species, men considered their sex organ their most prized and important possession. 
 “Listen, I don’t want to fuck with you guys,” she said, softening her tone. “That’s not why I’m here. I’m after some bad people. I’m after Manifest Destiny. I think that shuttle may be connected to an act of terrorism I’m investigating. I just need to know a few details. Then I’m out of here.” 
 Dropping the name of Manifest Destiny had the effect she’d been hoping for. Belligerence turned to interest. Bravado became curiosity. The operators all looked at each other. She could smell their loathing for human terrorists. She’d been betting anyone using a racial slur for humans would be willing to sell out Manifest Destiny in a heartbeat. 
 “There were two humans on that shuttle,” Gwen went on. “Based on what I’ve seen since arriving, you don’t get many of those here.” 
 “There were also two Graur on that ship,” said the one who’d threatened her. 
 “Everyone makes mistakes in choosing their company from time to time,” Gwen said. “For all I know, the Graur don’t know anything about what their companions are up to.” 
 “And if they do, they deserve to die alongside them,” said the Elohiman. 
 The Graur shot him a glare, but he just blinked, wordlessly defying them to challenge him. 
 “Listen, Ranger Gwen,” the big Mandran said. “It’s against station policy to inform the police about anything a client might be doing. 
 “It’s also against station policy for anyone to bring the law after them. If the Space Rangers or the Empire come looking for you, you’re on your own. So if you want to conduct an investigation to bring these arsolian terrorists in, feel free. But you stay the hell away from all other business here. Do you understand?” 
 Gwen smiled. Cooperation at last. 
 “Perfectly,” she said. “Did they say why they were here?” 
 “They said they came to resupply,” the Mandran said. “They brought mining equipment to trade.” 
 “Equipment to trade?” Gwen said arching an eyebrow. “What the hell kind of supplies would they need that they’d have to trade something that big?” 
 “They did not say,” he replied. “I did not ask.” 
 Gwen nodded. This wasn’t her first gig as a cop. She’d been one back on Earth after the Marines, and she’d been aboard the Santa Maria as security personnel. If there was anything she knew about these kinds of illegal merchants, it was that you didn’t ask too many questions. 
 “Any idea where they are now?” she asked. 
 “No, but aside from you, they are the only humans aboard the station. They shouldn’t be hard to find.” 
 She nodded again. She had some ideas about how to find them, especially since they were the only two humans aboard. 
 “One last question,” she said. “That’s a cargo shuttle, they came in on. They couldn’t have gotten all the way out here in that. They must have a bigger ship out there somewhere – a freighter maybe. Did they mention what ship they came from?” 
 “Of course,” the Mandran replied. “We do not allow anyone to dock without knowing who they are. It wouldn’t be safe. After all, the Space Rangers might be looking for them.” 
 Gwen smiled. He was definitely cooperating now. 
 “What’s the name of their ship?” she asked. 
 “Cataan’s Claw.” 
 Bingo. 
   


   
 JAQUAN RUBBED HIS HEAD WEARILY AS they made it back to the ship. He hadn’t shaved it for two days, and the light fuzz offered a pleasing, tactile sensation. It was the only pleasant thing on this miserable trip. 
 “Did you see the look that wiring merchant gave me?” Alan said, still shocked. JaQuan nodded. “I thought he was gonna tear my throat out just for standing there. Good thing you were there, Rischa.” 
 She grunted in disgust. The Graur merchant had looked on her as though she had an offensive disease when she’d made it clear she was with the two humans. JaQuan was pretty sure things might have gotten violent if she hadn’t. 
 “Unfortunately, not everyone has as enlightened a view of humans,” Rischa commented. 
 “Yeah, but I thought the Graur were good with us,” Alan said. 
 “A whole race doesn’t think alike,” JaQuan said. “Look at us.” 
 “Good point,” Alan admitted. 
 “That merchant and those like him are a disgrace to my people,” Rischa said. 
 She stopped cold a second later. The ship was open. 
 “Do you see Rorgun?” JaQuan asked, alarm rising quickly in his heart. 
 She flicked her gaze around the landing bay. JaQuan looked too. Rorgun was nowhere in sight. 
 “No,” Rischa replied. 
 “Maybe he’s aboard,” Alan said. 
 “Maybe,” JaQuan said. He drew his beamer. “But maybe we should plan like he isn’t.” 
 Alan gulped. He pulled his electroray gun from its holster and nodded. 
 They approached the lander cautiously. When they reached it, they set down the equipment they’d been carrying. 
 “Let me go first,” Rischa said. 
 She didn’t wait for anyone to argue. With a quick look up the gangway, she crouched low and skulked into the ship. JaQuan went after her, ready to shoot at the first sign of trouble. 
 Inside, they heard talking coming from the cargo hold. Rischa looked back and nodded towards the sounds. JaQuan turned and put a finger to his lips to make sure Alan stayed quiet. On Rischa’s signal, they stole silently towards the hold. 
 There, they found Rorgun chatting with another Graur. She had grey tabby fur and several scars. They both turned towards Rischa. 
 “Ah, there you are,” Rorgun said. “I was beginning to worry.” 
 “Who’s this?” Rischa asked. 
 “Urschen Gadaar,” the other Graur said. “You must be Rischa.” 
 “Yes,” Rischa said, an edge of mistrust in her voice. 
 “And two humans,” Gadaar said. “You’ve been keeping curious company since last I saw you, Rorgun.” 
 Alarm bells started ringing in JaQuan’s mind. Rorgun knew this woman? And she didn’t like humans? What exactly was the nature of Rorgun’s relationship with her? 
 “They’re part of my crew,” Rorgun said. “This is JaQuan Jones, our pilot, and Alan Park, one of our deckhands.” 
 Gadaar studied JaQuan and Alan carefully. Her green-eyed gaze crawled over them, sizing them up. JaQuan’s unease grew. 
 “I’m not sure Mutakh will like this,” she commented. 
 “They’re with me, Urschen,” Rorgun said. “That should be good enough for His Eminence.” 
 “Wait,” Rischa said. “Mutakh Kairee?” 
 “Who’s Mutakh Kairee?” JaQuan said. 
 “Well, I’m not taking them anywhere until they put their weapons away,” Gadaar said, ignoring both questions. 
 “God damn it, Rorgun!” Rischa shouted. “You’ve involved us with the Kwin Faan?” 
 “Wait, what?” JaQuan said. 
 “Are you crazy?” Rischa said. 
 “What the hell is going on?” Alan said. 
 “No, I am not crazy!” Rorgun snapped. His eyes turned fierce, and his lips curled in a snarl. “We need a Myollnar Crystal. We have come to the most dangerous place in the galaxy to get one. I therefore contacted an old friend who can help us.” 
 “An old friend!” Rischa raged. “These people are rebels and fanatics!” 
 Gadaar snorted in disgust. She shook her head. 
 “‘Fanatics,’” she said. “We were right! For God’s sake, Rischa, you’re standing next to two specimens of the proof.” 
 “All right, everyone shut the fuck up for a minute,” JaQuan said, waving his pistol. “Y’all may know what you’re talking about, but Alan and I don’t. Who the fuck is this Mutakh Kairee?” 
 “Watch your mouth, human,” Gadaar growled. 
 “He’s one of the principal leaders of the Kwin Faan,” Rischa said. 
 “He’s the leader now,” Gadaar corrected. “The rest were killed in the Imperial massacre.” 
 “Mutakh Kairee is Graur,” Rischa went on. “Prior to joining the so-called Keepers of Truth, he was a brilliant general. He led the Kwin Faan rebellion that attempted to depose Emperor Acquineen.” 
 JaQuan felt as though he’d been punched in the gut. Twice. What the hell had they stumbled into? First, Brody involved them in a Manifest Destiny kidnapping of a senator’s daughter. Now, Rorgun was trying to fix that by teaming up with a broken rebellion? 
 “Jesus Christ, Rorgun,” he said. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 “I’m solving our problem,” Rorgun said. “We need a Myollnar Crystal. Mutakh can surely get us one. Because I know him, he will sell to us. Given that we are in just about the most dangerous place in the Empire, I elected to go to him because I trust him. Anyone else here, I don’t. 
 “Now, I’ll remind the three of you that I am first mate on Cataan’s Claw
and I’m in charge of this mission. I make the plans; I give the orders. So I suggest you all – What’s your human phrase? – get with the programming and do what I tell you.” 
 “Program,” Alan said. 
 “What?” Rorgun said, turning a furious gaze on him. 
 “It’s ‘get with the program,’ not ‘programming,’” Alan said. 
 There was an uncomfortable silence. Rischa still had a snarl locked on her lips, her muscles coiled and ready to spring. JaQuan had never seen her like this. Her face was a war of betrayal, anger, and astonishment. 
 “Now, JaQuan, Alan, put your weapons away,” Rorgun ordered. 
 Alan sighed heavily and holstered his pistol. JaQuan stared at Rorgun for several more seconds. He didn’t like this. 
 “Tell me something,” he said as he put away his beamer. “You say you know Mutakh Kairee. He’s an old friend. You know him well enough to trust him. Does that mean you were in the Kwin Faan?” 
 Gadaar grinned like a thief. Rischa’s expression turned as black as her fur. 
 “Yes,” Rorgun said. “I was. I’m not anymore.” 
 Gadaar chuckled. JaQuan tasted bile. He became increasingly convinced they were not going to make it off The Outpost alive. 
   


   
 GWEN WATCHED THE TERRORISTS FROM THE comfortably safe distance of her command center. It had been easier than she’d expected to hack into the station’s security network and access its cameras. For a dangerous, outlaw hideout, their encryption wasn’t too complex. It had taken her software a little over an hour to crack it. Either The Outpost’s enigmatic administrator was careless about keeping unwanted eyes off his operations, or he figured he didn’t have to fear the Space Rangers breaking in since they never patrolled this part of the belt. 
 Regardless, she’d hacked the feed in time to see three Graur and two humans emerge from Cataan’s Claw’s cargo shuttle, cross the landing bay, and head into the bowels of the station. With a few taps of her board, she could easily switch signals to each camera along their path. 
 They were an easy quintet to keep track of. Two of the Graur were female – one black, one grey tabby. The other was a black male. The two humans were both black males – one bald, one with short hair. The picture was grainy, and the cameras couldn’t zoom in, so she was unable to see any further detail. But it didn’t matter. They were easy to spot, even in a crowd. 
 The tabby Graur was in the lead. Since Gwen had scanned only two of the fierce cat-people when the ship approached the station, she surmised the tabby was a station regular taking the rest to someone who could sell them parts for their hyperdrive. 
 Their trek took them deep into the heart of the station. Were hyperdrive parts not sold at any of the supply markets near the landing bay? Her police instincts told her this was no ordinary sale. The crew of Cataan’s Claw were headed for a meeting with someone illicit, someone most people didn’t do business with, at least not directly. Maybe they were buying more than repairs. Maybe they were negotiating a sale for Haneeta Mol. Why else would they need to meet with a crime lord? 
 The quintet stopped at the end of a hall terminating in a door. The tabby stepped forward and tapped keys on a control panel to its right. 
 A moment later, Gwen’s feed faded to black. 
 “Oh, shit,” she said. 
 She leaned forward and tapped commands furiously into her board. The image did not reappear. Frantically, she switched to other nearby cameras. The black screen was immediately filled with views of halls in the station’s interior. None of them showed the door at which the criminals had stopped.  
 Gwen switched back to the original camera. Still black. 
 “God damn it!” she swore. “Come on!” 
 As if in answer to her appeal, the image suddenly faded back into view. The quintet was gone. 
 “Oh, hell no,” she said. 
 She tapped more commands, switching from camera to camera to camera – every possible location they could have gone. None showed her quarry. She tried to locate the camera inside the door. Nothing came up. 
 She hammered her fist on her board in frustration. She couldn’t have lost them! They couldn’t have known she was watching them, could they? 
 “Okay, okay,” she said. “This is no problem. I know where they went. How stupid do they think I am? They obviously went through that door.” 
 Right. And whether they came out through it again or not, they had to get back to their ship to leave. They couldn’t get away from her. 
 But what if that wasn’t their plan? What if they were buying another way off the station? 
 “Shit! Think, Gwen!” 
 She needed to calm down. There was no way off Sigba without her knowing. She just needed to relax and wait. They would reappear. 
 And when they did, she would nail them. 
   


   
 JAQUAN’S HAND HOVERED ABOVE THE BUTT of his beamer, prepared to draw at the first sign of trouble. When the large doors of the lift opened, he half-expected there to be an army of heavily armed fanatics waiting to take them prisoner or shoot them. 
 Instead, he saw a large, oval room with bare, white, metal walls. Aside from a control panel with a single, glowing, yellow button on the far side of the room, it was completely empty. 
 “This way,” Gadaar said, gesturing for them to exit the lift. 
 “After you,” Rorgun replied. 
 Gadaar smirked and then stepped out of the lift, crossing the floor to the control panel. She turned back and waited for them to join her. 
 “Are you sure about this?” JaQuan said quietly to Rorgun. 
 “No,” he replied. 
 “I thought you trusted Mutakh Kairee,” Rischa sneered. 
 “Trust doesn’t preclude caution,” Rorgun replied. “Especially after a long absence.” 
 He stepped out of the lift. Alan followed, although he looked like he might be sick. 
 JaQuan exchanged a look with Rischa. He shared all her misgivings. With a heavy sigh, he followed Alan into the room. Rischa came last. 
 As soon as Rischa was through it, the lift door slid closed. She turned to it, then snapped her head back towards Gadaar, an accusatory glare fixed on her face. Instinctively, JaQuan gripped his pistol. 
 “Relax,” Gadaar said with a laugh. “For God’s sake, you’re not in danger. At least you won’t be if you’re respectful.” 
 She pushed the button on the control panel. It went from yellow to red. Gadaar crossed her arms. Several seconds ticked by. 
 “Now what?” JaQuan asked. 
 “Now, we wait,” she answered. 
 “For what?” Rischa said. 
 She was answered by a loud clank, followed by a rumbling. Then the entire room began slowly turning counterclockwise. As it rotated, the wall in front of them opened to reveal another chamber. This one was warmly appointed with wood walls, green carpeting, and a large desk, with a tree growing to its right. JaQuan couldn’t figure out how the tree could be alive. Based on its size, its root system should have been too large for the space in which it was planted. 
 Behind the desk sat an old Graur with orange fur, a receding mane, and a lot of grey in his muzzle. He was covered in scars, and the claws on his fingers were yellow and worn. 
 To his right was an enormous Mandran – taller than Lanaliel by at least half a foot and heavier by a hundred pounds. He had a golden hide with several white patches, including around both eyes. Black leather bands with patterns JaQuan didn’t recognize wrapped each upper arm, and a pair of golden horns adjoined by a black cord hung from his belt. He glared aggressively at them from gleaming, black eyes. 
 “Rorgun Krisch,” the Graur said. “It has been a long time.” 
 “It is a pleasure to see you again, Your Eminence,” Rorgun replied. 
 “Tell me,” said the Graur JaQuan presumed was Mutakh Kairee, “are you still wasting your time following Kitekh Galesh around the galaxy?” 
 “It’s not a waste of my time, Your Eminence,” Rorgun said. “But, yes, I am still in her service.” 
 Kairee snorted disdainfully. He cast his gaze around the room, studying each person. JaQuan felt like a piece of meat as the green-eyed stare crawled over him, sizing him up. 
 “I find that hard to believe, Rorgun,” Kairee said at last. “You come to me in dire need with a shipmate who clearly despises me and two . . . humans.” 
 “What’s the matter with humans?” Alan said. 
 JaQuan could have smacked him. He’d thought the same thing but antagonizing the leader of a terrorist group thought to be extinct was stupid. 
 Kairee turned his attention to Alan and studied him silently. Rorgun kept his eyes trained on his old master. Rischa’s muscles coiled, poised to spring if necessary. 
 “You don’t look stupid,” Kairee said. “And you can’t possibly be ignorant. Are you naïve?” 
 “I don’t know what you mean,” Alan said. 
 “You humans appeared in the galaxy as if by magic,” Kairee said. “As if God himself plucked you from your world and deposited you in ours. The consensus among the Keepers of the Faith was that you were the foretold Fourth Race. Many prominent senators disagreed, fearful of the prophecies that claimed the Fourth Race would destroy the Empire in fire and bloodshed before leading us all to a new golden age. Naturally, they were more concerned with the loss of their own power and privilege than with the fate of those who would perish in the Empire’s destruction, but that did not change the fact that they lobbied the Emperor to rule against you. 
 “Acquineen III, corrupt and fearful both of your potential and of the Keepers, made a half-baked compromise, wherein humanity would receive partial citizenship for ten years until he could make a decision. 
 “What’s wrong with humans, Mr. – What was your name?” 
 “Alan Park.” 
 “What’s wrong with humans, Mr. Park, is that they are destined to destroy the Empire,” Kairee finished. 
 “You don’t know that, Your Eminence,” Rorgun said. 
 “Don’t I?” Kairee countered. 
 “Come on, Rorgun,” Gadaar said. “We predicted this fifteen, sixteen years ago.” 
 “No, we predicted the prophecies were in imminent danger of coming true,” Rorgun said. “We begged the Emperor to change his ways.” 
 “And then you staged a rebellion to try to force your insanity to be true,” Rischa said. 
 “Watch your tongue,” the Mandran said, speaking for the first time. “You are here as a friend of Rorgun Krisch, and therefore as a friend of the Kwin Faan. But heresy and disrespect will not be tolerated.” 
 JaQuan’s heart raced. This was rapidly devolving into a dick-measuring contest. No one had said shit about getting a Myollnar Crystal yet, and Rischa’s outrage and Kairee’s arrogance were going to turn this into a fight at the rate they were going. 
 “I’m no friend of the Kwin Faan,” Rischa said. 
 “Cool it, Rischa,” JaQuan said. 
 She threw him a hateful glare but fell silent. 
 “The Emperor is dead,” Kairee said. “There is no quorum on the Council of Nine. A successor cannot be chosen. This is the doom we foresaw.” 
 “Now wait a second,” Alan said. “The question of human citizenship hasn’t been settled yet, but it’s not like we did this. We didn’t assassinate the Emperor or start a revolution.” 
 “The question of human citizenship is immaterial,” Kairee said. 
 “How do you figure that?” JaQuan said. 
 “If human beings are the Fourth Race, the Empire is doomed, and there are no citizens at all,” Kairee answered. 
 “And if you are not the Fourth Race, you have no right to citizenship in the first place,” the Mandran added. 
 “But let’s face it,” Gadaar said. “You are the Fourth Race. Everybody knows it. It’s just that no one wants to admit it, particularly the people in power. 
 “We predicted all this before humanity’s arrival. People didn’t want to believe it then, because no one wanted to think about everything they understood coming to an end. But it did, and here we are. The Empire is dead. We’re all just waiting to see how it actually falls.” 
 No one spoke for several seconds. The weight of Gadaar’s words hung heavy in the air. 
 “You know, this is all fascinating,” JaQuan said, breaking the silence. “But it doesn’t have shit to do with why we’re here.” 
 “My pilot makes an excellent point, Your Eminence,” Rorgun said. “We need a Myollnar Crystal.” 
 Kairee’s eyes grew open wide. He gave Rorgun one of his characteristic long stares. 
 “Why?” he said at last. 
 “Our ship fell under attack,” Rorgun said. “A beamer blast hit our hyperdrive just as we were making the jump to hyperspace. Our crystal was destroyed.” 
 “And you weren’t torn into singularities by flying through hyperspace without a crystal?” Gadaar said, incredulity seizing her expression. 
 “JaQuan returned us to normal space before we suffered that fate,” Rorgun said. 
 All eyes fell on JaQuan. He did his best to look badass in the face of Kwin Faan scrutiny, but he wasn’t sure he pulled it off. 
 “That’s a hell of a trick,” Gadaar said. 
 “If you say so,” JaQuan replied. 
 “Hmph,” the Mandran said. “False modesty is unbecoming.” 
 JaQuan stared into those shiny, black eyes. He didn’t like this brute. Anyone who stood around glaring, throwing out non-verbal threats with their posture was a bully. He’d have loved to take this asshole down a peg. 
 But they didn’t have the crystal yet. 
 “If you say so,” JaQuan said again, unable to resist the urge to needle the behemoth. 
 “Who attacked you?” Gadaar asked. 
 “I’m not sure that’s important,” Rorgun said. “And even if it is, I’m not sure I’d be willing to tell you.” 
 Another long silence fell over the room. Kairee ran a claw through his mane as he examined Rorgun. 
 “A Myollnar Crystal is a premium item,” he said. “Acquiring it would be expensive.” 
 “We’ve brought mining equipment to barter with,” Rorgun answered. “It’s all new. You should be able to resell it for a considerable profit.” 
 “I’ve no need for more mining equipment, Rorgun,” Kairee said. “That is an easy commodity to acquire. I need something I can actually use.” 
 “And what would that be?” JaQuan asked, unease bubbling up from his stomach again. 
 Once again, Kairee didn’t reply right away. JaQuan wanted to leap across the desk and smash in his pretentious face. The bastard knew good and well what he wanted. But he pretended to think about it. 
 “I need a favor,” Kairee pronounced. 
 “No,” Rischa said. 
 “Relax, Rischa,” Gadaar said. “You haven’t even heard what it is yet.” 
 “It doesn’t matter,” Rischa said, not taking her eyes off Kairee. “There is no service for the Kwin Faan that ends well for the contractor.” 
 “Then feel free to leave,” the Mandran said. “I am sure you can find someone else to sell you a Myollnar Crystal. Somewhere.” 
 “What’s the job?” JaQuan asked. 
 Rischa, Alan, and Rorgun all turned to him in surprise. Alarm and anger warred for control of Rischa’s expression. 
 “Don’t, JaQuan,” she said. “You don’t know what kind of people these are.” 
 JaQuan gazed coolly at Kairee and his hitman. Rischa hadn’t been a black man living in America. 
 “Actually,” he said, “I’ve got a really good idea what kind of people these are. What’s the job?” 
 “A client of ours needs some merchandise, just as you do,” Kairee said. “His enemies know this. They also know we are the only supplier. Therefore, we are being watched. I have been unable to deliver the product, because my people are all known. If one of my couriers attempts delivery, they are ambushed. 
 “I need someone who is not known to be working for me, someone who can make the delivery without being suspected. If you perform this service for me, I will give you your Myollnar Crystal.” 
 JaQuan shook his head. Of course. The mob boss wanted them to be a pawn in a larger criminal enterprise. 
 “Your Eminence—” Rorgun began. 
 “Just what the hell is the ‘merchandise?’” JaQuan asked. 
 “Does it matter?” Kairee said. 
 “Yes,” Rischa and JaQuan said in unison. 
 “It is a weapon,” the Mandran said. “An unusual and unique weapon.” 
 “We are not going to be your greschked gunrunners!” Rischa shouted. 
 “Rischa,” Rorgun said, his voice cool and soft, “perhaps you should wait for us on the lander.” 
 Her head snapped sharply in his direction. JaQuan couldn’t see her expression, but he didn’t need to. Fury poured off her shoulders, dripped from her coiled muscles. He could well imagine the incredulity and the rage on her face. 
 “Rorgun, are you insane?” Rischa said. “We cannot be trafficking arms on behalf of the Kwin Faan! Kitekh would never stand for this!” 
 “We need a Myollnar Crystal!” Rorgun snapped, rounding on Rischa. “I don’t give a damn what your politics are! This is an old friend, a mentor of mine. He’s willing to trade me what we need in return for a simple service. So I’m going to do it. If you want to sit on the ship and wait for it all to be over, that’s fine. I won’t compel you to help. But I’m not going to listen to your insubordination for one more second. We’re doing this my way. That’s final.” 
 A tense silence filled the room. Rorgun and Rischa glared at each other, both poised to spring should one of them decide to escalate the confrontation. Everyone else watched, waiting to see who would back down. 
 “Actually, my old friend,” Kairee said, “you have one thing wrong: You will not be doing anything.” 
 Rorgun and Rischa both whirled in Kairee’s direction, their confrontation momentarily forgotten. JaQuan felt a new sense of dread pulse through him. He’d known there would be a catch. There always was. 
 “What are you talking about, Mutakh?” Rorgun said, using his old master’s name for the first time. 
 “You are a former member of the Kwin Faan,” Kairee answered. “Your ties to me could be known. I cannot risk you participating in the mission. 
 “Likewise, your shipmate here is untrustworthy. She clearly hates our movement in general and me in particular. It would be beyond foolish for me to entrust her with this mission.” 
 Kairee turned his attention to JaQuan and Alan. JaQuan could feel the noose tightening around his neck. 
 “But your other companions are human,” the Kwin Faan leader said. “Not only have I never worked with humans before, my reputation suggests I despise them. They are therefore the perfect agents for the job.” 
 “Oh, shit,” Alan said, his voice weak and low. 
 Alan looked petrified. Rorgun was horrified. Rischa crossed her arms, and stared at Rorgun. 
 “Fuck you, Kairee,” JaQuan said. “You expect us to buy this bullshit? Alan and I are the only ones on the whole station who can pull this job for you? We just got here three hours ago!  
 “This is a setup. It’s some sort of a test for Rorgun, or maybe it’s punishment for him leaving your movement all those years ago. 
 “Regardless, you’re fucking with us. I don’t believe for a second this is on the level.” 
 The Mandran took one step forward and reached for the horns dangling from his belt. JaQuan’s hand fell to his beamer, and Rorgun moved to interpose himself. 
 Kairee simply smiled and put up a hand to arrest his bodyguard. After a moment, the Mandran settled back into a relaxed stance, but he bored a hateful glare into JaQuan. 
 “You may believe whatever you wish, human,” Kairee said. “The facts are these: I have a problem. Your arrival presents me with a unique opportunity to solve it. You need something from me. Therefore, I propose you solve my problem in exchange for me solving yours. If that’s unacceptable to you, you can decline. I wish you luck in finding a Myollnar Crystal elsewhere on the station.” 
 JaQuan scowled. The bastard had them over a barrel, and he knew it. They were being manipulated. 
 “Your Eminence,” Rorgun said, “surely you can appreciate our position. This is a highly risky service you’re asking my crewmembers to perform. They’ve already been treated with severe suspicion and bigotry since their arrival. Forbidding Rischa and I from assisting them puts them in considerable and unnecessary extra danger.” 
 “On the contrary, Rorgun,” Kairee said, “I am removing an element of risk. If they are identified as my agents, they will surely come under fire. By making certain you are not seen with them, I reduce the chances for their patronage to be known. I am protecting your crew in a way you cannot.” 
 “The only thing you’re protecting is your own position,” Rischa said. 
 “I am sorry you feel that way,” Kairee said. “I have made my final offer.” 
 JaQuan wanted to shoot the Graur terrorist, burn the look of triumph out of his eyes. But he knew there was no choice. Kairee wouldn’t be insisting on such a high price if he had any competition. Short of breaking into another ship and stealing its crystal, the only way to get what they wanted here was to play Mutakh Kairee’s game. 
 “Fine,” JaQuan said. 
 “What?” Alan said, his voice high and his eyes wide. 
 “We’ll do it,” JaQuan went on. “You put that crystal in Rorgun’s hand while we’re gone.” 
 “JaQuan, are you sure?” Rorgun asked. 
 “We don’t have a choice, Rorgun,” JaQuan replied. “You led us to this demon. Now, we have to pay his fee. Just get the damned crystal and be ready to get the hell out of here when we get back. 
 “All right, Kairee, what do we have to do?” 
   


   
 GWEN’S PATIENCE WAS REWARDED. Static cut through her monitor as though someone were jamming the signal. When the picture returned, the two humans were moving away from the door. Each was carrying a silver case. The Graur were not with them. 
 Her relief turned instantly to panic. What the hell was going on? Had the humans gotten what they needed? Why had they ditched the Graur? What was in those cases? Where were they going? 
 She watched them for several seconds. They seemed headed back to the landing bay. Damn it! What were they doing? 
 Before she could contemplate the question further, they turned away from the landing bay. They were going somewhere else in the station. 
 “Shit,” she whispered. 
 Something was going on. Gwen had no idea what it was, but her instincts were screaming at her to do something about it. Sitting in her ship wasn’t getting her any answers. 
 Her mind made up, she tapped commands into the comms unit on her wrist, downloading the security feed. That way she’d be able to track them. Then she stood up and strapped her beamer back on. 
 “I hope you know what you’re doing, Gwen,” she said. 
 She was sure she didn’t. But it didn’t matter. Something was happening, and it bore closer investigation. 
 Striding purposefully, she left her ship and set off in search of the only other two humans aboard The Outpost. 
   


   
 SWEAT BEADED ON JAQUAN’S SCALP AS the two Elohim thugs scrutinized Alan and him. Dressed in shimmering, gold shifts and black cloaks, the guards looked ridiculous. They wore beamer pistols on their right hips and swords on their left. Between the outrageous clothes, their willowy, white bodies, and turquoise hair they looked like they belonged at some sort of comic book convention. 
 But despite their nonthreatening appearance, JaQuan had no doubts they were deadly with both weapons. One of them talked into a comm link on his wrist, reinforcing the idea that they could bring plenty of help should they need it. 
 Alan’s skin was so pale with fear, he almost looked white. Like JaQuan, he was sweating profusely. He might have been younger, a bit more naïve than JaQuan, but he understood they were in great danger and that a single mistake could be deadly. 
 The Elohiman who’d been talking into the comm link, lowered his wrist and stared at JaQuan. 
 “Mr. Sil was not informed of your coming,” he said. “He desires some authentication of your mission.” 
 JaQuan bit his lip to avoid screaming. More evidence this was a setup. What the hell was Kairee up to? 

Don’ ever let a man see you freak, his old mentor, Lucky Latiel used to say. You keep your face flat, empty. Don’ let him know you even there. He thinks he got you scared? You ain’ got no chance. Make him wonder. Make him worry.

 “Authentication?” JaQuan said. “What the fuck does he think this is? Does he think the Kwin Faan issue ID cards? Maybe he’s hoping we can pull out the Empire’s Most Wanted list and point to our names?” 
 The guard blinked twice at JaQuan. An expression JaQuan thought might be confusion set up on his face. 
 “I do not understand,” he said. 
 JaQuan sighed. Clearly this idiot didn’t comprehend human sarcasm. 
 “Look,” he said, “my partner and I are freelancers hired by Mutakh Kairee to deliver a package to your boss and collect payment. If he’s not interested in completing the transaction, we’ll happily take the merchandise back to His Eminence and forget the whole thing.” 
 Silently, JaQuan willed the bluff to work. He’d been telling the truth, after a fashion, about them being freelancers. So it should be easy to sell, and Alan couldn’t say anything that would refute it. 
 But did the enigmatic Mr. Sil want the goods badly enough to play along? 
 The guard blinked again with that unnerving sideways blink of his Elohim anatomy. JaQuan smiled unpleasantly, hoping to convince the thugs he was perfectly willing to walk away. 
 After a moment, the Elohiman raised the comm link to his mouth again and spoke in his native tongue. An answer came back after several seconds. 
 “If you try anything, you will be killed,” he said. 
 “I’d expect nothing less,” JaQuan replied. 
 The guard with the comm link turned and pressed a switch on the wall, while his partner stared cautiously at JaQuan and Alan. The door slid open. 
 “This way,” the talker said. 
 He led them through the door, down a short hallway, and then a right turn that led to another door. Tapping in a code on the wall panel, he opened it, and gestured for them to enter. 
 “Thanks,” JaQuan said, pretending everything was perfectly fine. 
 He and Alan entered a large room with a table in the center. Five Elohim dressed exactly the same as the guards stood on the opposite side. JaQuan resisted the urge to laugh. Each had their arms crossed, and they stood in a chevron, as though this were some military formation. 
 Behind JaQuan and Alan, the door shut. They both turned. The guard hadn’t entered. They were locked in with the five Elohim. JaQuan tried to believe this wasn’t a trap. He didn’t succeed. 
 “Are you, Mr. Sil?” he said, addressing the Elohiman in the center. 
 “I am,” he said. “Who are you?” 
 “JaQuan Jones. This is my partner, Alan Park.” 
 “Whussup?” Alan managed, his voice a little higher than usual. 
 “How did you come to be in the employ of Mutakh Kairee?” Sil asked. 
 “He’s a friend of a friend,” JaQuan said, once again relying on a vague version of the truth to bluff. “My understanding is your merchandise attracts the wrong kind of attention and His Eminence is the only known supplier. He contracted with us to make delivery, so all the nasty complications could be avoided.” 
 Sil stared at JaQuan as impassively as the guard had. The other four Elohim all stood perfectly still, like statues. Two gazed threateningly on JaQuan. The other two did the same to Alan. 
 “I will need to authenticate the merchandise before paying,” Sil said at last. 
 “Of course,” JaQuan said. 
 He came forward and set his case on the table. The Elohiman to Sil’s left, pulled out a hand scanner, tapped a command into its board, and ran it over the case. He scrutinized the reading for several seconds, then turned to Sil and nodded. 
 “Are they dormant?” Sil asked. 
 JaQuan tried not to panic. Dormant? What the fuck was he talking about?  
 He tried to decide what to answer. He had no idea whether he was supposed to deliver whatever it was dormant or not. 

Don’ never give a man information, Lucky would say. Anything he know, he can use against you.

 “I don’t what you mean,” JaQuan said. 
 “I detect no movement,” the Elohiman with the hand scanner said. “I believe we are safe.” 
 “Open the case,” Sil said to JaQuan. 
 He swallowed hard. He had no idea what the hell was going on, but he feared things were about to get really bad. 
 Trying to keep his hand from trembling, he reached over and keyed in the code to unlock the case. The red light on the control panel turned green. He laid the case on its bottom, touched the open key, and spun it around to face Sil. Then he lifted the lid. 
 The Elohim all jumped back, and two of them drew beamers. After a second, though, they relaxed. JaQuan could see strange, green light glowing from inside the case. Sil stepped forward and peered into it. A wicked smile slid up his face. 
 “Let me see the other one,” he said. 
 “Payment first,” JaQuan countered. 
 Sil looked up and met his eyes. JaQuan closed the case on the table. 
 “Sorry,” he said. “His Eminence was explicit that you transfer the funds before the goods are delivered.” 
 “And how do I know you will not double-cross me?” Sil asked. 
 “Why would I?” JaQuan said. “I got no skin in this game. I’m just a delivery mule.” 
 For a moment, JaQuan thought the Elohiman wasn’t going to bend. JaQuan wasn’t sure what he would do if that were the case. They were outnumbered, and they had no leverage. 
 “Bring the other case here, so we may scan it,” Sil said. “If the readings are the same, I will make payment.” 
 “Alan,” JaQuan said, not taking his eyes off the Elohim criminal. “Bring the man his goods.” 
 Alan came forward and set his case on the table just as JaQuan had. He didn’t let go of the handle. 
 The Elohiman with the scanner repeated the process with Alan’s case. After a moment, he looked at Sil and nodded again. 
 JaQuan reached into his jacket and pulled an electronic pad out of the inside pocket. He put it on the table in front of Sil, who reached down and tapped in several commands. They waited. 
 After several seconds, the pad chimed. JaQuan checked the screen. The sum of three hundred thousand sovereigns had been transferred to Kairee’s account. 
 “Very good,” JaQuan said, taking the pad back and stuffing it in his jacket. “I believe that concludes our business.” 
 He turned and started across the room, with Alan quickly falling in step. 
 “Just a moment,” Sil said. JaQuan turned back, trying again not to panic. “I need the lock code for the case.” 
 “Oh, yes,” JaQuan said. “I’m sorry. It’s four-three-two-three-zero.” 
 Sil tapped the numbers into the keypad. A second later he opened the case. 
 The sound of flesh tearing ripped through the air. Something flew out of the case, struck Sil in the face, and latched on. He started screaming, and blood gushed in every direction. 
 JaQuan had just enough time to realize the thing on Sil’s face was a living creature and that it was eating him alive before more of the things rocketed out of the case and swarmed the other Elohim. 
 The creatures were approximately a foot long and half a foot wide at the front. Their bodies were brown, segmented, and almost entirely flat, tapering to a point at the end. They had two tiny arms at the front, and they flew by no means JaQuan could detect. 
 “Holy shit!” Alan cried. 
 In seconds, twenty of the monsters were in the air. Several flew towards JaQuan and Alan, arms outstretched and horrific mouths with hundreds of teeth open. He realized he was about to die. 
   


   
S
OMETIMES, I WISH I’D HAVE DIED at The Outpost. I wouldn’t have been able to make the mistakes that wrought all this horror. I wouldn’t have lived to see Grakur being bombarded with mass drivers. Wouldn’t have witnessed the galaxy tearing itself apart.


But that wasn’t my fate. I was unlucky enough to survive.


Maybe I was supposed to. Maybe my destiny is to see all this and record it for future generations.


Future generations? Who the hell is going to live long enough to ever read this record?


I’m a damned fool. The only possible explanation is that God is punishing me – showing me just how stupid being too smart is – before he kills me along with all the rest.


I deserve it.

   

Can JaQuan and Alan survive the strange, alien insects?


Did Mutakh Kairee betray them all?


Will Gwen find them in time?


 


Find out in the next thrilling episode of Empire’s End, “No Place to Hide”!


 


Available now!



 




Author’s Note

   
 HEY, Y’ALL! THANKS FOR BUYING AND READING Episode 2 of Empire’s End. I hope you’re liking it. The Outpost is a hell of a place, huh? 
 One of the things I notice happens to indie authors is they can get a review on the first book in their series, but they struggle to get them for subsequent books, even from readers who dig the series enough to read every book in it. That can make it hard to advertise more than the first book, and it could make Amazon think the series isn’t any good, just the first book so why recommend beyond that if all? 
 So, again, if you liked Empire’s End, I’d be grateful if you could take a moment to review 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 2. 
   
 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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