
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   N o one ever starts a fight by themselves. Sure, there’s always the guy who makes the first move. He says something, or he throws someone a look they don’t like. Then everyone starts jawing, and the next thing you know, somebody decides he’s had enough of this shit and takes a swing. 
 
    But it doesn’t start that way. There is always a guy who escalates the situation. He decides to pour gasoline on the fire. He turns a tiny, little nothing into a great, big something. 
 
    And half the time, it’s someone not directly involved. They start throwing shit into the pot just to see what will happen. 
 
    That’s how a dirty look becomes an insult. How an insult becomes a confrontation. How a confrontation becomes a fight. 
 
    How a fight becomes a war. 
 
    Once you get there, once somebody has stirred the pot enough, there’s no turning back. Somewhere along the way, people forget what they’re supposed to be fighting about. But once you escalate the conflict, the only thing that matters is winning. 
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    Episode 3: 
 
    No Place to Hide 
 
      
 
   I drib Mol stared into the mirror until he was convinced his expression was unquestionably solemn, irrefutably sincere. 
 
    “And so, fellow senators,” he intoned, “we must act. I know this legislation is unprecedented. Indeed, I understand only too well how it contradicts the foundation of our government. But I submit to you that these are unprecedented circumstances. If we do not adopt this extraordinary but reasonable proposal, then we have no government at all. Then the Empire has truly fallen. All that is left is chaos. I bid you to think of the needs of the future rather than the dictates of tradition.” 
 
    Idrib frowned. It was a good line, poetic and simple. But was it enough to convince undecided fools to vote correctly? Would it pull them to his side, or push them away? 
 
    He himself knew the importance of tradition to the Empire. It was the infrastructure on which everything was built. It was the reason for everything, the impetus to deny change. 
 
    But right now, it was the path of suicide. If the Imperial Senate failed to act, there would be no emperor, no legitimacy to any law they enacted. The prophecies would be true. 
 
    Damn the foul humans anyway. They could only be here as a test from God, a trial to see if the Three Races would stay true to his commands or embrace corruption. Why else would he fling them across the galaxy, refugees of a dying world, and deposit them here? By their own admission, they had destroyed their home planet. Most of their priests concluded they had turned away from holy law. 
 
    They were trash, galactic refuse that brought plague to the Empire and befouled the stars with their stench. Their disgusting flame needed to be extinguished before it set fire to civilization itself. 
 
    To do that required an emperor. Without one, order could not be established. And without order, the human chaos would spread until it infected everything. 
 
    He returned his gaze to the mirror. When his face was once again a mask of utter gravity, he opened his mouth to resume practicing, determined to add more passion to his pitch. 
 
    The door chimed. Idrib sighed in irritation. Would he ever have enough peace to get this done? Did he alone understand the importance of this? 
 
    “Come,” he called. 
 
    The door to his chamber slid open, and Orisin Nus stepped in.  
 
    “Pardon my intrusion, Senator,” he said. “I have an update on your daughter.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Cataan’s Claw is now nearly a week overdue at Rijan IV,” Orisin said. “Captain Kel reports they have scoured the Rijan system and found no evidence of Manifest Destiny’s presence.” 
 
    “It was we who arranged for Mr. Brody to effect the kidnapping, not his organization,” Idrib spat. “Of course there are no Manifest Destiny agents waiting for him!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What of the Space Rangers? Do they have any leads?” 
 
    “Grand Marshal Hoorn has received no sightings from any of his Rangers, although he stresses a thorough search will take considerable time,” Orisin said. 
 
    Idrib frowned. 
 
    “I do not see that this is any kind of update,” he said. “You came here to tell me we know nothing, which is no different from the last time you reported to me on this matter.” 
 
    Orisin blushed. He dropped his gaze to the floor. 
 
    “I am sorry, Senator,” he said. “I assumed you would want to be kept abreast of all developments.” 
 
    “I do!” Idrib all but shouted. “But nothing has developed. Cataan’s Claw has not arrived in the Rijan system, and the Space Rangers have not found Haneeta. What am I supposed to do with that? We know nothing. Which is exactly what we knew before!” 
 
    Orisin stood quietly, still studying the floor. His lips twitched. Idrib could tell he wanted to say something but was afraid. 
 
    “What is it, Orisin?” he demanded. 
 
    “I thought . . .” Idrib’s assistant’s voice trailed away. 
 
    “You thought what?” 
 
    Orisin cleared his throat and met Idrib’s gaze. 
 
    “I thought you might like to try something new,” he said. “Since our current methods are not meeting with success.” 
 
    Idrib opened his mouth to shout that there was nothing more to be done, but then a thought seized him.  The whole purpose of this exercise was to destroy humanity. Perhaps there was a way to turn the mishap into a bigger triumph. 
 
    “Let us involve the media,” he said. 
 
    Orisin’s eyes widened. He blinked twice. 
 
    “The media?” he asked. “Are you sure?” 
 
    It was a fair question. Idrib considered. Once IEN got involved, it would be difficult to control the story. The whole thing would take on an ugly life of its own. 
 
    But Idrib could conceive of no scenario in which outrage at humanity would not sweep the Empire. Tie Manifest Destiny to this incident, and everyone would hate them. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Alert the network. Give them few details. Tell them the Space Rangers and the Imperial Authority are investigating, but little is known about how she was taken. 
 
    “But plaster Kitekh Galesh’s face and her ship on every video screen in the galaxy. I want every citizen of the Empire to know her name, what she looks like, and most importantly, her personal hatred of me. Make sure IEN knows Manifest Destiny is behind the kidnapping and that Galesh has turned traitor just to get revenge on me. In fact, give them Brody’s name too, and see if Daxal Station has any surveillance video of him boarding Cataan’s Claw. By this time tomorrow, I want Kitekh Galesh and James Brody to be the two most-hated names in the Empire. If they’re still alive, if they have Haneeta, there will be no place they can go to escape.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He turned to go but stopped before the door. After a moment’s pause, he looked at Idrib over his shoulder. 
 
    “Senator, if we do this, there is no going back,” he said. “Once IEN has the story, there is no telling where it will go.” 
 
    “We know where it will go, Orisin. It will lead to the utter destruction of humanity and to the restoration of the Empire.” 
 
    Orisin studied him for several seconds. Idrib read doubt in his eyes. 
 
    “I hope you are right, Senator,” he said. “God help us if you are not.” 
 
    “I am not wrong, Orisin. God will help us. This is his will.” 
 
    His assistant gazed on him for several more seconds. Then he left. 
 
    Idrib returned to the mirror. He struggled to recompose his look of solemnity. The interruption had proven fortuitous. With the fires of outrage burning through the galaxy, he could position himself as savior to the Empire. How could he be seen as anything other than a hero as he bravely set aside the devastation of his daughter’s kidnapping to introduce critical legislation? Who would doubt his commitment to the future and the betterment of all? 
 
    Yes, it was even better this way. With their constituents crying for justice and Idrib stoically calling for order, the Senate would give him what he wanted. They could do nothing else. 
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    JaQuan flung up an arm to ward off the vile creature flying towards him and reached for his beamer. The fiend closed the distance quickly, reaching for him with its tiny arms and opening its hideous mouth even wider. Drool glistened on the hundreds of teeth in its maw. He realized he wouldn’t be able to bring his pistol to bear in time. 
 
    Instinctively, he squeezed his eyes shut, not wanting to watch the monster eat him. 
 
    Burning pain licked across his hand. His arm went numb as he screamed. Then he smelled charred flesh. 
 
    Unable to resist the urge to know how he was dying, he opened his eyes. Yellow ropes of electricity crackled up his arm and out into the chamber. A moment later, the blackened husk of the strange beast collided with his chest. Sparks burned through his shirt, searing his chest. He cried out again. 
 
    The electricity dissipated, and the corpse of the monster fell to the deck. JaQuan stared at it stunned. 
 
    “Come on!” Alan shouted. 
 
    Shocked back into action, JaQuan bolted for the door. Behind him, a cloud of the fiends swarmed the Elohim criminals who had purchased them. Sil and his associates screamed in terror and agony as they were devoured. 
 
    More of the beasts flew towards JaQuan and Alan, looking for fresh meat. JaQuan raced through the door, keying it shut as soon as he crossed the threshold. 
 
    He wasn’t quite fast enough. One of the bastards got half its brown, segmented body through the aperture before the door closed on it, cutting the thing in half. It squealed horribly, sailing through the air, trailing blood and gore until it crashed to the deck several feet away. Alan took aim and fried what was left of it with his electroray gun. 
 
    JaQuan slumped against the bulkhead, gasping for air and trying to slow the beating of his heart. His right hand ached. Burns covered the back of it, although they appeared superficial. He looked at Alan. 
 
    “Thanks for saving my life,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “No problem,” Alan replied, sounding as though he wanted to vomit. “Sorry, I hit you too. The gun electrifies particles between it and the target. You were close enough, the current moved to you as well.” 
 
    “As long as I’m still breathing,” he said. 
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” a voice cried. 
 
    JaQuan looked up to see the two Elohim guards who had let them in come charging down the hall. He pulled his beamer and fired, hitting the leader in the heart with a green ray of focused plasma. The guard fell to the deck, dead, as his companion gaped. JaQuan shot the slack-jawed Elohiman in the head, killing him instantly. 
 
    “Let’s get the fuck out of here before more help arrives,” JaQuan said. 
 
    Alan nodded once, and the two of them ran for the exit. Seconds later, they were standing outside, huffing. 
 
    “What the hell were those things?” Alan asked. 
 
    “Who cares?” JaQuan replied. “They almost killed us. Fucking Kairee set us up.” 
 
    Alan stopped panting for a moment and looked at JaQuan wide-eyed. 
 
    “A setup?” he said. “You really think he tried to have us killed?” 
 
    “Do you even doubt it?” JaQuan said. “We weren’t delivering any fucking weapon. We were dropping a bomb. Kairee sent us to assassinate Sil, and he figured we’d die too.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Alan whispered. “We better let Rorgun know. He may be in danger.” 
 
    “We ain’t telling Rorgun shit! I don’t know whose side he’s on, and until I do, I’m treating him like it ain’t ours.” 
 
    “So what then?” 
 
    “We need to find out if Rischa is okay. She made it obvious she doesn’t like Kairee or the Kwin Faan. If we were supposed to die, she might be in danger too.” 
 
    JaQuan holstered his beamer, then tapped a message into his comm link: 
 
      
 
    Rischa, do not react to this message. Reply by text only. Are you okay? 
 
      
 
    He sent the message and then waited for a response. Alan alternated looking back at the door and down the hall, worried someone would come along. JaQuan’s comm link chimed. Rischa’s reply was brief: 
 
      
 
    Yes, why? 
 
      
 
    He tapped out another message: 
 
      
 
    Job was a setup. Kairee had us assassinate a rival. Expected us to die too. Money has been transferred into Kairee’s account. Do you have the crystal? 
 
      
 
    JaQuan tapped his foot impatiently after hitting “send.” If the Kwin Faan were dealing fairly with Rorgun, it might be possible to get out of this with minimal fuss. He wanted to rip Kairee’s throat out, but he was mostly interested in just getting the fuck off The Outpost with the Myollnar Crystal they needed to repair the ship’s hyperdrive. If Rorgun had it, they could leave right now and put this whole ugly business behind them. 
 
    His comm link chimed again. JaQuan’s heart sank when he read the one-word reply: 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Alan asked, looking even more worried. 
 
    “Rorgun doesn’t have the crystal. We’re going to have to go back for it.” 
 
    Alan blinked at him. JaQuan wasn’t sure if his expression meant fear or confusion, but he didn’t have time to wonder. 
 
    Think! How were they going to get the crystal and at least Rischa away from the Kwin Faan? If this was a setup, Kairee would not be expecting JaQuan and Alan to return. He’d just be waiting for confirmation that everyone was dead before making good on his end of the bargain.  
 
    That assumed that he intended to give Rorgun the crystal at all. Maybe he planned to get rid of Rischa too and then force Rorgun to join back up with him. 
 
    What, if anything, did Rorgun know? Had Gadaar told him back on the lander this would happen? Was Rorgun expecting to walk out with the crystal, or was he just selling out his shipmates? 
 
    The latter didn’t seem like him. JaQuan had known him for three years. So as far as he could tell, Rorgun’s only loyalty was to Kitekh. 
 
    But JaQuan hadn’t known about the Kwin Faan or Rorgun’s past association with them. Had Kitekh? 
 
    He sighed in frustration. What to do depended entirely on Kairee’s ultimate intentions and whose side Rorgun was really on. It was impossible to know any of it from where they were. 
 
    “JaQuan, what are we going to do?” Alan asked, giving voice to all of JaQuan’s doubts. 
 
    He sighed again. There were no good options. 
 
    But they did have two distinct advantages. First, Kairee didn’t expect them to be alive. He’d sold them out, believing they’d be killed by his insidious pets. Second, they had someone on the inside. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “I’ve got a plan.” 
 
    “Who are you?” a voice said. 
 
    JaQuan turned to see an Elohiman dressed in the same golden shift and black cloak of Sil’s other people. Like his dead companions, this one wore a sword on his left hip and a beamer on his right. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked, reaching for his pistol. 
 
    JaQuan whipped out his own beamer and fired in a single fluid motion, hitting the newcomer in the shoulder. He cried out and dropped his weapon. JaQuan shot him in the face. 
 
    Alan stared, horrified as JaQuan looked over the dead Elohiman, feeling like Doc Holliday. 
 
    “Damn, JaQuan,” Alan said. “You had him disarmed. You didn’t have to kill him.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But we didn’t have time to answer any of his questions, and he was going for his beamer. It wasn’t going to end well, no matter what, especially once he got inside.” 
 
    Alan stared for several seconds longer. 
 
    “Should we hide the body inside?” he asked. 
 
    “You want to risk opening that door and maybe letting more of those monsters out?” 
 
    Alan shuddered at the thought. He swallowed hard. 
 
    “Good point,” he said. 
 
    JaQuan’s comm link chimed. 
 
      
 
    What do you want me to do? 
 
      
 
    Good question. With another sigh, he tapped out a message: 
 
      
 
    Do not say anything to Rorgun. We don’t know whose side he is on. 
 
      
 
    Then he outlined his plan to Rischa. He hoped it wasn’t utter madness. 
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    Gwen stood over the dead Elohiman, trying to piece together what had happened. He had plasma burns on face and his shoulder from where the bald human had shot him. Even if she hadn’t watched the man shoot him on her hacked video feed from the security cameras, cause of death would have been easy to determine. 
 
    But the fact that he’d been shot to death while reaching for his own weapon didn’t tell her what the hell was going on. 
 
    The two humans had met with a pair of Elohim just outside the door to her left. After a quick conversation, they were taken inside. The camera feed was jammed beyond the door, so Gwen had no idea what they had done after they’d entered. 
 
    Minutes later, the two Elohim who’d stood guard outside the door rushed through it, as though called by some alarm. Shortly afterwards, the humans reemerged, both with pistols in their hands. When the unfortunate Elohiman at her feet came along and discovered them, he’d been murdered. 
 
    None of this made sense. The humans had arrived with two Graur. She knew from Station Control they were from the fugitive ship Cataan’s Claw and that they were almost certainly here to repair their hyperdrive. A third Graur had taken them into the depths of the station, disappearing behind another door with jammed security feeds. Only the humans had emerged. 
 
    Now, the same thing had happened. The two men had gone behind closed doors with Elohim only to come out alone. What the hell were they doing? 
 
    Gwen closed her eyes and listened to the throbbing hum of the station’s power generators reverberating through the walls. Distractions drained away. What had she missed? 
 
    The two terrorists had met with two Elohim at this door. They’d talked for several seconds, then one of the Elohim had spoken into a comm link. When he got his reply, he’d ushered the humans inside, leaving his partner at the door. 
 
    So the first two Elohim she’d seen were guards. The humans were here to meet with someone. Why? 
 
    To get the materials they needed to repair their ship. 
 
    So what had happened? Something must have gone wrong. 
 
    When the humans left their previous stop, they carried metal briefcases. They had them when they arrived here . . . but not when they came out! 
 
    Furthermore, they exited with weapons drawn, shut the door, and rested. No one came out after them. The bald one tapped commands into a comm link on his wrist. Had he been communicating with someone? 
 
    Then the third Elohiman had come along, and they’d shot him. They hadn’t bothered to hide the body. They’d sent a few more messages before leaving. 
 
    So. They’d delivered something to the Elohim, presumably in payment for their hyperdrive parts. Something had gone wrong. 
 
    But what? 
 
    The answers lay behind that door. Gwen opened her eyes and pressed the call signal. It wasn’t answered. She rang again. Still no answer. 
 
    A cold feeling of dread crept up from Gwen’s stomach into her chest. If no one was responding to the doorbell, it was likely no one was able to. 
 
    She tried opening it, but unsurprisingly, it was locked. Undeterred, Gwen pulled a small computer decrypter from its pocket on her belt. She might have been ostracized by the rest of the Space Rangers for being human, but they still issued her all the equipment she needed to do her job. 
 
    Gwen plugged the device into the door’s keypad port, powered it up, and tapped commands to hack the lock code. It took the decrypter all of seven seconds to defeat the laughably poor security program. Gwen unplugged the unit, returned it to her belt, and then keyed in the passcode. The door slid aside. 
 
    A rank and pungent odor assaulted her nostrils, unlike any she’d ever smelled. It wasn’t death, decay, or refuse. 
 
    Her heart racing, she drew her beamer and stepped cautiously into a well-lit hallway. Aside from the background noise of the station generators, it was complete silence within. 
 
    Gwen advanced slowly down the corridor, trying to keep her hand from shaking. She’d been in a number of hellholes in Persia and Syria as a Marine. As a cop in Cleveland, she’d worked one of the poorer, more crime-ridden precincts. She was used to trouble. 
 
    But something about the unknown of this situation unnerved her. It had to be the smell. The strange aroma warned of unknown horrors. She didn’t want to know what she was going to find in here. She wanted to run from it. 
 
    She had to see what had happened here, so she could understand what the terrorists were up to. 
 
    The hallway terminated at another door. Several feet before it were two more dead Elohim, both with beamer burns – one in the chest, the other in the head. Presumably, these were the two guards who had first greeted the humans, then rushed in to investigate when they heard a disturbance. 
 
    Between them and the door was a strange object. It looked like the remains of some alien insect, with a segmented exoskeleton, but it would have to have been a gargantuan specimen. The thing was almost twice the size of Gwen’s fist. It was blackened and smelled acrid. Whatever it was had been burned thoroughly. Indeed, the deck around it was scorched. A line of viscera trailed across the floor, ending at the door. 
 
    “What the hell happened here?” Gwen said aloud. 
 
    She stared at the door ahead of her. She didn’t want to open it. Whatever was on the other side was a secret best left undisturbed. 
 
    But it was her job to find out. 
 
    Swallowing hard, she stepped to the door. She took a deep breath and touched the keypad. 
 
    The door slid open, and the awful scent intensified, smacking her in the face with the strength of a wet, leather glove. She was forced to step back and blink her eyes several times. 
 
    Inside, the scene was pure horror. A table stood on the far side of the room. On it, sat the two cases the terrorists had brought. One of them was open. 
 
    Behind the table, were four, maybe five dead Elohim. Gwen couldn’t be sure of the number. The corpses were covered in blood and gore, and all were missing huge chunks of flesh and limbs, as though they’d been torn to pieces by a school of sharks. 
 
    Tens of disgusting creatures crawled over the remains. The fiends had brown, segmented bodies, approximately a foot long and wide, that tapered to a point at the back. They had two short arms at the front and no other discernible appendages. Some of them were feasting on the Elohiman carcasses, but most were emitting a viscous, green fluid from their tail ends that they seemed to be weaving over the charnel heap. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Gwen whispered in revulsion. 
 
    At the sound of her voice, one of the hideous beasts looked up at her. A second later, it launched itself into the air, flying towards her without the aid of wings. It opened a mouth with hundreds of jagged teeth and reached for her with its arms. 
 
    Gwen screamed and fired her beamer. Fear did not hinder her marksmanship. Her beam hit the thing in the mouth, and it exploded as the plasma exited the rear of its body. 
 
    The attack disturbed the rest of the colony. Twenty, maybe thirty more of the things left their work and rocketed towards her. 
 
    Frantically, she stabbed the keypad, begging the door to shut. It closed just before the little monsters could reach her. The sound of them hitting the metal echoed through the hallway and extinguished the last of her courage. 
 
    With another scream, she bolted for the exit. As soon as she was out, she keyed that door shut as well. Then she stood panting for nearly a minute, trying not to puke. 
 
    “What the fuck were you two doing?” she asked the absent pair of terrorists. 
 
    Fucking Manifest Destiny. First they’d kidnapped Senator Mol’s daughter, then they’d unleashed a massacre on a gang of Elohiman criminals here. What the hell was their endgame? Did they plan to kill every nonhuman in the galaxy? 
 
    Whatever they were up to, they had to be stopped. As far as Gwen could tell, these two terrorists were the most dangerous people in the Empire. She couldn’t wait for backup. They could escape and commit other atrocities elsewhere. She needed to bring them in – dead or alive – now. 
 
    Holstering her beamer, she called up the security camera feed on her comms unit and played it back to watch the two mad killers. It took only a few seconds to realize they were headed back to where they’d gotten the case full of killer insects. If she hurried, she could catch them. 
 
    “You fuckers are toast,” she said. 
 
    She set off for a confrontation with the vile authors of this horror. She was determined it would end badly for them. 
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    JaQuan breathed slowly through his nose, forcing his heart to slow. His hand still seethed with pain from Alan’s electroray gun. His shoulder and arm remained sore from the current surging into them. He tried to ignore them, so he could focus on what he had to do. 
 
    Before today, he’d never killed anyone. Now, he had the blood of three Elohim on his hands, not to mention the five that had been massacred in Kairee’s little double-cross. He tried to tell himself that those didn’t count – he hadn’t known what was going to happen. 
 
    It didn’t make him feel any better. 
 
    But he needed to be calm and clearheaded. He had another series of murders planned, and he couldn’t go soft or insane if he wanted to get him and his shipmates out of this alive. 
 
    People tell you, you gotta get all worked up for a fight, Lucky Latiel used to say. It ain’ so. A fight is work. You stay calm and level-headed. You don’ get all worked up about taking orders at McDonald’s or sweeping floors or driving nails. It just a job. You do it. Fighting’s the same way. Stay calm. Jus’ do your job. 
 
    “Are you sure this is going to work?” Alan asked as they rode the elevator down to the Kwin Faan headquarters. 
 
    JaQuan looked him over. The younger man was sweating, and he looked pale and sickly. Only his hair and the shape of his nose suggested he was black at the moment. He tapped the butt of his gun nervously. 
 
    “As long as everyone does their job and doesn’t miss,” JaQuan answered. 
 
    “What about Rorgun?” 
 
    JaQuan didn’t reply right away. That was the biggest wildcard in the situation. Was Rorgun on their side, or had he returned to the Kwin Faan? What would he do when they unleashed hell on his old master? 
 
    “If he knows what’s good for him, he’ll stay out of it,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “What if he doesn’t?” 
 
    “Then Rischa will deal with him.” 
 
    Silence descended on them, mirroring the elevator’s journey to their destination. JaQuan hoped Alan wouldn’t go squeamish. He’d been pretty tough in the face of the horrific mass assassination. JaQuan believed he could depend on him. 
 
    But if he made a mistake or faltered, they were fucked. 
 
    With an ominous clank, the elevator came to a stop. JaQuan took another deep breath. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “We wait until the office is completely open. Then we light ’em up. Until then, we don’t do shit. Comprende?” 
 
    “Si.” 
 
    The elevator door slid aside. JaQuan and Alan stepped out into the bare antechamber and waited. Aside from the lift door closing, nothing happened. JaQuan waited. Still nothing. 
 
    “Maybe we should push the button,” Alan said. 
 
    JaQuan cast his gaze at the control panel with the single, yellow button. 
 
    “Worth a try,” he said. 
 
    Alan crossed to the panel while JaQuan tried to slow the beating of his heart. He didn’t like this. Why wouldn’t they be greeting them? 
 
    Because they tried to have you killed, he thought. They weren’t expecting you to come back. 
 
    Alan pressed the button. It turned green, and, just as it had before, the room began slowly turning, revealing the meeting room within. 
 
    Kairee sat behind his desk with a blank expression on his face. The giant Mandran flanked him as before, with his arms crossed and a threatening expression plastered across his bovine face. Gadaar leaned against the wall to the right, wearing a smug grin. Rorgun stood next to her, looking concerned. Rischa was a few paces away, coiled and tense. 
 
    No one spoke a word. They all looked on one other as the floor rotated. When it finally came to a stop, there was a pregnant pause, as though Kairee were waiting for JaQuan to address him. JaQuan had other ideas. 
 
    “Now!” he shouted. 
 
    Rischa, Alan, and he all drew their pistols. Rischa whirled and shot Gadaar in the heart. She died instantly, a comical look of surprise forever etched on her face. 
 
    “Don’t move, Rorgun,” Rischa said, turning her beamer on him. 
 
    At the same time, Alan fired his electroray gun at the giant Mandran. The behemoth was already in motion. He touched his belt buckle, and JaQuan saw a brief flash of energy. Then he dove in front of Kairee just as JaQuan was squeezing the trigger of his beamer. 
 
    Alan’s electrical blast careened to the right and struck the tree planted next to the desk, missing the Mandran completely. JaQuan’s beamer ray hit the giant square in the chest. But instead of vaporizing his heart, the beam ricocheted off to the left and collided with the wall. 
 
    Crouching on the desk as he shielded his master, the Mandran pulled the horns dangling from his belt and sent them sailing towards Alan in one fluid motion. The cord wrapped the wrist of Alan’s gun hand, and the momentum of the horns snapped his arm back. Both horns and Alan’s hand and electroray gun struck him in the forehead, knocking him unconscious. 
 
    JaQuan squeezed off two more shots, but they both had the same effect as the first, glancing away harmlessly. Meanwhile, the Mandran flung himself bodily at JaQuan. With a vicious backhand, he smacked the beamer out of JaQuan’s hand, then followed with a hook punch from his other hand that collided with the side of JaQuan’s head, temporarily stunning him. 
 
    While he was dazed, the Mandran wrapped his hands around JaQuan’s neck and lifted him off the deck. Rischa shot the bastard several times, but her rays suffered the same fate as JaQuan’s. 
 
    “I’m wearing a personal deflector screen, you idiots,” the Mandran growled. “You can’t hurt me. 
 
    “Now, human, you’re going to die for your attack on the Kwin Faan.” 
 
    He squeezed JaQuan’s throat. JaQuan beat his fists on the behemoth’s arms, but he couldn’t break his grip. Spots danced in his vision as the Mandran choked him. 
 
    With Rischa no longer covering him, Rorgun leaped from the floor to the desk. He drew his beamer and put the muzzle against Kairee’s skull. 
 
    “Let him go, Oraniel!” Rorgun shouted. “Or His Eminence dies.” 
 
    The big Mandran turned to face Rorgun, easing his grip on JaQuan’s throat slightly. JaQuan sucked in his as much air as he could manage. It wasn’t a lot. 
 
    “Rorgun, this is madness,” Kairee said. “You can’t hope to pull this off.” 
 
    “Drop your weapon now, Krisch,” the Mandran said. “Or I will snap your pilot’s neck.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Rorgun said. “You will release him by the count of three, or I will vaporize Mutakh’s brain.” 
 
    “And then I’ll tear you to pieces,” Rischa added. “Your PDS only shields you from energy rays. It’s useless against my claws.” 
 
    “One,” Rorgun said. 
 
    Sweat beaded on JaQuan’s head. He was sure Rorgun and Rischa could kill the Kwin Faan terrorists, but would they be able to save him? 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “Release him, Oraniel,” Kairee said. “This absurdity must end.” 
 
    The Mandran glared into JaQuan’s eyes for another second. Then he let go. 
 
    JaQuan dropped to the deck, gasping for air. He rubbed his throat. 
 
    “Now,” Kairee said. “Rorgun, kindly remove your weapon from my temple.” 
 
    Slowly, as though moving quickly would cause an explosion, Rorgun relaxed. He withdrew the pistol from the side of Kairee’s head, and stepped off the desk. 
 
    “You’ve become pathetic and soft, Rorgun,” Kairee said. “Using a beamer to threaten me instead of fighting like a Graur. These humans have rubbed off on you in unfortunate manner.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Kairee,” JaQuan gasped, still massaging his neck. “Rorgun came to you for help. He called on his old master to bail him out. You lied about helping and sold Alan and I down the river. 
 
    “Speaking of whom, Rischa, make sure he’s okay.” 
 
    She holstered her pistol and went to Alan, kneeling and checking his vitals. 
 
    “He’s breathing,” she said. “Those throwing horns knocked him out. He may have a concussion when he wakes up. Otherwise, I think he’ll be all right.” 
 
    “I don’t understand this human expression – sold you down the river,” Kairee said. 
 
    “In Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century America, slaves were brought to market in ports,” JaQuan said. “They were sold to plantation owners in The South, who shipped them downriver to pick cotton. Being ‘sold down the river’ means to be betrayed, delivered into the hands of your enemies like a slave.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Kairee said, sounding bored. “I don’t understand the parallel.” 
 
    “Alan and I delivered your death boxes,” JaQuan spat. “You didn’t tell us what was in them. So when Sil and his people opened them, those monsters flew out and started killing everything. We were lucky to get out alive. 
 
    “Which means you weren’t expecting us to. You planned for us to die along with the Elohim.” 
 
    Kairee shook his head and smiled humorlessly. 
 
    “The hiria weren’t dormant?” he said. “They were supposed to be.” 
 
    “Oh, bullshit, Kairee!” JaQuan cried. “It was a trap, and you know it! You were eliminating a rival, and you figured you’d get rid of the assassins in the process, nice and neat.” 
 
    “You sold them hiria?” Rischa said, outraged. 
 
    “For a considerable profit,” Kairee said with a broader grin. “And you’re right, Mr. Jones, I was expecting to destroy Mr. Sil’s organization. He’s been a thorn in my side for some time. Getting him to pay for his own execution was a stroke of genius, if you don’t mind my saying so. 
 
    “But I expected you to come back alive. The creatures were supposed to have remained dormant for another two hours. Something must have gone wrong.” 
 
    “Something most definitely went wrong, you fucking asshole!” JaQuan shouted. He advanced three steps and stood directly in front of the desk. “Alan and I almost fucking died! I don’t give a God damn about you, your mission, your prophecy, or your organization! I’m just trying to make a living, and I do not need some religious whack-job using me to pull off a hit. 
 
    “Now you give us what we fucking came for, or I am gonna personally send you to meet God and discuss your prophecies with him in person.” 
 
    “If you speak to His Eminence that way again, human, I will break you into tiny pieces before these trash Graur can do a thing to stop me,” Oraniel said. 
 
    “Maybe I should just rip your throat out now,” Rischa growled. “I’m sick of listening to you.” 
 
    “Enough,” Rorgun said. “Mutakh, JaQuan’s right. You risked my people unnecessarily. You defiled our friendship and trust. Give us the Myollnar Crystal you promised us, or we will kill you and Oraniel, then rip this place apart until we find it.” 
 
    Kairee’s eyes narrowed. The old Graur was through toying with them. 
 
    “You of all people dare to threaten me, Rorgun?” he said. 
 
    “How ironic to hear the prodigal accuse the master of infidelity,” Oraniel commented. 
 
    “Traitors don’t deserve loyalty,” Rischa said. 
 
    “The faithless deserve nothing,” Kairee said. 
 
    “Shut up the both of you,” Rorgun said. “I’m through playing games. Mutakh, we did what you asked. JaQuan delivered the goods. The money has been deposited into your account. Give us the God-damned crystal, so we can be on our way.” 
 
    Kairee stared at him long and hard. JaQuan wanted to punch the Kwin Faan leader’s face in. At last, the grizzled Graur spoke. 
 
    “You’ve lost your way completely, Rorgun,” he said. “I knew your faith was impure when you elected to follow Kitekh Galesh around the galaxy instead of staying here where you were needed. But you’ve become a traitor to everything you ever claimed to defend.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in your meaningless insults, Mutakh,” Rorgun said. “I just want the crystal we purchased. Hand it over.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he said. “But my ‘insults’ are no such thing. They are statements of fact, and they have deep meaning. Behold.” 
 
    The Kwin Faan leader tapped a command into the pad on his desk. A panel on the far wall slid open, revealing a video screen. 
 
    “This transmission first started airing here half an hour ago,” Kairee said. “Given that The Outpost is in a remote corner of the Empire, one presumes it has been showing for at least a day in the more civilized portions of the galaxy.” 
 
    An Elohiman reporter JaQuan recognized as Fliinta Lor appeared on the screen. She was one of IEN’s regular anchors. 
 
    “Repeating our top story,” she said, staring into the camera with giant black eyes and a practiced grave expression. “Haneeta Mol, daughter of Imperial Senator Idrib Mol, has been kidnapped. Authorities believe the human terrorist organization Manifest Destiny is responsible for the crime, although the group has not yet issued any demands or claims of responsibility. 
 
    “Haneeta Mol was last seen in the company of this man, James Brody.” 
 
    A picture of Brody replaced Fliinta Lor on the screen. He wasn’t smiling, but there was the vaguest hint of a smirk through his five o’clock shadow. His blue eyes gazed out defiantly. He looked like an asshole. 
 
    “Brody had been under investigation by both the Space Rangers and Imperial Security Forces for ties to the human extremists,” Lor said. 
 
    “That son of a bitch,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Brody is believed to be working with this woman, Kitekh Galesh,” Lor went on. Kitekh’s image replaced Brody’s on the screen. “Brody was last seen boarding Galesh’s ship, Cataan’s Claw, at Daxal Station. Imperial forces attempted to detain the ship, but she blasted her way into hyperspace on a trajectory thought to take her to the Rijan system. 
 
    “Galesh has no previously known ties to Manifest Destiny. But she is the daughter of Former Senator Cataan Galesh, whose career ended in scandal, when his crimes were exposed by Senator Mol. Authorities speculate Kitekh Galesh is involved in the kidnapping as an act of Graur Honor Vengeance.” 
 
    JaQuan whipped his head towards Rorgun. Cataan’s Claw’s first mate closed his eyes and winced. 
 
    “Cataan’s Claw did not arrive at Rijan IV, the flight plan filed with Daxal Station Control,” Lor continued, as the video of her in the studio replaced the picture of Kitekh. “Her present whereabouts are unknown. 
 
    “All citizens are ordered to report any sightings of Kitekh Galesh, James Brody, Cataan’s Claw, or any person claiming to be a member of her crew to the nearest authority. These terrorists are considered extremely dangerous. They are a threat to Ms. Mol and the Empire itself. 
 
    “Authorities ask that no one but trained Imperial officials confront these criminals to minimize risk to Haneeta Mol.”  
 
    A picture of the senator’s daughter, smiling and laughing, appeared onscreen. She had long, silver hair that sparkled in the reflected sunlight of wherever the photo had been taken. JaQuan thought she looked alien and crazed, but he supposed that the other races, especially the Elohim, found her lovely. He had no doubt they had chosen the most attractive picture of her they could find to maximize sympathy towards her and fury towards her kidnappers. 
 
    “Senator Mol is offering a ten-thousand-sovereign reward for information that leads to the return of his daughter at the hands of the Space Rangers or Imperial Security Forces. No payment will be made to individuals bringing her in themselves. 
 
    “Senator Mol begs the citizens of the Empire to help him find his daughter and bring these terrorists to justice, adding, ‘The fate of our civilization rests on our determination not to be bullied by madmen.’ 
 
    “We at IEN offer the senator and his daughter our thoughts and prayers. We’ll keep you up to date as this story develops.” 
 
    Kairee tapped a key on his desk, and the screen went blank. JaQuan tried to quell the racing of his heart and failed. They were utterly fucked. 
 
    “So,” Kairee said. “It seems your blind faith in Kitekh Galesh has led you to forsake the values of the Empire, Rorgun. You conspire with terrorists, who wish to see our way of life destroyed.” 
 
    “That’s an ironic statement coming from the leader of the Kwin Faan,” Rischa spat. 
 
    “Not at all,” Kairee countered. “We fought our rebellion to preserve the Empire, not to destroy it. We warned Emperor Acquineen to reform his ways. When he refused, we attempted to depose him. But it was all done to save the Empire and walk again in the light of God. 
 
    “These humans have no such desire. They care only for themselves and bring destruction in their wake. They will burn the Empire to the ground as the prophecies foretold. 
 
    “Kitekh Galesh has chosen to help them. And you, Rorgun, have allied yourself with her.” 
 
    He let that hang heavy in the air. No one spoke. Even JaQuan, who had never heard of the Kwin Faan or an act of Graur Honor Vengeance before coming to The Outpost, couldn’t find words to refute Kairee. Raw fear bubbled in his stomach and threatened to boil over into his mind. 
 
    “I will give you the Myollnar Crystal you earned,” Kairee went on. “I made a bargain with you, and I will keep it. But having it will do you no good. You can repair your ship, become FTL-capable again. But where can you go? Every sentient being in the galaxy is looking for you now, Rorgun. Once you leave Sigba Station, there will be no place for you to hide. 
 
    “I’m not the traitor, Rorgun. You are.” 
 
    At that, Rorgun turned and faced his old master at last. His yellow eyes narrowed and bored holes into Kairee. 
 
    “Just give me the crystal, Your Eminence,” he said. 
 
    JaQuan picked up his beamer and holstered it. He tried not to let the panic he was feeling seize total control of him. 
 
    “Ooohhh,” Alan moaned. He put a hand to his head and sat up slowly. “What happened?” 
 
    It was a good question. 
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    Kitekh frowned as she approached the makeshift cell Shinzaa had constructed for Brody. He lay on his back on his cot, his hands folded on his chest and his eyes closed. Aside from the prisoner and the cot on which he slept, there was nothing else in the small alcove in the cargo hold. The hum of the invisible energy screen that kept him confined was the only sign of something unusual here. He might otherwise have been a crewman, catching a nap between shifts. 
 
    Next to her, Shinzaa scowled as she carried a tray of food. Kitekh shared her second mate’s feelings of disgust at having to care for Brody. She’d have preferred to tear him into strips from his extremities to his guts for betraying them – wounding them and tarring them with his crime. 
 
    But she needed answers. What little Brody had told her had only raised more questions. And she hoped there was some way to leverage turning him over – either to the authorities or his own people that would vindicate her and the rest of the crew. 
 
    “Hello, ladies,” he said as they arrived. He didn’t open his eyes. “It must be feeding time.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be,” Shinzaa growled. 
 
    A smirk slid slowly up Brody’s face. Shinzaa’s remark had clearly amused him, but Kitekh could not imagine why. 
 
    “I suppose not,” he said. “But I’m sure I’ll be much more willing to answer Kitekh’s questions if my stomach isn’t growling.” 
 
    He opened his eyes at last and turned his head in their direction, looking on them with an infuriating smile. Jim Brody was an ass. She couldn’t imagine what had led JaQuan to recommend him to join her crew. 
 
    “Shinzaa is going to deactivate the energy screen so she can put your food tray inside,” she said. “Don’t get off the cot if you don’t want me to gut you.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s an empty threat, and you know it Kitekh,” he retorted. “I’d have been dead days ago if you didn’t need me. But don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    With an effort Kitekh controlled her temper. Why was he so damned smug? What did he know that gave him confidence despite his circumstances? 
 
    Shinzaa tapped the control pad on the bulkhead. A brief flash of light told her the screen was down. Disgust seizing her golden face, Shinzaa knelt and pushed the tray inside the cell. Then she stood and reactivated the screen. 
 
    Brody sat up, rubbed the beard that was growing in thick on his face, and then stood and crossed to his meal, staring at it for a moment when he arrived. 
 
    “Heh,” he said. “Basic ration bars, huh? No real food? Ah, well, it sustains, even if it doesn’t satisfy.” 
 
    He picked up the tray and walked back to his cot. Seating himself, he broke the seal on the first bar’s wrapper and took a bite of the grey material. 
 
    “So,” he said as he chewed. “What’s on your mind today, Kitekh?” 
 
    “Several of the things you told me yesterday do not add up, to use your human expression,” she said. 
 
    “Such as?” he prompted, putting another bite of food in his mouth. 
 
    “You used your relationship with JaQuan to get an invitation to join our crew. Why?” 
 
    “I’ve already told you that,” he answered. “I knew JaQuan from Acclimation. I needed an in to get aboard your ship, so I could get Haneeta off Daxal Station. I played the help-an-old-friend card, and it worked.” 
 
    “But you are not old friends,” Shinzaa said. “JaQuan tells us you only knew each other from Acclimation. You had no prior or subsequent relationship.” 
 
    “I’m heartbroken,” Brody quipped, putting his hand on his chest. “After all that time we spent together having Imperial culture rammed down our throats.” 
 
    Kitekh and Shinzaa exchanged a confused look. When they returned their gaze to Brody, he was smiling and shaking his head. 
 
    “Look, there aren’t that many of us humans left,” he said. “As far as any of us know, the ones who didn’t make it to the Empire are all dead back on our side of the galaxy. And those of us who are here barely comprise a diverse enough population to continue the species. 
 
    “So anyone you know is a friend. We have to look out for each other. When I saw JaQuan at Daxal, I asked for his help, figuring he wouldn’t be able to say no. I was right.” 
 
    “But you didn’t tell him what sort of assistance you actually required,” Shinzaa said, her tone sharp. “You deceived him.” 
 
    “I told him what he needed to hear,” Brody said with a shrug. “JaQuan’s a good guy, but kidnapping isn’t exactly his line of work. The less he knew, the better.” 
 
    Fury raged through Kitekh’s heart. Brody had no honor. He lied to an alleged friend to involve him in a terrorist scheme. 
 
    Pangs of regret also assailed her. She should have known JaQuan wouldn’t betray her. She shouldn’t have assaulted him when she first learned what Brody had done. 
 
    “So JaQuan had no idea you were using his ship to get your victim off the station,” Kitekh said. “But if that is so, how could you have known he would be available?” 
 
    Brody popped the last of his ration bar into his mouth. He stared wordlessly at Kitekh as he chewed. Then he took the water canister, unscrewed the top, and sniffed the contents, before washing his food down with a long drink. 
 
    “What are you asking me, Kitekh?” he said, a knowing glint in his blue eyes. 
 
    Alarms sounded in her head. Something was wrong. She could feel herself being set up. 
 
    “You and your traitorous allies in Manifest Destiny concocted an elaborate scheme to kidnap the daughter of a prominent Elohiman Senator,” she said. “You abducted her and put her into cryogenic stasis. You needed to get her off-station, presumably to the Rijan system, since that’s where we were going. 
 
    “But until you met JaQuan, you had no way of leaving Daxal. You needed JaQuan’s ship. But you couldn’t have known he would be there, that we would need a new engineer’s mate.” 
 
    “I couldn’t?” he said, the smug light in his eyes growing brighter. 
 
    “You knew,” Shinzaa whispered. “You knew we would be at Daxal. You knew JaQuan was a member of our crew.” 
 
    Brody smiled broadly. He closed the water canister and opened a second ration bar. 
 
    “Why?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “Why what?” he replied as he bit into his second bar. 
 
    “Why did you involve my ship?” she said. “Why did you want Cataan’s Claw?” 
 
    “You know the answer to that, Kitekh,” he said. 
 
    “No,” she spat. “I don’t. What is your plan, Mr. Brody? You kidnapped a senator’s daughter, presumably to blackmail him into changing his anti-human stance. But you could have used any ship for this madness. Why did you involve mine?” 
 
    Brody didn’t speak immediately. He swallowed the food in his mouth and stared for a moment. His expression grew dark. 
 
    “It’s Idrib Mol’s daughter we kidnapped, Kitekh,” he said. “Of course we chose your ship to pull it off.” 
 
    “Why!” she shouted. 
 
    “Because you hate him as much as we do,” he said. “Maybe more. Come on, Kitekh. Think about what he did to your family, to you. Join us. We can help you get the revenge you’ve been seeking.” 
 
    Kitekh’s eyes popped open wide. Involuntarily, she took a step back. Shinzaa bristled, rolling her shoulders forward and glaring at Brody. 
 
    “You can restore your family’s reputation, Kitekh,” Brody continued. “We know you’ve sought Honor Vengeance for years. We can deliver it.” 
 
    Kitekh’s surprise turned sour. She leaned forward and snarled. 
 
    “You’re a terrorist, Jim Brody,” she said. “A coward and a criminal. You know nothing about honor. Or how to get it.” 
 
    She turned and strode from the cell. Shinzaa joined her. 
 
    “‘Terrorist’ is another word for ‘freedom fighter,’ Kitekh!” Brody called after her. “‘Honor’ is attributed by winners. Join us, and you’ll win, Kitekh. We have what you need!” 
 
    She stopped halfway across the cargo hold. Mustering all her control, she turned back. 
 
    “You have nothing,” she said. “Least of all honor to give or to restore. You are lower than dung, and I will see to it you meet justice.” 
 
    She resumed her departure. Brody continued to bait her, but she ignored him. If she listened to another word, she would be unable to resist carving him into tiny pieces. 
 
    And she needed him alive if she was going to save her crew. 
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    Gwen waited breathlessly as the terrorists approached. She hid around the bend from the corridor they traveled. The security feed, still patched to her comms unit, showed them moving towards her position. If they were headed back to their shuttle, they should pass her, enabling her to ambush them from behind. 
 
    If they were going somewhere else, she would have to improvise. 
 
    Hell, she was going to have to improvise no matter what happened. The two black Graur had rejoined the humans. The tabby was gone, but Gwen didn’t see how that improved her odds much. Two Graur were more than enough challenge for a single human. The odds were four-to-one against her. She had only two things going for her – surprise, and the fact that she was almost certainly a better shot than any of her quarry. If she could get the jump on them, she might be able to pull this off. 
 
    Maybe the Graur were being duped. Maybe they didn’t know they were in with Manifest Destiny. If she could get the felinoids to abandon the humans, she only had to bring in two people. She could handle that. 
 
    She watched the feed. The four of them were moving quickly. They were clearly in a hurry, probably wanted to get the hell off the station and back to their ship. One of the humans weaved unsteadily on his feet, though. The slight one looked as though he weren’t feeling well. The grainy video didn’t offer any more details, but Gwen had seen enough concussions in her career to suspect he’d taken a blow to the head. 
 
    Maybe something had gone wrong when they massacred the Elohim. That would serve the fiendish, little bastard right. 
 
    It also improved the odds in her favor. If one of the terrorists was effectively incapacitated, she would have to deal only with the Graur and the bald human. 
 
    She returned her focus to her comms unit. They were only a few paces from her position. Despite her training, she held her breath. Her muscles tensed. She brought her beamer to the ready. She inched back, away from the junction, hoping, in their haste, they wouldn’t glance in her direction. 
 
    They were almost upon her. Three more strides. Two. One. 
 
    The big, male Graur breezed past her, his mane waving. He stalked the corridor with purpose, as though he planned to murder whomever was at the end of it. He had no eyes for Gwen, cruising past without turning his head or slowing his pace. 
 
    The two humans came next, a few paces behind. The bald one turned his head to the right to check the corridor opposite Gwen. The concussed one looked left, in Gwen’s direction, but his eyes were unfocused. If he saw her, it didn’t register with him. 
 
    The female Graur brought up the rear, checking over her shoulder to make certain they weren’t being followed. When she resumed watching forward, she turned towards the right, away from Gwen. 
 
    A second later, they were past. 
 
    Gwen watched the feed in her comms unit, to make sure they were all facing front. When she saw that they were, she exhaled and stepped out into the corridor behind them. She spread her legs and took aim with her pistol, holding it in both hands. 
 
    “Freeze,” she said, before she could think better of it. 
 
    The quartet of criminals whirled in her direction. The Graur looked confused at first. But when they saw she had a beamer leveled at them, their expressions grew dark and dangerous. The female snarled. 
 
    “Who are you?” the male Graur asked. 
 
    “You’re all under arrest,” she said, ignoring him. “By authority of the Space Rangers.” 
 
    “On what charge?” the male said. 
 
    “Better put your toy away,” the female added, “before you lose the arm that’s holding it.” 
 
    “Gwen?” the bald human said. 
 
    Stunned silence fell like an avalanche over the corridor. No one moved. Gwen focused on the man who’d said her name. Recognition struck her heart like lightning. It couldn’t be! 
 
    “JaQuan?” she said. 
 
    “You know this woman?” the female said, turning to JaQuan. 
 
    Jesus, it was him. He was a terrorist? That’s what he’d been doing with himself since he’d left her? She could barely believe it. It wasn’t like him. He’d changed a lot in three years. Or maybe she had never really known him. 
 
    Anger steeled her. Her surprise turned to fury. 
 
    “Gwen, what are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    “What am I doing here?” she roared. “I’m with the fucking Space Rangers, JaQuan! I’m tracking Manifest Destiny terrorists who kidnapped the daughter of an Imperial Senator. And I just found them.” 
 
    “You are mistaken,” the male Graur said. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Gwen retorted. “Haneeta Mol was spirited aboard the freighter Cataan’s Claw. Imperial battlecruisers attempted to detain her at Daxal Station, but she escaped. 
 
    “Funny, though, she was damaged in the fight. Something went wrong with her hyperdrive. She never arrived at her intended destination in the Rijan system. 
 
    “But here are two Graur and two humans who arrived aboard a shuttle registered to Cataan’s Claw. Way out here in the Horari Belt, where Imperial forces and even the Space Rangers don’t patrol. And wouldn’t Sigba Station, the most notorious outlaw haven in the Empire be the perfect place to put in for repairs without anyone asking any questions? 
 
    “Tell me again how I’m mistaken.” 
 
    Another silence followed, confirming everything Gwen said. JaQuan sighed. 
 
    “You’re too damned smart, Gwen,” he said. “You always were.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, JaQuan,” she said. “Your ass is coming with me.” 
 
    “No it isn’t,” the female said. “There are four of us, Space Ranger. You can’t get us all. It’s unlikely you could get even one of us. If you value your life, you’ll put your weapon away and forget you ever saw us.” 
 
    Gwen narrowed her eyes. The woman was clearly the biggest threat. Graur females were renowned as fiercer fighters than the males. Indeed, Graur society was matriarchal. The only woman in the quartet was likely to be the most dangerous person here. Gwen shifted her position so that her beamer was pointed directly at the woman. 
 
    “Let me explain something to you,” Gwen said. “I graduated at the top of my class in marksmanship. I was a brilliant shot back on Earth with ballistic weapons before I ever got here and discovered beamers. 
 
    “I can shoot you in the eye before you can blink, Missy. Better than that, I can drill you in the pupil. While you’re moving. You’ll be dead before you even have time to realize you made a fatal mistake. Do not threaten me. Attempt to flee or attack me, and it will be the last thing you ever do.” 
 
    The Graur’s lip curled in a snarl. Her muscles coiled. But she didn’t move. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ranger,” the male Graur said, “but you are mistaken about several things. We may be from Cataan’s Claw, but we did not do these things of which we are accused.” 
 
    “Tell it to the tribunal,” she retorted. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Gwen,” JaQuan said, coming forward, “we’re being set up!” 
 
    “Step the fuck back, JaQuan,” Gwen said, keeping her beamer trained on the female. “Or I’ll put a hole in the empty space in your chest where your heart should be.” 
 
    He put his fists on his hips and cocked his head. 
 
    “So you’re still pissed at me,” he said. 
 
    “This ain’t got nothing to do with that!” she snapped. “You’re a terrorist. I’m bringing you in.” 
 
    “No, I’m not, Gwen,” he said. “None of us are. Someone pulled a fast one on us. We didn’t have anything to do with that kidnapping. Someone fucked us up, and we don’t even know why yet. 
 
    “But I swear to you we didn’t even know about the kidnapping until after we got away from Daxal. We don’t want anything to do with Manifest Destiny.” 
 
    “I’m not listening to any more of your lies, JaQuan. Now put your hands on your head, all of you, and turn around.” 
 
    “Your friend speaks the truth, Gwen,” the male Graur said. 
 
    “He ain’t no fucking friend,” she said. 
 
    “Ouch,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “No, you don’t get to play me like that,” Gwen said. “Fuck you, JaQuan. We are not going back three years. We’re staying right here in the present. You’re a terrorist; I’m a Space Ranger. You’re coming with me, and you’re going to tell me where to find Haneeta Mol.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Gwen,” he said, his voice cracking. His eyes pleaded with her. “You know me. You know I didn’t do this. It’s not me. I could never do something like this. I know we ended badly, but come on. You can’t have forgotten who I really am.” 
 
    She could feel her resolve crumbling. Damn him. Those big, brown eyes and that chiseled, handsome face were disarming her like they always had. His rich, chocolate skin. His rumbling baritone. Why did he always get to her? 
 
    No, fuck that. He was not smooth-talking his way out of this. 
 
    “Save it, JaQuan,” she said. “I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Gwen, listen to me—” 
 
    “No, I’m through listening. You can make your case to the authorities. I’m bringing you in.” 
 
    “Ranger Gwen, I can’t let you do that,” the big Graur said.  
 
    “You might be a great shot, lady,” the woman said. “But you can’t get us all.” 
 
    “I can,” Gwen said. “And I will. Now this is your last warning. Hands on your heads.” 
 
    JaQuan stared at her. Sadness filled his gaze. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Take me. Let my friends go.” 
 
    “JaQuan, no!” the woman said. “They’ll hang you as a traitor.” 
 
    Both Graur turned to him, seeming to forget Gwen was there. JaQuan put his hands up to mollify them. They stepped closer to him. 
 
    “Hey!” Gwen shouted. “Nobody fucking move!” 
 
    The slight human pushed JaQuan aside and pointed a pistol at her. She whirled to shoot him. 
 
    A lightning bolt struck her in the shoulder. Her shot went awry. Her whole body went numb. She tried to scream and couldn’t. Then the world went black. 
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    JaQuan belted Alan, driving a full-force punch into the younger man’s shoulder. He yelped and fell to the ground. Most importantly, he released the trigger on his electroray gun. 
 
    Gwen collapsed to the deck, and JaQuan raced to her, dropping to his knees and skidding to a stop. He put a hand to her neck, but couldn’t find a pulse. He’d never been any good at that. So he bent over and put his ear to her sternum. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Alan cried. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” JaQuan shouted back. 
 
    He closed his eyes, blocked out all the distractions, listened. Yes, there it was. Her heart was still beating. He listened longer. It raced, no doubt from the surge of current, but it was regular, not arrhythmic. Alan hadn’t killed her. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, JaQuan,” Alan said, “what is the matter with you?” 
 
    “Me?” JaQuan raged, sitting up and glaring at Alan. “What the fuck were you thinking? You could have killed her!” 
 
    “I was saving our asses!” Alan said. 
 
    “Gentlemen, we need to get going,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “You shot a cop!” JaQuan shouted, ignoring Rorgun. 
 
    “She was going to arrest us for treason, JaQuan,” Alan retorted. “We’d have been hung or worse.” 
 
    “Oh, bullshit, Alan. There were four of us. She couldn’t have taken us all. She’d have listened to reason.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s true, JaQuan,” Rischa said. “The look in her eyes said she was perfectly willing to start shooting. If she is as good as she boasted, we might have lost several of us before she could be overwhelmed.” 
 
    JaQuan didn’t disagree. Gwen was a lot of things, but reasonable wasn’t usually one of them. That was how they’d ended up breaking up. She was determined to go through with her moronic plan of enlisting in the Space Rangers. 
 
    But he wasn’t telling his crewmates that. They didn’t know her. They had every reason to believe JaQuan could have talked her down. 
 
    And he could have. Right? 
 
    “What could have happened doesn’t matter,” Rorgun said. “We must deal with what did occur. Alan took out the Space Ranger. Now, we need to get back to the lander and get off the station.” 
 
    “Before someone decides to freelance on collecting the reward the senator offered,” Rischa added. 
 
    “We can’t leave her,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “What?” Alan and Rischa said in unison. 
 
    “We can’t leave her,” JaQuan said again, his voice rising. “You saw how they treated humans when we were trying to buy supplies. You saw what Rorgun’s old master did to humans. What do you think will happen to her if someone comes along and finds an unconscious, female human in need of medical attention? And a cop, no less!” 
 
    No one said anything for several seconds. JaQuan glared his determination at them. 
 
    “Oh, fuck you, JaQuan,” Alan said. “Who is this woman?” 
 
    “She’s our fucking problem since you decided to fry her with that damned electroray gun of yours!” JaQuan shouted. 
 
    “Enough, both of you,” Rorgun snapped. “This screaming at each other is going to attract attention we do not need. 
 
    “JaQuan, we cannot bring your friend with us. She’s a Space Ranger, and she has demonstrated her determination to arrest us all. Additionally, whatever relationship you had with her in the past has clearly soured. She is a liability we cannot afford. Time is of the essence. We must get off the station as quickly as possible, and we do not need another complication. Your friend will have to take her chances.” 
 
    JaQuan crossed his arms. He narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    Rischa and Rorgun looked on him in surprise. Alan tossed his hands in the air. 
 
    “Are you defying me?” Rorgun asked. 
 
    “I’m not leaving her alone like this,” JaQuan said. “You either help me protect her, or you can try flying back through the Belt yourself.” 
 
    JaQuan’s heart beat wildly. He fixed a stony expression on his face and hoped his bluff would succeed. Rorgun drilled a green-eyed gaze into him. JaQuan didn’t move. 
 
    “Check the other doors,” Rorgun said at last.  
 
    “What?” Alan said. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can leave her somewhere safe,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “For God’s sake,” Alan swore. 
 
    Rischa moved swiftly through the corridor, systematically opening every door in a 100-yard stretch.  
 
    JaQuan looked on Gwen. She was a wreck. Her naturally kinky hair stood on end and smoked from Alan’s electroray blast. Her uniform was scorched where the bolt had struck her. Her face was seized in pain and her eyes squeezed tightly shut. 
 
    But she was still beautiful. Her caramel-colored skin was still soft. Memories flooded him – kissing her, holding her, the way her smile blazed like a star. 
 
    He also remembered all the arguments over human destiny and her desire to join the Space Rangers. Damn but she’d been a pain in the ass. 
 
    “I’ve found a maintenance closet,” Rischa said. 
 
    JaQuan looked towards her. Rorgun crossed the corridor and examined it. 
 
    “It will do,” he said. “Bring her.” 
 
    JaQuan scooped up Gwen, groaning as he got to his feet. Gwen was a lean woman, but she was made of solid muscle. Lying unconscious in his arms, she was dead weight and difficult to manage. 
 
    He stumbled down the hall with her to the door. The closet was tiny and was full of supplies and a few tools. JaQuan set her down as gently as he could, squeezing her into the small space. He tossed her beamer pistol in after her and looked on her for another few seconds. 
 
    “Sorry, Gwen,” he said. “This could have gone down different if you’d been reasonable.” 
 
    He keyed the door shut. Then he turned to Rorgun. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said. 
 
    “Finally,” Alan said. 
 
    JaQuan rounded on him. 
 
    “If you don’t want me to shove that damned sparkler pistol up your ass like a cattle prod, you better shut your fucking mouth,” he growled. 
 
    “Try it,” Alan replied. 
 
    JaQuan took a step towards him before Rorgun moved between them. 
 
    “Enough,” the first mate said. “We can argue when we’re back aboard Cataan’s Claw. Until then, we need to focus on getting safely off The Outpost.” 
 
    They started moving without another word. JaQuan wanted to beat Alan senseless. He still could barely walk straight, yet there he was threatening JaQuan. Asshole. 
 
    He sighed. Damn Gwen anyway for fucking things up worse than they already were. Of all the Space Rangers in the galaxy, why did it have to be her that found them? 
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    Idrib hid his surprise at the visit from Emello Miic. His Mandran co-conspirator glided across the room, her red, Kwin Flaal robes flowing gently. Emello’s golden hide accented the robe beautifully, as though God had ordained from her birth that Emello ascend the upper echelons of the Keepers of the Faith. Her white horns gleamed in the artificial light of Idrib’s chamber as she strode directly to Idrib’s liquor cabinet. 
 
    “I thought we had agreed you were not going to see me until the legislation passed,” Idrib said. 
 
    Emello didn’t look at him. She took a crystal decanter of filista, her favorite spirit, from the cabinet, and poured out two measures of the pale-blue alcohol. 
 
    “You’ve altered the plan,” she said, her tone smooth. “That merits a discussion.” 
 
    Idrib snorted. 
 
    “Nothing has changed,” he said. 
 
    “On the contrary, Senator, you have involved the Imperial Entertainment Network. You have turned your daughter’s kidnapping into a galactic sensation. You’ve raised the stakes.” 
 
    Idrib took one step forward and put his hands on his hips. How dare she question him like this? 
 
    “We are playing for the Imperial throne and the future of the Empire,” he spat. “The stakes have not changed, Emello. It is not possible to play for higher stakes.” 
 
    “You of all people should know that’s not true. You were once one of us. Salvation and the lives of God’s people would be considered higher.” 
 
    “Salvation and the lives of God’s people are intertwined with the future of the Empire,” Idrib retorted. “You should know that. The very principles of Imperial law are founded on God’s commands. 
 
    “And I will remind you that I did not leave the Keepers by choice. It was the will of the Hierophant. She asked me to take this role to secure the Imperial destiny.” 
 
    Emello turned and faced Idrib at last. She sipped her drink, then offered a tight smile. 
 
    “You’re not on trial here, Idrib,” she said. “Neither the Hierophant nor the Keepers are displeased with your actions.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “Because you have altered our initial plan. The kidnappers were to be apprehended quickly, Manifest Destiny’s involvement would be disclosed, and we would gain the support of the Imperial Senate to effect the changes we desire. Instead, the kidnappers remain at large, and you’ve incited a panic in the populace. That changes things.” 
 
    “I do not see how,” Idrib said. “Whether the kidnappers are at large or in custody, it was always necessary for the involvement of the arsolian terrorists to become known.” 
 
    Emello raised her eyebrow at Idrib’s use of the racial slur.  
 
    “Be careful, Idrib,” she said. “Whatever they believe personally, people do not like racists to show their colors openly, especially when the individual is an elected official.” 
 
    “To hell with politic speech. The humans are dangerous. People need to hate them.” 
 
    Emello sipped more of her drink. She swirled the remnants in her glass, and studied the whirlpool. 
 
    “As true as that may be,” she said, “the issue must be approached with caution. A sizeable portion of the population believes them to be the Fourth Race.” 
 
    “There is no Fourth Race!” Idrib practically shouted. “You know it, and I know it, Emello. The Holy Number is Three. There are Three Races, three tiers of government, three Pillars of Society, three ages of galactic history. Even the dirty arsolians understand this. They have three major religions dedicated to worshipping God, and the largest of them canonizes a Holy Trinity of the Godhead. 
 
    “This is why they must be stamped out. They are deceivers, luring people away from the true faith and sowing revolutionary seeds designed to destroy the Empire!” 
 
    “True,” Emello said. She met Idrib’s gaze. “But the Hierophant worries you have lit a fire that will rage out of control. The humans must be purged, and that will require turning popular opinion against them. But to preserve the Empire, to achieve our aims, we must act in an orderly fashion. Chaos is the enemy, Idrib.” 
 
    “The enemy is humanity,” Idrib countered. “The fire I have lit, as you put it, will reduce them to ash. 
 
    “Besides, this works in our favor. The Imperial Senate is a deliberate body filled with myopic fools, who cling too tightly to tradition in the midst of crisis. If there is a true threat of chaos, of the Empire’s end, they will act. We cannot move forward without this legislation passing.” 
 
    Emello swirled her drink again. Idrib waited as she considered his words. 
 
    “All that you say is true,” she allowed. “But how you package your proposal will be critical. You cannot appear to be a human-hater on the floor of the Senate, Idrib. Now that this incident with your daughter has gone public, everything you say will be viewed through the lens of a father whose child was kidnapped by the very race he loathes. If people think you are out for revenge, the motion will not pass.” 
 
    Idrib scowled. Did she think he was some sort of amateur? 
 
    “You act as though I were just elected,” he said. “As though I have no experience manipulating the Senate. I am well aware of how I will be perceived, Emello. I am absolutely counting on the perception you note. I need it to close the deal. Trust me. The Hierophant did not choose me for this role without reason. I am the right Elohiman to fulfill the destiny she has foreseen.” 
 
    Emello threw back the rest of her drink. She turned and placed the empty glass on the cabinet shelf, then faced Idrib again. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “You were once a Keeper, Idrib, and you have been given a mission by the Hierophant you clearly take seriously. We shall maintain our faith in you. Please keep us apprised of all developments.” 
 
    “You do not need to have faith in me,” Idrib said. “Have faith in God; it is his path I’m walking.” 
 
    “As you say.” 
 
    She moved gracefully to the door, pausing before keying it open. 
 
    “Tread carefully, Idrib,” she said. “Even the path of God is beset with broken stones. It is possible to misstep despite following the Light.” 
 
    Idrib tried to think of a retort, but nothing came. He settled for a sneer. 
 
    Emello keyed the door and went out. He sighed in exasperation when she was gone. For the so-called Keepers of the Faith, they lacked conviction in the plan God had laid out before them. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Tomorrow, he would introduce his legislation to the Senate. They would be forced to accede. Then he could get to the business of restoring order to the Empire.  
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    Twenty minutes later, JaQuan was strapping himself into the pilot’s chair of the lander and powering up the ship’s systems. His heart continued to race. He wanted the hell off Sigba Station and away from the Horari Belt as quickly as possible. Too many bad things were happening. 
 
    Of course, he had no idea where they would go next. Senator Mol and IEN had made it so nowhere in the galaxy was safe. 
 
    That problem could wait until they repaired the ship, though. Once they were back aboard Cataan’s Claw and she was FTL-capable again, they could figure out what to do about Brody and his damned kidnapping scheme. 
 
    “Life-support is online,” Rorgun said from the co-pilot’s chair. 
 
    JaQuan consulted his own board. 
 
    “Engines are powered up and ready,” he reported. 
 
    Rorgun tapped keys on his board. 
 
    “Sigba Station Control,” he said, “Lander-One ready to depart. Request permission to disengage.” 
 
    He didn’t get an answer. JaQuan’s stomach started churning. He’d been afraid of this. 
 
    “Sigba Station Control,” Rorgun said again. “Lander-One ready to depart. Request permission to disengage. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” a voice said over the speaker. “Request denied.” 
 
    “God damn it,” Rischa said. 
 
    “Station Control, explain the denial,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “We are unable to allow you to depart at this time,” the voice said. 
 
    JaQuan gave Rorgun an I-told-you-so look. The first mate frowned. 
 
    “Why not?” Rorgun said. 
 
    “We are unable to allow you to depart at this time,” the voice repeated. 
 
    “Looks like your ‘old friend’ isn’t interested in us actually leaving with the crystal he gave us,” Rischa said. 
 
    “The Kwin Faan don’t run the station,” Rorgun snapped. “This is something else. Either the administrator is detaining us for the reward, or someone in the control booth is freelancing.” 
 
    “Or Kairee is leaning on them to hold us,” JaQuan said. 
 
    Rorgun didn’t answer immediately. JaQuan watched as he turned possibilities over in his mind. The first mate tapped a few more keys on his board. 
 
    “Station Control, I’m going to give you one more chance to disengage those docking cables,” he said. “If you don’t. I’m going to message my boss and have him take care of the problem.” 
 
    “And just who is your boss?” the control operator asked, making his contempt plain. 
 
    “Mutakh Kairee,” Rorgun answered. 
 
    No reply came. There was nothing but silence. Then the docking cables unclamped. 
 
    “Permission granted, Lander-One,” Station Control said. “You are free and clear to navigate.” 
 
    JaQuan arched his eyebrows, but he didn’t wait. He fired the lander’s retro-thrusters and pushed back from the docking bay. 
 
    “Well, it’s not Mutakh who was holding us,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Assuming the crystal is genuine and operable,” Rischa said. 
 
    “You didn’t check?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “I am no hyperspace engineer,” Rorgun replied. “I wouldn’t know an authentic Myollnar Crystal from a piece of ore rock.” 
 
    “So all this may have been for nothing?” Alan said. 
 
    “Let us hope not,” Rorgun said. “I do not believe His Eminence would cheat us that way.” 
 
    “Yeah, cuz he’s proven so trustworthy already,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “And both you and JaQuan made real threats to kill him today,” Rischa added. 
 
    JaQuan tried to ignore the dread in his gut. He spun the lander one hundred eighty degrees and then fired her main thrusters. Hoping they were actually escaping and not just flying into another trap, JaQuan rocketed away from The Outpost. 
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    Mutakh drummed his claws rhythmically on his desk. He smiled as he watched the viewscreen. Rorgun’s ship disappeared quickly into the Belt. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” Oraniel asked, incredulity pouring off his tongue. 
 
    “Do what?” Mutakh replied, although he was certain he knew the answer to the question. 
 
    “Let them escape! We had them. Station Control wasn’t going to let them depart. We could have turned them over to that Space Ranger.” 
 
    “And what would that have accomplished?” 
 
    Oraniel looked on Mutakh as though he were insane. 
 
    “They betrayed us,” the big Mandran said. “They murdered one of our own and threatened to do the same to you. We cannot let that pass.” 
 
    Mutakh smiled at him. He was a good bodyguard but not a strategist. 
 
    “First of all, we do not cooperate with the Space Rangers or any other arm of what’s left of the Imperial government. The body is corrupt, and with no emperor, it has no authority. I’m not selling Rorgun to those fiends, no matter what he’s done. 
 
    “Secondly, we cannot defy the will of God.” 
 
    Oraniel blinked dumbly at Mutakh. Confusion spread across his bovine face, washing away the outrage. 
 
    “The will of God?” Oraniel said. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Our prodigal returned to us,” Mutakh explained. “Just as was foreseen. He needed our help to travel farther. Aboard his ship, he carries a bomb that will detonate in the very heart of the Empire, sundering the pillars of corruption and sparking a war that will ultimately lead us to a new golden age. 
 
    “All this was foretold, Oraniel. Rorgun Krisch follows Kitekh Galesh. She has aligned herself with humans who will ignite the cleansing fire. She cannot take them where they must go to fulfill the prophecies without the assistance we provided. Thus, to follow the will of God, I had to let Rorgun and his companions escape.” 
 
    “But . . . but you don’t know they will do any of that. You can’t be certain these are the humans who will fulfill the prophecies.” 
 
    “I have faith, Oraniel. We’ve been given signs. Rorgun’s return and the circumstances under which he came to us suggest the time of the great war is upon us. I am playing the role God had chosen for me.” 
 
    “But . . .” 
 
    “You cannot hide from destiny, Oraniel. If you attempt to fight God’s will, you will only be destroyed by it, not prevent it. You must have faith in the divine plan if you wish to benefit from it.” 
 
    Oraniel said nothing. How could he refute Mutakh’s words? They were the Keepers of Truth. The truth was not always comfortable or easy to understand. But it had to be accepted. 
 
    Mutakh returned his gaze to the viewscreen. Rorgun’s shuttle had vanished. Soon, he would be reunited with Kitekh Galesh. Then the Empire would burn. Mutakh looked forward to it. 
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   S o many escalations. So many people deciding to take it to the next level. 
 
    I wonder, if they knew what would happen, if they thought an entire world would be destroyed, would they take it back? Would they do something different? Would they decide, ‘We don’t need to blow this up; it’s good right here.” 
 
    Cuz like I said, once a situation escalates, there’s no turning it around. And that’s where we were at when the lander left The Outpost on its way back to Cataan’s Claw. Everything was already blown to Hell. We just didn’t know it. 
 
    Would any of us have made a different decision if we’d known it could save a whole planet? Would I? 
 
    I’d like to say I would have. But I don’t know. Things were pretty fucked up. It’s hard to believe any of us could have made a different decision. 
 
    And it doesn’t matter anyway. We’re all fucked. It doesn’t matter who lives and who dies. The whole galaxy is gonna burn. 
 
      
 
    Has the crew of Cataan’s Claw really escaped? 
 
    Where can they go with the whole galaxy hunting them? 
 
    Will Gwen Carter ever let JaQuan go? 
 
      
 
    Don’t miss the next exciting episode of Empire’s End, “The Real Sin”! 
 
      
 
    Available February 23, 2018 – 
 
    Tap here to preorder and have it autodelivered wirelessly to your Kindle! 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Hey, y’all! Thanks for buying and reading Episode 3 of Empire’s End. So Gwen and JaQuan had a thing, and it didn’t turn out so well. And now? Well, you know you can’t shoot your ex-girlfriend, lock her in a closet, and expect she’s just gonna let it slide. Stay tuned for the fireworks! 
 
    By now, you may have read my appeals for reviews, so I’ll keep it short this time. If you’ve been reviewing, thank you so much! If you haven’t yet, I’d so appreciate it. It really does make a difference, y’all. 
 
      
 
    Tap here to review Empire’s End Episode 3. 
 
      
 
    Here’s hoping you stick around for Episode 4. More will be revealed, especially about Gwen and JaQuan. 
 
    Don’t forget, if you want to know more about Empire’s End, check out my Facebook page at https://www.facebook.com/empiresendserial. It has bonus material, release dates, sci-fi trivia, and other cool stuff.  
 
      
 
    -JP 
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