
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   I ’m not Catholic. My mama raised me Baptist. We went to one of those quaint, little, white-painted churches where there’s a whole lot of singing and dancing and “Praise Jesus!” The pastor had this thunderous delivery. He’d speak passionately about God and his mercy as the organ played underneath. We didn’t hear how bad and sinful we were like I’m told the Catholics do. Every Sunday morning, he was raising people up to the Lord. 
 
    But I understand that Catholic guilt. I’d go to confession right now – go in that little room, get down on my knees and beg the priest for forgiveness – if I thought it would change anything. 
 
    That’s the difference between Catholics and the Baptist church I was raised in. Catholics understand what wretched people we are. They get that we don’t deserve God’s love or Jesus’s sacrifice. Most Protestant sects will tell you that too, but mine didn’t believe it. My church was a happy place full of people who didn’t get it. Catholics understand. 
 
    Out in here space, it all sounds like hollow bullshit anyway. God created humans, Elohim, Mandra, and Graur, but he didn’t put them all together until ten years ago? And now that they are, the humans are going to destroy everything? What the fuck sort of ineffable plan is that? I can see humans destroying everything. That’s what we do. But why would God send us here to destroy a galactic empire dedicated to his glory? That’s just about the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. 
 
    But all this is my fault. I had chances to prevent it. Instead, I made it worse. 
 
    And since that’s true, I’d prefer there to be no God or an ineffable plan. It’s bad enough living with the guilt of what I’ve done. I don’t want to be God’s chosen destroyer. The last guy who had that job hanged himself. 
 
    There’s always a Judas, though, isn’t there? 
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    Episode 7: 
 
    Always a Judas 
 
      
 
   G wen came out of hyperspace closer to Cecilak’s moon than she would have liked. She’d planned to drop into the system a little farther out, so she wouldn’t be immediately detectable by the territorial government’s scanners. She’d have preferred to creep up on the moon, so Cataan’s Claw wouldn’t see her right away. 
 
    But her stardrive wasn’t as well repaired as she’d thought. When she tried to exit hyperspace, it was slow to respond. She was lucky she hadn’t overshot the system or come in too close to the planet’s gravity well. 
 
    Regardless, she was immediately hailed by the governor’s patrol craft, demanding an identity. 
 
    “This is Ranger Gwen Carter of the Imperial Space Rangers,” she said, wishing she hadn’t fucked up. 
 
    There was a pause as she waited for the response. In the interim, she instructed the computer to run a diagnostic on the stardrive. 
 
    “Welcome to Cecilak, Ranger Carter,” the patrol captain said. “Please state your business.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s classified – I’m sorry, who am I speaking to?” she replied. 
 
    This time, she didn’t have to wait for a response. 
 
    “Battleguard Krinoven Claar of the Cecilak Planetary Defense Force,” growled the patrol captain. 
 
    Battleguard. Fucking Graur always puffing up their military credentials. This guy was a security goon on a shit outpost. He reminded Gwen of the failed police academy recruits back on Earth, who had taken jobs as warehouse guards and nightclub bouncers and puffed up their chests to show off their fake badges. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Battleguard Claar, but my mission to Cecilak is classified,” she said, trying to keep the contempt from her voice. 
 
    He didn’t answer right away. He was either trying to control his temper or attempting to contact his headquarters to see what he was supposed to do. Gwen gave even odds for either. 
 
    She started scanning the space around the moon for ships, hoping to locate a certain Lankwin-class freighter. “Battleguard” Claar commanded a patrol of three Slicer starfighters – midgrade interceptors typically employed by the Graur Tribal Council on its outer territories. They were better than anything the Mandra or Elohim made, but were by no means the best fighters available. 
 
    The patrol was supported by a Prowler-class cruiser – small but capable of carrying a full wing of fighters and swift enough to be troublesome to a capital ship. Gwen’s scout ship was outclassed, especially since something was wrong with her stardrive. If Claar decided to be a dick, she might have trouble. 
 
    “Ranger Carter, this is Graur sovereign space,” Claar said. “I insist you disclose the purpose of your visit.” 
 
    “Listen, Battleguard,” she said, “this may be Graur sovereign space, but it’s still part of the Empire. The Space Rangers are chartered with galactic jurisdiction. That means, when we’re on the scene, we’re in charge. It also means I don’t have to tell you what I’m doing here. 
 
    “So please, let’s not make this ugly. I’ve no desire to step on anyone’s tail. I just need to be able to complete my mission without interference. I’ll be out of your fur before you know it.” 
 
    She contemplated activating her deflector screens. If this asshole wanted a fight, she needed to be ready. 
 
    But she also figured powering up her defenses would be perceived as an insult or a threat. That could escalate things into a hell of a mess. She elected to leave the shields down for the moment. 
 
    “I apologize, Ranger Carter,” Claar said.  
 
    He sounded as though he were speaking through gritted teeth. He’d clearly been told to back down. Gwen smiled. Someone on the cruiser was smart enough to call him off. 
 
    “I welcome you again to Cecilak,” Claar continued. “I have a coded message for you from the governor’s office. Turn to channel XZ0197BZ to receive it.” 
 
    Gwen’s eyes nearly fell out of her head. A coded message from the governor’s office? For her? It had to be from JaQuan. Didn’t it? 
 
    “Thank you, Battleguard Claar,” she said, giving him respect he didn’t deserve to make him feel better. “Carter out.” 
 
    Her heart thudding in her chest, she called up the channel Claar had given her. The message downloaded immediately. She ran it through her decryptor. Seconds later, the decoded words popped up on the screen: 
 
      
 
    They are on the far side of the planet. 
 
      
 
    A series of coordinates followed. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she whispered. 
 
    This couldn’t be from JaQuan. He would have written, “We’re on the far side of the planet,” not “they are.” Plus, if he had sent the message, he couldn’t have seen her arrive. Unless JaQuan had left instructions for someone in the governor’s office, this communiqué came from someone else. 
 
    Was Governor Mrahr working against his old captain? Maybe he wanted to restore his honor by turning in Galesh. 
 
    Or was this from someone else in the office? Did someone not approve of what Mrahr was doing and decide to sell him out? 
 
    She had no idea what or whom to believe. Was JaQuan working with Galesh or against her? Was someone else trying to collect the reward for Cataan’s Claw? Were there multiple people turning against Galesh and her outlaw crew? 
 
    This whole mess kept getting stranger by the second. But she knew a lead when she saw one. JaQuan had told her they were coming to Cecilak. When Gwen got here, he or someone else made sure she knew where to find him. The only thing to do was keep playing the hand she’d been dealt. Hopefully, whoever was behind all this wasn’t holding pocket aces. 
 
    Her board chimed telling her the diagnostic on the stardrive was finished. She frowned when she read it. There was a short in the engagement circuits. 
 
    Tapping keys to call up a map of the unit, she had a look at what it would take to replace the circuit. It wouldn’t be easy. She would have to crawl up an access tube between the drive space and the fuel crystals. 
 
    “Fuck. I hate you, JaQuan.” 
 
    She set the ship to orbit the planet at one-quarter speed towards the coordinates she’d been given. She would need some time to get into the tube and replace the circuit, and she didn’t want to confront Cataan’s Claw without a reliable stardrive. Galesh was too clever a captain for Gwen to carry any more handicaps against her than she already had. 
 
    “Your message better be on the level, JaQuan,” she said as she got up from her command chair. “I’m gonna fuck you up real bad if it isn’t.” 
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    JaQuan rubbed his head as he made his way to the bridge. He was still coming down from the adrenaline surge caused by Lanaliel nearly killing Haneeta Mol. If the big Mandran hadn’t realized in time what he was doing wrong, the senator’s daughter would be dead instead of awake, and they would be in even deeper trouble than they already were. He cursed Brody for about the thousandth time for embroiling them in this insanity. 
 
    When he arrived on the bridge, all three Graur and Cooressa turned expectantly to him. Aarghun Mrahr was sitting in the pilot’s chair, causing JaQuan to scowl. He supposed it was the only available seat, but he didn’t like the image of being supplanted, however false it might have been. 
 
    “Well?” Kitekh prompted. 
 
    “We’ve successfully moved her to the infirmary,” he answered. “Her vitals are all normal, but she was shivering pretty violently. Shinzaa figures that’s a side effect of cryo-stasis. There doesn’t appear to be anything wrong with her, so Shinzaa figures if she gives her some blankets and puts her in a ship suit, it should pass.” 
 
    “Can we question her?” Aarghun asked. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” JaQuan said. “She didn’t say much when we got her out of the cryo-unit. She just nodded when we asked her questions.” 
 
    Kitekh drummed her claws on her armrest. She flicked her eyes at Rorgun. 
 
    “Go,” he said. “If she can’t talk now, you can always go back later. But if she can, the sooner we have answers, the more quickly we can plot a way out of this mess.” 
 
    Kitekh nodded and stood. 
 
    “Come on, Aarghun,” she said. “Let’s have a conversation with the daughter of the Elohiman who destroyed us.” 
 
    “If I may, Captain,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Haneeta Mol is innocent of the schemes of her father,” Cooressa said. “I recommend you keep that in mind, so you don’t prejudice your conversation with her. She is, after all, the key to our escaping this predicament.” 
 
    Kitekh seethed. JaQuan winced at Cooressa’s unartful warning. He supposed she was right that Kitekh could sway Haneeta Mol against them if she grilled her like a criminal. But Kitekh had a right to be pissed off about a whole bunch of shit. Cooressa telling Kitekh to forget what the woman’s father had done to her was bound to infuriate the captain. 
 
    “I have just about had enough of everyone on this ship questioning my judgment,” she said. “I’m the God-damned captain. I’ll make the decisions.” 
 
    As usual, Cooressa blinked impassively at Kitekh’s reaction. The comms officer’s stoicism made JaQuan want to punch her. Fucking holier-than-thou Elohim. 
 
    Kitekh turned on her heel and nearly ran JaQuan over on her way through the hatch. He followed without asking permission. He was determined to be present when Kitekh questioned Haneeta Mol, and he didn’t want to challenge his captain right after Cooressa has pissed her off. So he just went with her as if she’d ordered him to. 
 
    Her tail swishing in irritation, Kitekh set a brisk pace through the ship, as though the answer to this whole mystery lay in the infirmary. Perhaps it did. Maybe Haneeta Mol knew what was hiding beneath the surface of this iceberg they’d hit. Hopefully, they weren’t aboard the Titanic. 
 
    But he suspected that the Elohiman kidnap victim only held more questions. She was abducted as leverage against her father. She might understand why she’d been taken, but he doubted she knew about whatever plot was at the heart of this mess. 
 
    Kitekh rounded the corner and practically charged into the infirmary. Haneeta Mol sat on an exam table, huddled in a blanket. A warm hat sat on top of her head. She sipped water from a canister as Shinzaa read her vitals. 
 
    “Where’s Lanaliel?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “With nothing more to do on a technical level, he returned to the engine room,” Shinzaa said. “And since Ms. Mol is awake and generally responsive, I saw no reason to keep him. I can see to her needs.” 
 
    “How is she?” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Cold,” Shinzaa said. “Otherwise, I can detect no physiological problems. However, as I’ve said multiple times, I’m not a medic. I just know how to administer first aid and run the ship’s treatment machines. It’s entirely possible there’s something I don’t know about.” 
 
    Dread swam in JaQuan’s stomach like a shark prowling a beach, waiting for an unsuspecting person to venture just a little too far from shore. Who the hell knew what could be wrong or how serious it was? Damn Brody for bringing the senator’s daughter aboard. 
 
    “Can she speak?” Mrahr asked. 
 
    “She hasn’t yet,” Shinzaa said. “But you are welcome to try.” 
 
    “Ms. Mol, can you understand me?” Kitekh said. 
 
    The Elohiman looked at her. She pulled the blanket tighter around herself, then nodded. 
 
    “I am Kitekh Galesh. You’re aboard my ship, Cataan’s Claw.” 
 
    Mol’s eyes went wide when Kitekh gave her name. The Graur captain noticed. She frowned and looked at Mrahr. The shark in JaQuan’s stomach started swimming faster, scenting blood in the water. 
 
    “You’re safe,” Kitekh said. “We won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Mol didn’t look convinced. She simply stared intensely at Kitekh. 
 
    “Do you remember what happened to you?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    The Elohiman nodded. 
 
    “Can you tell me?” 
 
    Haneeta Mol opened her mouth and tried to speak. But the only noise she made was huffing. Her lips attempted to form words, but she couldn’t follow through with sound. Frustrated, she pointed to her throat. 
 
    Kitekh looked to Shinzaa. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the second mate answered. “My guess is the cryo-stasis hasn’t fully worn off. She’s still cold, and she’s struggling to speak. She may need to warm up or rest more.” 
 
    Kitekh sighed in irritation. JaQuan understood her feelings. He, too, wanted to get to the bottom of this immediately. 
 
    “All right,” Kitekh said. “Give her a stimulant. See if that accelerates her body’s recovery. I’ll be back in half an hour to check on her.” 
 
    She turned and went out. Mrahr alternated staring at Mol and looking after Kitekh. After several seconds, he pursued his former captain. 
 
    JaQuan and Shinzaa exchanged a look. He rubbed his head. 
 
    “You need me?” he asked. 
 
    “No. It’s probably best if she’s prodded by as few people as possible. Come back in half an hour, though. Kitekh can use your perspective.” 
 
    “Just don’t tell her that,” JaQuan said. “She’s getting pretty defensive.” 
 
    He left the infirmary before Shinzaa could reply. 
 
    Now what? He supposed he should follow Kitekh, see what she was thinking. But he needed time to process this himself. 
 
    Process what? Nothing had happened, and they didn’t know anything more. They needed answers, but where could they get them? 
 
    For the hundredth time, he cursed Brody for involving them in this bullshit. Then he stopped cold. 
 
    Maybe Brody did know something. If Alan was right and this whole thing was a smokescreen, maybe Brody knew more about what was going on than he’d said. He’d certainly implied so the last time JaQuan had questioned him. 
 
    JaQuan rerouted himself to the cargo bay. It was time Jim Brody answered a few questions. 
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    Idrib licked his lips in anticipation. The Senate computer tallied the votes. There had to be enough for the bill to pass. There had to be. Gordian Nil had won them over. He’d done his job. Idrib had offered token resistance to help seal support for the compromise. There should be no more obstacles. It was time for the Senate to do its damned job. 
 
    He breathed in deeply through his nose and told himself to relax as he exhaled. This was God’s plan. He’d sent Idrib dreams. The Hierophant had confirmed the vision. He was walking the path God intended. Therefore, things would unfold according to God’s design. The bill would pass. 
 
    “Senators,” the Chancellor announced as he rose from his seat, “I have the final tally. In the matter of Senator Idrib Mol’s bill as amended by Senator Gordian Kel that the Senate shall appoint one individual to the Council of Nine for a period of sixty days for the purpose of creating a quorum to elect an emperor, the Imperial Senate votes as follows: Six hundred, thirty-three in favor; three hundred, twenty-five opposed, and forty-two abstentions or absences. The motion carries.” 
 
    There was only a smattering of commentary. Most everyone expected the bill to pass by about the margin it did. It had been debated long enough that virtually everyone’s position was known. 
 
    “Given the political crisis in which we find ourselves,” the Chancellor continued, “the law shall take immediate effect. The floor is now open for nominations to fill the temporary seat and shall remain so for a period not to exceed five days.” 
 
    Idrib hid his mouth in his hand. He couldn’t prevent the smug grin from creeping up his face. His triumph and God’s will were all but assured. 
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    JaQuan found Brody asleep. He supposed that wasn’t terribly surprising. The traitorous engineer’s mate had nothing to do. He was locked in his makeshift cell without even a tablet to read. JaQuan would have gone insane under such circumstances. He felt a brief twinge of pity for the man who had replaced him as Lanaliel’s assistant. 
 
    Then he remembered they were all fucked because of Brody’s assholery. 
 
    “Hey, wake up,” JaQuan said, raising his voice. 
 
    Brody started, and his eyes popped open. He rolled over to face the energy screen that confined him to the small cargo bay. 
 
    “Oh, hey, JaQuan,” he said with a yawn. “What brings you here? You feel a sudden need to get all high-and-mighty on me?” 
 
    JaQuan exhaled through his nose and bit his tongue to restrain himself from going off on the cocky bastard. How had he ever gotten along with this dick? 
 
    “I have some questions for you,” he said when his temper had settled. 
 
    “Kitekh wouldn’t answer you, huh?” 
 
    He rolled onto his back and put his hands behind his head. 
 
    “Oh, she answered me,” JaQuan said. “She told me everything. And that makes you and your terrorist buddies even bigger pieces of shit than I thought.” 
 
    “Sticks and stones, JaQuan . . .” 
 
    “Yeah, I wish I had something to beat you with. But that’s not the real issue. Kitekh’s answers only raise more questions.” 
 
    “You think too much, JaQuan.” 
 
    “And you don’t think enough. If you used any kind of logic at all, you’d understand that kidnapping someone’s daughter will not make him stop hating you.” 
 
    “You still can’t get that idea out of your head, can you?” Brody said, chuckling derisively. “It’s not about that, JaQuan. Of course, the bigoted shitbag isn’t going to stop hating humans. It’s about taking him out of the conversation. If he wants his little girl back, he drops his anti-human legislation and leaves us the fuck alone.” 
 
    “Only a dumbass would think that would work,” JaQuan retorted, trying not to lose his cool. “You can only succeed in making him hate you more. Worse, you’ve made him sympathetic. Now, everyone believes him instead of us; they all think humans are evil. 
 
    “Now personally, I think you’re just that stupid. You might be an engineer, Jim, but you ain’t that bright. So it’s easy for me to believe that you could do something as moronic as kidnapping a senator’s daughter, thinking it’s going to eliminate him as a political enemy. 
 
    “But there are others aboard who think that, even if you’re a dumbass, whoever’s calling the shots higher up in Manifest Destiny isn’t. And so that gets us wondering: If a child could see this whole kidnap scheme couldn’t hope to work, then why go through with it? If you’re a smart person, why would you do something you knew was stupid? 
 
    “There’s only one reasonable answer to that question: The kidnapping is a cover for something else.” 
 
    Brody turned his head and stared at JaQuan. His blue eyes blasted contempt. 
 
    “A cover-up for what?” he said. 
 
    “You tell me,” JaQuan said, spreading his hands. “Enlighten me, Jim.” 
 
    Brody continued to stare for several more seconds. Then he resumed looking at the ceiling. 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell, JaQuan,” he said. “I’ve already given you all the answers. We snatched Mol’s little girl. When he agrees to our terms, he gets her back.” 
 
    JaQuan frowned. He couldn’t tell if Brody was lying or if he actually was as stupid as he claimed. 
 
    “Bullshit, Jim. If this were a simple kidnapping, you don’t need Kitekh. You don’t need me. Any ship in the galaxy will do. But you told me you guys wanted Kitekh. And you were chosen for this mission because you knew me and could use that as leverage to get aboard.  
 
    “So what the fuck is this really about, Jim? What are you assholes up to?” 
 
    “Even if you were right – which you are not – this is just a kidnapping designed to put pressure on an anti-human prick. But even if you were right, do you really think I’d tell you what the plan was? You’ve got me locked up. You’re either going to kill me or turn me over to the authorities – unless you somehow wise up and decide to join us. You’ve given me no motivation to cooperate. So if there is some big, elaborate scheme, do you really think I’d just spill it for you? I’m not some James Bond villain, who wants to impress you with the elegance of my design. This isn’t a movie, JaQuan. It’s real life. It’s kill-or-be-killed. The fact that you don’t recognize that is proof that you’re the stupid one.” 
 
    JaQuan clenched his fists. He inhaled deeply and tried to cool the rage burning in his mind. God damn this stupid fuck. He was so fucking narrow-minded he couldn’t even conceive of an alternative explanation. Either that, or he was lying. But JaQuan thought the odds were much better on Brody being a zealous dumbass. 
 
    “Fine,” JaQuan said. “You don’t want to talk to me, I’ll ask Haneeta. Maybe she knows something.” 
 
    Brody barked out a derisive laugh. 
 
    “Sure, JaQuan. You’ll ask the alien bitch locked in cryo-stasis. I’m so scared of what Sleeping Beauty will tell you.” 
 
    “She’s not in cryo-stasis,” JaQuan said. “She’s awake.” 
 
    Brody sat up in alarm and turned to face JaQuan. Terror covered his face as he put his feet on the deck. 
 
    “You woke her up?” 
 
    “Did I forget to mention that?” JaQuan said, a bright smile substituting for his middle finger. 
 
    “You stupid bastards!” Brody said, jumping up off his cot and striding towards the energy screen. “They told me not to wake her! They were very specific about that.” 
 
    “Why?” JaQuan asked, crossing his arms. “Afraid she would say something you didn’t want us to hear?” 
 
    “No, you dumbfuck! Pulling someone out of cryo-stasis is a delicate process. Without the proper equipment, you could do real damage to her. You could kill her! Then she’s useless to us.” 
 
    “Ohh,” JaQuan said, mock-whining. “It would be too bad if the person you kidnapped died. Then you couldn’t use her as chattel.” 
 
    “Don’t give me the your-people-used-to-be-slaves shit, JaQuan. This isn’t about blacks versus whites. It’s about the survival of the human race.” 
 
    JaQuan thought his eyes might fall out of his head, they opened so wide. Did Brody really just go there? 
 
    “This ain’t about blacks and whites, Brody. It’s about people. Haneeta Mol is a person. It doesn’t matter that she ain’t human. You don’t get to use her as a tool against her father. Why the fuck is it so hard for people like you to understand that?” 
 
    “She’s an alien, JaQuan! She’s one of them! And her daddy is the worst of them. He wants to see every human being wiped from existence.  
 
    “We are in a war, JaQuan. We didn’t make it, but we still have to fight it. If you want to win a war you have to engage in some unsavory tactics. Yes, kidnapping is wrong. But it’s not as bad as total genocide, and that’s what Idrib Mol and his Elohiman buddies want for humanity. I don’t understand how you don’t get that. I don’t understand why you aren’t joining us and fighting for your life. 
 
    “Because those are the stakes, JaQuan. If we fail, the human race ceases to exist. And then your high-and-mighty ethical ideals about what’s right and what’s wrong won’t mean shit. There won’t be anyone around to debate them.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. Brody was insane. He was a total fucking nihilist, who couldn’t see the universe in any terms other than extremes. There was no reasoning with him. 
 
    “You’re a fool, Brody. It hasn’t come to all-out war yet. But you and your Manifest Destiny assholes are driving it in that direction. And kidnapping Haneeta Mol was just about the stupidest thing you could have done if you wanted to prevent a war. 
 
    “But then you don’t really want that, do you? You’re not trying to stop a war; you’re fomenting one. Just like ISIS and the other Middle-Eastern terrorists back on Earth, you want the world to end in fire.” 
 
    “Fuck you, JaQuan!” Brody shouted. “Don’t you fucking compare me to those Muslim jihadists. I’m not trying to die in a holy war so I can get my twenty-nine virgins in the afterlife. I’m trying to save humanity.” 
 
    “That’s what the fucking neo-Nazis said,” JaQuan replied, struggling to keep his tone even. “They were gonna save America, by which they meant white people, from blacks, Hispanics, Jews, Muslims, and liberals. 
 
    “You’re just another jackass terrorist, Brody. You can tell me how noble you are all you want. But you kidnapped a man’s daughter and plan to kill her if he doesn’t do what you want. That ain’t noble. It’s savage. And if that’s who you are, your cause is corrupt. 
 
    “I gotta go. We’re questioning Haneeta in a few minutes. I thought you might like to shed some light on what’s really going on, but you either don’t know or are too stupid to realize you’re being played.” 
 
    He turned and started walking away. 
 
    “I’m not the stupid one, JaQuan,” Brody called to his back. “You are, if you think there is a peaceful solution to this. You are, if you think the Elohim aren’t trying to murder us all.” 
 
    JaQuan increased his pace. He needed to get away from Brody. The man’s bigotry and paranoia were infuriating. If JaQuan stayed any longer, he would have to beat the racist fuck senseless. 
 
    Frustration coiled around his mind like a python squeezing its prey. He still didn’t have any answers. Brody was a tool, but that didn’t mean Alan wasn’t right. Something else was at work here. Brody was just too stupid to realize it. 
 
    Hopefully, Haneeta Mol would provide some answers. And if she didn’t, JaQuan prayed she would at least vindicate the crew of Cataan’s Claw. 
 
    Even that might not be enough. The fear that the terrible plot her kidnapping masked would engulf them all would not go away. It only grew. 
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    Kitekh and Aarghun arrived back at the infirmary to find JaQuan also returning. She cocked her head at him. 
 
    “Where were you?” she asked. 
 
    “Questioning Brody,” he answered. 
 
    “What about?” Kitekh inquired. “He’s given us everything worth having, hasn’t he?” 
 
    JaQuan shrugged. 
 
    “I was following up on Alan’s theory that this kidnapping is more than an ill-conceived plot by Manifest Destiny to take out Senator Mol.” 
 
    “What did you learn?” Aarghun asked. 
 
    JaQuan flicked his eyes at her old colleague. Mistrust still swam in those brown irises, but his expression was softer. He was coming around. Good. 
 
    “Not much,” JaQuan said with a sigh. “He’s a True Believer.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Aarghun said. 
 
    “He thinks he’s on the side of the angels,” JaQuan said. “In his mind, this stupid stunt will actually work – Idrib Mol will back off his anti-human rhetoric, and the door will be open for us to be recognized as the Fourth Race. 
 
    “Brody’s a foot soldier. He’s doing what his superiors tell him, and he’s bought the whole line. If something else is going on, he doesn’t know about it. He doesn’t even suspect.” 
 
    Kitekh rolled that over in her mind. She didn’t know if it was comforting or troubling. She was unaccustomed to zealots. In the Empire, plotting and conniving were not only embedded in the culture, they were celebrated. Everyone expected there was a larger motive behind any action. Indeed, when she was training to become a warrior, she was taught to assume her opponent’s actions masked their true intent. 
 
    But these Manifest Destiny terrorists were different. They weren’t like the Kwin Faan or other would-be rebellions. They were so dedicated to their cause, so convinced of the rectitude and righteousness of their movement, they questioned nothing. She couldn’t decide if this seemingly uniquely human trait was a giant flaw from which the race would never recover, or a virtue elucidating perfect faith. Whichever it was, it was foreign to her. 
 
    “I suppose that at least tells us he isn’t hiding anything,” she mused. 
 
    “That is not necessarily so,” Aarghun said. “He may be unaware of the details of the larger plot in which he is involved, but that does not mean there is not information about his mission he has not divulged.” 
 
    “Assuming Alan is right and there is a larger plot,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Even if there is not, we still don’t know for certain Mr. Brody has revealed everything he knows,” Aarghun said. 
 
    JaQuan nodded. 
 
    “He was pretty damned upset when I told him we’d woken Haneeta,” JaQuan said. “Went into a panic about us potentially damaging or killing her. Said she’d be useless if she couldn’t be returned safe and sound.” 
 
    Kitekh stroked her chin with her claws. So Brody was concerned about the hostage’s safety. What did that mean? 
 
    “What else did he say about that?” she asked. 
 
    “Not much,” JaQuan replied. “It devolved into a philosophical argument from there. But he did say that he’d been told not to wake her, that he’d been given explicit instructions not to.” 
 
    “That seems strange,” Aarghun said. 
 
    “Not really,” JaQuan said. “Lanaliel nearly boiled her to death because he didn’t know what he was doing when he tried to open the chamber. If Brody wasn’t trained to release her, his superiors could easily have been worried about what he might do to her.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Kitekh said. “Maybe.” 
 
    She stroked her chin some more. It was possible Brody’s superiors worried he could kill or maim the woman by releasing her. But it seemed nearly as likely that they didn’t want him talking to her. If he was as blindly obedient as JaQuan suggested, Haneeta Mol might know or say something that would break his faith. 
 
    Kitekh shook her head. They needed to question the hostage. All this was paranoid speculation until they had some answers. 
 
    “All right, we’re not learning anything out here,” she said. “Let’s see if we can talk to her.” 
 
    She turned and entered the infirmary. JaQuan and Aarghun followed.  
 
    Haneeta Mol sat on the exam table, looking better than she had half an hour ago. She still had a blanket draped around her shoulders, but she no longer clutched it tightly, and she had ceased shivering. Shinzaa stood next to her, taking her pulse. 
 
    “Better?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    Shinzaa nodded. 
 
    “Vitals are normal,” she said. “There appears to be no trauma from cryo-stasis or her emergence from it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Ms. Mol, can you speak?” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Yes,” Mol said, her voice a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “I’d like to ask you some questions,” Kitekh said. 
 
    Haneeta Mol simply stared at her. Her black eyes blinked several times. Kitekh read confusion in them. 
 
    “Ms. Mol, do you know where you are?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “Aboard—” she began, but she had to stop and swallow. “Aboard a ship.” 
 
    “Do you know which ship?” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Yours.” 
 
    Her Elohiman eyes bored into Kitekh. Her answer seemed both a threat and an insult. What was going on here? 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “You are Kitekh Galesh,” Mol said, her voice cold. “You are my father’s enemy.” 
 
    Kitekh was unable to keep her expression flat. The answer was so surprising her eyes opened wide and her lips parted. What had Idrib Mol told her? 
 
    “What makes you say that?” JaQuan said. 
 
    Haneeta Mol turned her head and gazed on JaQuan for the first time. Her eyebrows knitted together in an expression of absolute contempt. 
 
    “Who is this?” she inquired, not taking her eyes off him. 
 
    “JaQuan Jones,” he said, folding his arms. “Ship’s pilot.” 
 
    “You allow a human to fly your ship?” Mol said, facing Kitekh again. “Your reputation as a cunning warrior must be inflated.” 
 
    “What the—” JaQuan began, but Aarghun cut him off. 
 
    “Ms. Mol, I am the Governor of Cecilak,” he said. “You’ve been freed from the hands of your kidnappers. We wish to return you to your father, but there are a few things we need to know first.” 
 
    Haneeta blinked at him in confusion. Then her gaze moved off into the distance. 
 
    “I do not understand,” she said. 
 
    “Ms. Mol, the person who was responsible for your kidnapping is in our custody,” Aarghun said. “Everyone else aboard this vessel is innocent.” 
 
    “We didn’t know you’d been brought aboard,” Kitekh added. “We didn’t discover you until after we’d left Daxal.” 
 
    She elected to leave out the bit about fleeing Imperial battlecruisers. Mol was already acting strangely, and Kitekh didn’t want to give her any more reasons not to trust them. 
 
    “This is not right,” Mol said, though she seemed to be talking more to herself than to anyone in the infirmary. Her gaze remained far away. 
 
    “No,” Aarghun said, after flashing Kitekh a look of concern. “It’s not. You were kidnapped as a pawn to be used against your father by a terrorist group.” 
 
    “Whatever you believe,” Kitekh said, “I am not your father’s enemy. I was not party to this crime. The perpetrator joined my crew under false pretense and smuggled you aboard.” 
 
    Mol laughed derisively. She returned her gaze to Kitekh at last, fixing her with a stare as contemptuous as the one she had given JaQuan. 
 
    “You are my father’s enemy, Kitekh Galesh,” she said. “Your father made mine look a fool in front of the entire Senate. He defeated a bill God himself had given my father to pass. Your filthy sire was ruined for this crime. Your honor-obsessed Tribal Council rebuked him as a result, and his entire family was turned out of their posts. 
 
    “You swore revenge, Ms. Galesh. You’ve been waiting for years for the opportunity to ‘reclaim your honor’ at my father’s expense. The Graur way is well known throughout the Empire. None of you will ever cease speaking of it. You may not have acted against my father yet, Daughter-of-Galesh, but you will. You are very much my father’s enemy.” 
 
    Kitekh’s mouth twisted into a frown. The bastard had told his daughter everything about what he’d done, no doubt coloring it as though he had been just. Thus, she was already prejudiced against Kitekh. That was going to make things more difficult. 
 
    “Ms. Mol,” Kitekh said, “the history between our families is irrelevant here. I had nothing to do with your kidnapping. I just command the ship onto which you were smuggled.” 
 
    “You are a fool, Kitekh Galesh,” Mol said. “I am not.” 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” JaQuan said, taking a step closer to her. 
 
    “Enough, JaQuan,” Kitekh said. 
 
    She wanted to tear Haneeta Mol’s throat out and ship it to her father. Let him pay for poisoning his daughter with the same lies that had brought down her own sire. But she had the lives of the rest of the crew to think about. She needed to find a way out of this. 
 
    “Ms. Mol,” Aarghun said, “whatever you believe, Kitekh and her crew are innocent. They want to bring you home safely. If there is anything you can tell us about your kidnapping that would help prove Cataan’s Claw was only coincidentally involved, it would be very helpful.” 
 
    A wicked smile slid up the face of the senator’s daughter. Her black eyes bored into Kitekh. 
 
    “There is nothing I can say that will change what has happened,” she said. 
 
    “But the crew and the ship are innocent,” Aarghun protested. 
 
    “I know,” Mol said, not taking her eyes off Kitekh. “But no one will believe that. That is why it is perfect.” 
 
    “What’s perfect?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    Alarms started screaming in Kitekh’s head. Fear softly dug its claws into her heart. 
 
    “Be pleased,” Mol said, ignoring JaQuan. “You are working in service to the Empire. When all this is over, you will have redeemed your father. You will be a hero of the Empire. Not that you will be given credit for it, of course. But God will know.” 
 
    Kitekh stared at her in horror. What was she talking about? It was clear Alan had been right – there was some deeper plot behind this incident, but she couldn’t grasp it. 
 
    “You bitch,” JaQuan said. “This wasn’t a kidnapping at all. You’re here willingly.” 
 
    “What?” Aarghun said. 
 
    Kitekh’s heart stopped. As soon as he said it, she knew JaQuan was right. 
 
    “Your pet human is smarter than the rest of you,” Mol said, a look of smug satisfaction locked tightly on her face. “Three Graur cannot unravel a plot simple enough a human can understand it. Truly, you are a sham, Kitekh Galesh.” 
 
    Shinzaa grabbed Mol by the hair, bent her head back, and raised her free hand, threatening to tear the Elohiman’s throat open. 
 
    “Only someone profoundly stupid would hurl insults at Graur when she is outnumbered against them and unarmed,” she growled. 
 
    “Shinzaa, if you want to get out of this, harming your only bargaining chip will not help,” Aarghun said. 
 
    “Go to Hell, Aarghun,” she replied. “You’re not one of us anymore.” 
 
    “Shinzaa!” Kitekh barked. “I’m still captain of this ship. Aarghun is governor of a Graur outpost and a guest aboard my vessel. You will show him respect. 
 
    “As for you, Ms. Mol, I’m not renowned for tolerating insults well. Consider yourself warned.” 
 
    “Or what?” Mol said, her breathing labored but her eyes fierce. “You will kill me? That will only guarantee our success.” 
 
    “Shinzaa, release her,” Kitekh said. 
 
    Her second mate put her lips against Mol’s ear. 
 
    “You’re bluffing,” she said, her voice just above a whisper. “I can smell the fear on you. Whatever your aim is, your death might accomplish it, but that’s not what you want. You expect to live. You’re afraid to die. 
 
    “So watch your mouth, you Elohiman krischenza. Or I’ll feed you your heart.” 
 
    She pushed Haneeta Mol away. The Elohiman pulled the blanket more tightly around her shoulders. She sipped some water as the fear drained away from her expression. Then she resumed her infuriating smile. 
 
    “What success?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “I do not know what you are talking about,” she replied. 
 
    “You said your death ‘will guarantee our success,’” he said. “What success? And whose?” 
 
    “The extermination of your worthless race,” she said. 
 
    Kitekh practically choked. Was she serious? This was an attempt to wipe humans from the galaxy? 
 
    Unable to resist, her gaze flew to JaQuan. He looked unsurprised. Fury burned in his brown eyes, but his expression was utter sadness and complete recognition. 
 
    “That’s outrageous!” Aarghun said. “Why would you want such a thing, let alone attempt it?” 
 
    “Because they are a scourge on the galaxy,” she spat. “Their arrival threw civilization into chaos. They threaten our very existence with their presence. Humanity must be purged to restore order to the Empire.” 
 
    “That’s genocide!” Shinzaa cried. “God will not forgive the mass murder of an entire race of people! No order will follow from that.” 
 
    “He will!” Mol cried. “He has ordained it! It is the divine will he has revealed to my father!” 
 
    Still suffering from the after-effects of cryo-stasis, shouting was more than her lungs could tolerate. Mol coughed heavily. 
 
    “God does not ordain the destruction of the Fourth Race,” Aarghun said. 
 
    “There is no Fourth Race,” Mol said between coughs. “That is a false prophecy. Three is the Divine Number. There can be no Fourth Race.” 
 
    JaQuan laughed derisively. He shook his head. 
 
    “Just another fucking zealot,” he said. “You and your father both. Fucking whackjobs who think God told them to commit murder.” 
 
    Kitekh’s mind reeled. How could this be happening? She’d been lying in wait all this time, searching for the right opportunity to be avenge her father. But now, Idrib Mol was using her in some grand scheme of his to wipe humanity from the annals of history. He was turning her family name into a cosmic joke. 
 
    “So by pretending to be kidnapped, you foment anger against humanity throughout the Empire,” she said. “Your father’s views on them being dangerous and evil are confirmed.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Mol said. 
 
    “Which in turn leads to a public outcry, calling for them not to be recognized as the Fourth Race,” Shinzaa said. “People want them destroyed.” 
 
    “Perhaps you Graur are not as dimwitted as I thought,” Mol said. 
 
    “There’s still a problem,” JaQuan said. “You can whip people into a frenzy all you want. But the Keepers of the Faith still think humans might be the Fourth Race. 
 
    “But even that’s not the real problem. You don’t have an emperor. Only he can make the ultimate determination. Only he can declare us citizens or outlaws. Until there’s an emperor, it doesn’t matter how pissed people get. You can’t do anything. You risk making God angry. You know it, and so does everyone else in the galaxy.” 
 
    Haneeta Mol turned and faced JaQuan again at last. A triumphant smile slid up her face. 
 
    “Your grasp of the cultural situation is accurate, human,” she said. “But I thought you bright enough to recognize we would have accounted for this problem.” 
 
    “Enlighten me,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “We do not have an emperor at the moment,” she said. “We must have one to rule against humans and have them destroyed. My father works at this very moment to ascend the throne.” 
 
    “What?” Kitekh whispered, cold horror falling across her mind like a shadow. 
 
    “With the help of the Hierophant and God, my father manipulates the Imperial Senate to alter the law so the quorum on the Council of Nine can be filled. We will seat it with people who share our views. Then they will elect my father Emperor. 
 
    “After his coronation, he will rule against humanity, declaring them not to be the Fourth Race and denying them citizenship in the Empire. And because the entire galaxy will be outraged over the crimes committed by Manifest Destiny, no one will protest him ordering the extinction of your species.” 
 
    “You fucking bitch!” JaQuan screamed. 
 
    He leaped for her. Aarghun interposed himself, grabbed JaQuan and held him back. JaQuan flailed at her as Aarghun struggled to restrain him. 
 
    “You gonna wipe out my race? I’ll fucking cut you into little pieces first!” 
 
    “JaQuan!” Kitekh shouted. “JaQuan, get ahold of yourself! This doesn’t help!” 
 
    Her voice broke through his madness. His face still promised murder, but he stopped fighting Aarghun. He let his body unwind. 
 
    “Listen to me,” Kitekh said. “I’m not going to let this happen. She’s insane, and I will make certain this crazy plot does not happen. 
 
    “But I need her alive. So you go clear your head. I need you thinking straight. We’re still not out of this mess, and I need you. Do you understand?” 
 
    JaQuan fumed for several seconds, never taking his eyes off the Elohiman racist. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Kitekh said. “Do you understand?” 
 
    He met her gaze at last. Hot anger burned on his face. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I understand.” 
 
    “All right, go clear your head. Get something to eat or take a walk. We’ll handle the traitor.” She turned to Mol. “And that’s what you are, Haneeta: A traitor. I’ll see you executed.” 
 
    Mol opened her mouth to retort, but Shinzaa grabbed her by the hair again. 
 
    “Now is not the time for you to speak, traitor,” Shinzaa said. “The captain will let you know when we’re ready to hear your filth again.” 
 
    “All right, JaQuan, take a break,” Kitekh said, returning her gaze to her pilot. “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m going,” JaQuan said, yanking his arm free of Aarghun’s grasp. 
 
    He stomped from the room. Kitekh watched him go, wondering how she was going to keep her promise to him. This was a hell of a quagmire they’d stumbled into. She wasn’t sure how she was going to pull them out of it. 
 
    “All right, Ms. Mol,” she said, turning back. “It’s just us Graur with you now. If you don’t want me to treat you the way my people do prisoners of war, you’d better answer my questions.” 
 
    “Respectfully,” Shinzaa added. 
 
    “Now,” Kitekh said, smiling unpleasantly, “explain to me how your father’s coup is supposed to work.” 
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    Idrib inhaled deeply and tried to exercise patience. For this to work properly, the Senate needed to bicker first. The perfect solution could not present itself too early, or it would be rejected or regarded with suspicion. Unless it arose when everyone was frustrated, it would not be trusted. 
 
    But God, how he hated listening to these sanctimonious fools debate minutiae. Appointing a single new Councilor was a genius stroke; it would reduce the number of people Emello would need to persuade to vote for Idrib. But it gave the Senate something entirely new to argue over. With only a single person eligible to join the Council of Nine, everyone was now maneuvering to get their dream candidate elected. 
 
    “My people are underrepresented as it is,” Vrenschen Muur declared. “There is but one Graur remaining on the Council. If we appoint a second, the Council will have two members of each of the Three Races. Surely, this is closer to the divine will.” 
 
    “And who will that Graur be, Senator Muur?” said Dovian Bis, an Elohiman in her third term. “You?” 
 
    “I would accept the honor if it were bestowed upon me,” Muur replied. “But I do not submit myself for the position. I merely suggest we should give priority to Graur candidates so as to give balanced representation to the Council and select an emperor who truly comes from the collective might of Imperial culture.” 
 
    “Which means a Graur emperor,” Bis said. 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Muur said. 
 
    “You didn’t need to,” Bis replied. “Your ambition is plain.” 
 
    “Why not have a human appointee?” someone said, drawing laughter. “If representation is more important than wisdom, we could place a non-citizen on the Council to ensure they get their fair chance to play with the destiny of the Empire as though it were a toy.” 
 
    The sarcasm drew plenty of sneers and laughter. Idrib himself smiled, despite his irritation at the glacial pace of the deliberations. 
 
    “No one suggested anything like that,” Muur protested. 
 
    His cause was lost, though. His call for equal representation was mocked and swept away. 
 
    Idrib decided he’d waited long enough. God wanted him to be Emperor. If he didn’t move the debate forward, these morons would argue until the end of time. 
 
    “Ir’kathan morteska,” he said under his breath, triggering the Forbidden Magic he’d set up the night before. 
 
    “Senators, if I may,” said Irathal Boow, a Mandran renowned for her insistence on protocol and adherence to holy principles. 
 
    “The Chair recognizes Senator Boow,” the Chancellor said. 
 
    “In our rush to find the perfect candidate, I believe we have lost sight of something,” Boow said. “Senator Nil pushed his compromise because he believed it fulfilled the divine will more closely than any other proposed solution. Now, Senator Muur reminds us that the Council was created as an expression of that will through the Divine Number of three – Three Races, Three Pillars of Society, three worlds. However we act, we must cleave as tightly to God’s intention as possible. 
 
    “These are dark and confusing times. It is hard to know what to do, to understand what is best. All of us need guidance, and where better to look for help in the wilderness than God himself? 
 
    “We have adopted this law to choose an emperor as God intended. I submit that the proper authority on naming an appointee is the Kwin Flaal.” 
 
    Idrib smiled as a murmur went through the Senate. He could tell by the looks of wonder and the nodding heads that Boow had already convinced some of them, despite not having yet revealed her proposal. Idrib clenched his fists to prevent shaking his head in disgust. It was so easy to manipulate some of these people. 
 
    “The Keepers of the Faith understand God’s law and intention better than any here,” Boow continued. “They are a beacon of light in the darkness. I suggest we ask the Keepers to submit a candidate and that we accept that person by acclaim. In this way, we free the appointee from the stain of political ambition and prevent ourselves from succumbing to the whims of factionalism. 
 
    “We, the Senate, have created a law that will enable God’s chosen avatar to ascend the throne. I suggest we ensure we have the right person by allowing his Keepers to fill the seat on the Council we’ve made available.” 
 
    Silence descended on the Senate. Idrib was unable to suppress a smile. Boow had accepted his proposal without argument. The Forbidden Magic he’d used on her had been almost unnecessary. If he hadn’t wanted to hide his hand in this maneuver, he’d have just spoken to her without wiping her memory of the event. Her devotion to the Faith was absolute. Suggesting the decision be taken away from the Senate and given to the Kwin Flaal was exactly the sort of thing she would like. 
 
    And the suggestion coming from a staunchly devout Mandran instead of from Idrib made the whole thing sound reasonable. Once again, it was a compromise, and she’d sold it brilliantly by claiming it would remove any trace of political ambition from the decision. 
 
    He suspected her motion would pass by a slimmer margin than Gordian Nil’s had. Few liked the idea of giving up their power. 
 
    But the Senate was at an impasse again. A perfect solution had been offered. A majority of them would take it, even if it meant abdicating their will. 
 
    Idrib could feel it – he was going to be Emperor. 
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    Gwen secured the last coupling on the circuit. Assuming she’d patched everything correctly, there should be no further problems switching from her hyperdrive to her stardrive. 
 
    “Yeah, you know what they say about assuming,” she said aloud. 
 
    She closed the circuit box and wiped sweat from her brow. She really needed a shower. The ship was climate-controlled, but the access tubes were always stuffy and hot. And even if they weren’t, her collision with the asteroid had damaged the life support system. Not only were her air scrubbers not operating at full capacity, the heating and cooling system wasn’t working right. It was well within safety standards, but the air was stale and warm. She desperately wanted to put in for repairs and spend a few days luxuriating at a spa. 
 
    There was no time for that now, though. JaQuan had led her on a chase across the galaxy. She was too close to busting Cataan’s Claw and rescuing the senator’s daughter. 
 
    An alarm chimed as she began her descent from the access tube. 
 
    “Ship detected,” the computer warned. 
 
    “Shit,” Gwen said. 
 
    She slid out of the tube and ran to the engine room’s computer station. Tapping commands to route nav data from the bridge, she called up the situation. She was approaching the coordinates the governor’s office had given her. A Lankwin-class freighter sat parked on the planet’s horizon. 
 
    “Shit,” Gwen said again. 
 
    She hadn’t realized she’d been working on the repair for so long. She tapped in commands to bring her vessel to a full stop. Then she raced out of the engine room on her way to the bridge. 
 
    Okay, JaQuan, she thought, you’d better be on the level. 
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    JaQuan stormed into the cargo bay, his mind a red knot of fury. He couldn’t think. He didn’t know where he was going. The only thing driving him was anger. 
 
    When he realized he’d come to confront Brody again, he was only three steps from the makeshift cell. He set his shoulders. 
 
    “Damn, you look pissed,” Brody said, his tone smug and assholish, as usual. “Did Kitekh kick you back to the engine room?” 
 
    JaQuan keyed the energy screen, dropping it. He stepped into the cell without breaking stride. 
 
    “You stupid fuck!” he shouted. 
 
    Then he punched Brody as hard as he could across the jaw. 
 
    The traitorous engineer’s mate turned his head in time, so most of the blow glanced off. But JaQuan hit him hard enough to knock him to the deck. He followed up with a kick to Brody’s ribs that knocked the air from the moron’s lungs. 
 
    “I’m gonna kill you, you dumb bastard,” JaQuan growled. 
 
    He knelt at Brody’s side, grabbed him by the collar, and drove another punch into the fool’s head. His knuckles smarted as he connected with Brody’s skull, but he didn’t care. 
 
    “You killed us all, asshole!” JaQuan raged as hit Brody again. 
 
    He brought back his fist to deliver another shot, but a strong hand arrested him and pulled him to his feet. He flailed as he was engulfed by furry arms and wrenched from the cell. 
 
    “Let me go, God damn it!” he screamed. “Let me go!” 
 
    As though he’d been answered, he was flung out of the cell. He stumbled three steps before losing his balance and crashing to the deck. 
 
    “Jesus, JaQuan, what the fuck?” Alan said. 
 
    The younger man keyed the control pad, reactivating the energy screen. Rischa stood between JaQuan and the cell. She folded her arms and stared at him reprovingly. 
 
    “He’s fucking killed us all!” JaQuan shouted, getting to his feet. 
 
    He took an aggressive step towards the cell. Rischa put up a hand. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said. 
 
    Brody moaned. He pushed himself up. His cheek and mouth were bloody from where JaQuan had struck him. 
 
    “Brody, you dumbfuck white savior, you’ve killed us all,” JaQuan said, sidestepping Rischa so the traitor could clearly see him. 
 
    “JaQuan, you keep saying that,” Alan said. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “This whole thing was a setup,” JaQuan said, ignoring Alan and moving towards the cell again. 
 
    Rischa interposed herself, and JaQuan flung her arm down. 
 
    “It was a setup, Brody,” JaQuan continued as Rischa reached to restrain him. 
 
    “Fuck you, JaQuan,” Brody groaned. 
 
    “Fuck me? No, asshole, you’ve fucked us all!” 
 
    “JaQuan!” Alan shouted. “Calm the fuck down and tell us what you mean!” 
 
    JaQuan sucked in a deep breath. The anger didn’t abate. The desire to beat Brody to death continued to burn in his blood. 
 
    “Haneeta Mol is no kidnap victim,” he said. “She’s a co-conspirator.” 
 
    Brody looked at him for the first time. Confusion roared across his face, which was already swelling from his wounds. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he said. 
 
    “You were duped,” JaQuan said. “Your whole dumbass, terrorist group was. Haneeta Mol is a willing participant in this whole scheme. 
 
    “Idrib Mol is trying to get everyone in the Empire to hate humans. He’s trying to make us look like monsters. And he used Manifest Destiny as the tool to do it. You kidnapped his daughter. You threatened her with harm. Now he can scare everyone into thinking you assholes will be coming for their children next.” 
 
    “This does not make sense,” Rischa said. “Why would he risk his daughter that way?” 
 
    “He didn’t!” JaQuan cried. “She agreed to it. She went into cryo-stasis willingly, so she could be safely smuggled aboard this ship. And they chose this ship, because Kitekh has history with Senator Mol. So it’s easy to show how humans can corrupt loyal citizens.” 
 
    “What?” Brody whispered. 
 
    “That’s right, asshole. That’s why they didn’t want you waking her up. They didn’t want you talking to her or messing up the scheme in any way. You didn’t kidnap anyone. You were made to think you did so this whole ruse could run just the way they wanted it to.” 
 
    “That explains those two Imperial warships at Daxal!” Alan said. 
 
    JaQuan gaped at him. Understanding dawned through his mind. 
 
    “That’s right,” he agreed. “Haneeta was never supposed to be at risk. Asshole here smuggles her aboard Kitekh’s ship. The battlecruisers arrive before we leave Daxal. They board us, ‘discover’ Haneeta, and arrest everyone. Manifest Destiny’s evil plot is ‘foiled,’ and Kitekh is a branded a traitor. Everyone is executed for treason and Haneeta is returned to her father safe and sound. And then everyone hates Manifest Destiny and by extension, humans, which grants the senator public support to engage in genocide.” 
 
    “Only Kitekh inadvertently fucked up the whole thing, when she didn’t allow them to board us and instead managed to escape,” Alan said. 
 
    “Exactly,” JaQuan said. “But it doesn’t matter. Now Haneeta’s been missing for weeks. Who knows what harm has come to her? Rage against humanity is even stronger. Kitekh saved our lives in the short term, but we’re still fucked. If anything, the situation is worse.” 
 
    Brody looked like a first-grader in a trigonometry class. Incomprehension continued to seize his expression. 
 
    “JaQuan, this still does not make sense,” Rischa said. “Even if the senator were to inflame public opinion against humanity, he has no authority, let alone the means, to enact any sort of genocidal program.” 
 
    “The PR plot is only half the puzzle,” JaQuan said, not taking his eyes off Brody. “Right now, Idrib Mol is getting himself appointed Emperor.” 
 
    “What?” Rischa and Alan said in unison. 
 
    Brody blinked in terror. 
 
    “That’s right, asshole,” JaQuan said, drilling an unforgiving gaze into him. “Idrib Mol stands poised to become the next emperor. You and your dipshit friends kidnapped his daughter, turning the whole fucking galaxy against you and the rest of us. So when he ascends the throne, declares humans not to be the Fourth Race, and orders our extinction, no one is gonna try to stop him. You said Idrib Mol wants to kill us all? You just helped make it possible! 
 
    “You murdered us all, Brody. Your arrogant, white-guy insurgency will be responsible for the extermination of the human race.” 
 
    Cold horror broke over Brody’s face. Panic lit his eyes and his gaze trailed away from JaQuan. 
 
    “No,” he whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” JaQuan said. “You got played, Jim. And everyone is going to pay the price for your stupidity.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Alan said, his voice weak. 
 
    “This can’t be true,” Brody whined. “It can’t be.” 
 
    Alarm klaxons blared through the ship. Rorgun’s voice boomed over the speakers. 
 
    “Kitekh, JaQuan! Get up to the bridge now! We’ve got an inbound enemy vessel!” 
 
    “Shit,” JaQuan said. “That motherfucker, Aarghun Mrahr, sold us out after all.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to Brody. 
 
    “It is true, asshole,” he said. “And now we’re totally fucked.” 
 
    JaQuan really wanted to beat Brody to death, but it would have to wait. He turned and raced to the bridge.  
 
    He had no idea how they were going to survive now. He didn’t see that it mattered. 
 
    But he wasn’t willing to quit yet. If the human race was going to die, he would at least do his part to make sure it went out in a blaze of glory. 
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    Kitekh sprang through the hatch and onto the bridge. Cooressa and Rorgun were both bent over their stations. 
 
    “What have you got?” she said, taking her chair. 
 
    “Space Ranger scout coming in at one-quarter speed,” Rorgun said. “She appears to have entered the system by the moon and orbited the planet.” 
 
    “Activate deflector screens,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Already done,” Rorgun replied. 
 
    “Has she identified us?” 
 
    “Can’t tell for sure,” Rorgun said, “but she is on an intercept course.” 
 
    “But at a cautious speed,” Kitekh mused. 
 
    She thought for a moment. Orbiting the planet at only one-quarter speed could mean the ship had just shown up in the system as part of a routine patrol. She might not know the freighter she’d just spotted was Cataan’s Claw. On the other hand, she was bearing directly down on them. 
 
    “What’s happening?” JaQuan said, entering the bridge and heading for his station. 
 
    “Space Ranger scout coming in,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “What?” JaQuan said, a look of incredulity plastered on his face. 
 
    “Cooressa, what do you make of her?” Kitekh asked as JaQuan dropped into his seat. 
 
    “She is running with her shields up,” Cooressa answered. 
 
    “That’s not good,” JaQuan commented. 
 
    “The ship is damaged,” Cooressa continued. “Several lateral thrusters are either destroyed or operating at less than full efficiency. Her hull appears to have been struck by a large object.” 
 
    “No fucking way,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “What?” Kitekh said, turning sharply towards him. 
 
    “Gwen,” he said. 
 
    “What!” Kitekh cried. “How?” 
 
    Suspicion smoldered in her brain. How could JaQuan’s ex-lover have tracked them down? They’d left her for dead at the Horari Belt. They’d jetted away on the stardrive long before going to hyperspace. There was no way she could have tracked them. Unless . . . 
 
    “Captain, the Space Ranger is hailing us,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Put it on speaker,” Kitekh said. 
 
    Cooressa tapped a command into her board. The bridge speakers crackled to life. 
 
    “This is Ranger Gwen Carter calling Cataan’s Claw,” said a painfully familiar voice. “Gwen Carter to Cataan’s Claw.” 
 
    Kitekh cast a probing glare at JaQuan. His eyes were shut, his head bowed. A sigh escaped his lips. Had he expected this? Did he somehow signal his ex, only to have her blow the opportunity by hailing them? Is this why he begged Kitekh not to torpedo her? What was going on here? 
 
    “God damn it, JaQuan,” Carter said. “If you were serious about what you said, answer me.” 
 
    Kitekh’s vision went red. Rage exploded through her heart. 
 
    “You krischenza!” she shouted. “You betrayed us!” 
 
    “What!” JaQuan said. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    Kitekh sprang from her seat and launched herself at JaQuan. The human rolled from his seat across the deck, putting his chair between him and her. 
 
    “How could she have known we were here!” Kitekh screamed. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he protested. “Jesus Christ, Kitekh! I didn’t say shit to her! How could I have? We left her crippled at the Belt before you ever decided to come here.” 
 
    Kitekh leaped atop JaQuan’s chair. She swiped at him, intending to shred his neck. He dodged away from her, her claws only inches from his flesh. 
 
    “Kitekh, desist!” Rorgun shouted. 
 
    “Cataan’s Claw, if you don’t respond, I will consider you hostile and take appropriate action,” Carter said over the speakers. 
 
    “Captain, we must reply,” Cooressa said. 
 
    Kitekh ignored them all. JaQuan Jones was going to pay for his treachery. 
 
    She flung herself at him, her hands outstretched, her claws hungering for his soft, human skin. 
 
    Rorgun tackled her to the deck. Fury blacked out all reason. Her entire crew had turned against her. Everyone had questioned her decision to come here. No one wanted to trust Aarghun – their friend! Their former crewmate! Now JaQuan had betrayed them to his girlfriend, and Rorgun was defending him. 
 
    She slashed wildly at her first mate, but he pinned her arms to the deck and sat on her to hold her down. She bit furiously at him, but he kept his body out of range. 
 
    “Kitekh, listen to me!” he shouted. 
 
    She roared inarticulately at him. 
 
    “Listen to me,” he said again. “We have a Space Ranger inbound. She may have hostile intent. We cannot be fighting amongst ourselves just now.” 
 
    His words penetrated. The blind rage subsided. Her heart still beat with anger, though. She still desired to taste JaQuan’s blood. 
 
    “We can sort this out after we get away,” Rorgun said. “Right now, we need to focus on the enemy ship. And we need our pilot.” 
 
    She looked on JaQuan and growled. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Kitekh,” he said, fear splashed across his face. “I didn’t sell us out. I don’t know how Gwen found us, but Rorgun’s right. We need to get the fuck out of here before she torpedoes us.” 
 
    Torpedoes. Yes. JaQuan’s lover had attempted to torpedo the bridge back at Horari. They needed to take evasive action against her. They needed to destroy her. 
 
    “All right,” she growled. “Back to your stations.” 
 
    First, she would kill the damnable Space Ranger. Then she would deal with JaQuan. 
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    Gwen cursed softly. What the fuck were they doing? They’d raised their shields as soon as she’d been visible to them. But now they were just sitting there. They hadn’t replied to her hails. They hadn’t brought their thrusters online. They hadn’t maneuvered or brought their beamers or torpedoes to bear. It didn’t make a lick of sense. If Cataan’s Claw was disabled, why did her shields go up? And if she wasn’t, why was she taking no further action? 
 
    “Damn it, JaQuan,” she said aloud. “You brought me here. Why aren’t you replying?” 
 
    Maybe he couldn’t. Maybe something was wrong aboard. But what? 
 
    She scanned the ship again. There were eleven lifeforms aboard – five Graur, three human, two Elohim, and one Mandran. She saw too that a Slashpaw-class shuttle was docked portside. That must have come from the governor’s office. Was Governor Mrahr aboard? Was it an envoy? What was happening inside? 
 
    Gritting her teeth, she keyed her comms system again. 
 
    “Cataan’s Claw, this is your final warning,” she said. “Stand down and reply to me, or I will consider your intentions hostile.” She thought for a moment, then added, “Don’t fuck with me, JaQuan.” 
 
    She tapped several keys on her board, bringing her forward beamers and her torpedo array online. Hopefully, that would convince them she meant business. 
 
    Gwen waited impatiently, tapping her fingers on the arm of her chair. No response came. 
 
    “All right, God damn it,” she said. “You asked for it.” 
 
    She reached for her board to accelerate to attack speed, when an alarm went off. 
 
    “Incoming vessels!” her computer screeched at her. 
 
    She barely had time to comprehend that, when her scanner registered two Imperial battlecruisers jumping in from hyperspace. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she said. 
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    JaQuan’s heart beat madly. For a second time since this whole bloody business began, Kitekh had tried to kill him, convinced he had sold her out. Why the fuck didn’t she trust him? 
 
    “Captain!” Cooressa shouted. “Two Imperial battlecruisers have just jumped in!” 
 
    “What?” Rorgun said. 
 
    “They are practically on top of us!” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Fuck me,” JaQuan said. 
 
    He raced for his chair as alarms screamed about the proximity of the enemy ships. They were so fucked. 
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    Horay licked his lips in anticipation. Truly, God had rewarded his patience. Not only had they arrived at Cecilak in time to intercept the terrorists, they jumped in right on top of their position. There was no escape for them now. 
 
    “Target that ship’s engines and fire beamers,” he ordered. 
 
    “Yes, Captain!” Gru said. 
 
    The weapons officer tapped commands into his board. Horay held his breath. He had no way of knowing if the senator’s daughter was still alive or aboard, but he wanted Cataan’s Claw captured, not destroyed. If they’d disposed of Haneeta Mol, he could at least bring them to justice. They’d give up all their secrets before they were put to death. 
 
    “I have a firing solution, Captain,” Gru said. 
 
    “Then hit them, Mr. Gru,” Horay said. “Do not let them escape again.” 
 
    Gru didn’t acknowledge the commands. He simply obeyed. 
 
    The beamers roared. Cataan’s Claw was unable to respond. 
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    JaQuan had barely made it into his seat when the battlecruisers opened fire. Powerful beamers assaulted the ship, targeting the main thruster. The deflector screen defending it collapsed. 
 
    “Shit,” he swore as he strapped in. “Hang on!” 
 
    He fired the ship’s maneuvering thrusters and put her nose toward the Imperial warship. Kitekh had barely regained her feet, and she was thrown back towards the hatch. 
 
    “JaQuan, wait!” she shouted. “I haven’t made it to my seat!” 
 
    “No time,” he replied. “Grab something and hold on tight!” 
 
    He didn’t wait to see if Kitekh had listened or if she’d even had an opportunity. He keyed the main thruster and rocketed Cataan’s Claw towards the big cruiser. 
 
    Kitekh cried out. So did Rorgun. 
 
    “JaQuan, I’m not strapped in,” he said. 
 
    “You’ll be dead if I stop now,” JaQuan said. “Now hang on.” 
 
    The battlecruiser opened fire again. JaQuan did his best to weave around the blasts. He was worried about Kitekh and Rorgun, but he didn’t think the deflector screens could take more than one or two hits from beamer cannon that large. 
 
    One of the rays glanced off the port-side shield, pushing the ship starboard. Kitekh was thrown and landed hard. She cried out. JaQuan had no attention to spare to see if she was okay. 
 
    “JaQuan, we are on a collision course with the Imperial vessel,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “I know!” he snapped. “I need two more seconds.” 
 
    He jinked and bobbed as well as he could. Cataan’s Claw wasn’t a nimble ship to begin with, and the shuttle docked to it wasn’t helping. 
 
    Three more beams found the mark, but the deflector screens repelled them. Moments later, the enemy fire ceased. 
 
    “We’re inside their minimum range to fire,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Bingo,” JaQuan replied. 
 
    He tapped keys on his board, leveling them off. Then he applied braking thrusters. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” he asked. 
 
    Kitekh moaned weakly in the corner of the bridge. 
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    “Captain,” Gru said. “They have moved inside our minimum firing range. I cannot get a bead on them.” 
 
    Horay smiled grimly. The fool Graur captain had pulled the same trick she’d used against them back at Daxal. Did she think him stupid? Did she believe it would work a second time, that Horay wouldn’t have a response? 
 
    “Launch fighters,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” First Officer Zin said. 
 
    Pathetic Graur. Always thinking they were so much cleverer than anyone else. Kitekh Galesh was about to get a lesson in real military tactics. 
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    Gwen stared at her board in awe. Give Kitekh Galesh credit. She was a hell of a captain. Back at the Horari Belt, she’d attacked Gwen to trick her into exposing her undefended thruster. Now, she’d maneuvered inside the battlecruiser’s minimum firing range and was hugging her hull to prevent her partner from shooting at her. Despite being vastly outgunned, Galesh had managed to create a stalemate. 
 
    But what could she do now? The Imperials couldn’t fire on her, but Cataan’s Claw had nowhere to go. To jump away into hyperspace, she’d have to put distance between her and the battlecruisers. And they’d gun her down before she could hope to escape. 
 
    Gwen didn’t know what to do. She was here to arrest the traitors. She wanted the collar, wanted to win respect for humanity. Indeed, it was critical she pull this off, since Manifest Destiny no doubt had everyone hating humans right now. 
 
    She supposed she could assist the warships. They couldn’t fire on Cataan’s Claw, but Gwen’s scout ship could. The Imperials had knocked out the freighter’s rear deflector screen. Gwen could get in close and shoot the main thruster, disabling the terrorists’ ability to escape. 
 
    But she couldn’t get JaQuan’s message out of her head. He’d told her things were not as they seemed. He’d told her he could explain everything. If the Imperials captured them, he’d never get the chance. 
 
    As she sat frozen by indecision, a new group of signals appeared on her board. The Imperial vessel had launched fighters. 
 
    “Oh, shit, JaQuan,” she said. “I don’t know how to help you now.” 
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    Alarms sounded on Cataan’s Claw’s bridge. JaQuan consulted his board. 
 
    “Oh, fuck me,” he said. 
 
    “Imperial starfighters approaching,” Cooressa reported. 
 
    “No shit,” JaQuan said. “Kitekh, are you okay?” 
 
    “I think I’ve broken my arm,” she groaned. 
 
    Damn it. Things were getting worse. 
 
    “Well, you better get back to your seat,” he said. “We’ve gotta move again. Rorgun, bring all our weapons online. Shit’s about to get real.” 
 
    “JaQuan, our rear deflector screen has been overloaded,” Rorgun said. “We’re exposed from behind.” 
 
    “Can you reboot it?” 
 
    “I’m trying,” he said. “But I can only do so much at once. Firing the weapons will require some concentration.” 
 
    “Shit,” JaQuan said. “Route the deflector screens to Cooressa, then. You focus on taking out those fighters. Everybody hold on. Here we go.” 
 
    He fired the thrusters and put Cataan’s Claw in motion just as the first wave of fighters swooped in, spitting hot death with beamer cannon. JaQuan hugged the hull of the battlecruiser, trying to contain the fight to the smaller ships. 
 
    The deflector screens absorbed the initial fire. Rorgun shot back, destroying one of them and knocking a second off-course. 
 
    “You fucking accuse me of selling us out,” JaQuan complained as he maneuvered around a pair of ships trying to head them off. “Who the fuck called in these battlecruisers, huh? Fucking Mrahr, that’s who. Calling me the traitor, when that hairy bastard signaled the Empire just like I said he would.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth and fly, JaQuan,” Kitekh said, dragging herself into her chair. 
 
    Rorgun fired and missed a pair of Imperials. They moved aft and pursued. 
 
    “Damn it, Rorgun,” JaQuan said. “Don’t let them behind us!” 
 
    “I am doing my best, JaQuan,” he replied. “They are faster and more maneuverable than we.” 
 
    The enemy fighters opened fire again. JaQuan swerved and dipped, to avoid the rays. 
 
    “Cooressa, do you have the deflector screens back up yet?” he shouted. 
 
    “JaQuan, look out!” Rorgun cried. 
 
    JaQuan saw it too late. A scanner dish on the battlecruiser lay directly in their path. He had no time to avoid it. 
 
    With a loud crunch, the topside of Cataan’s Claw collided with the dish. Sparks flew above their heads, and the ship lurched downward. Kitekh hadn’t managed to secure herself into her seat. She flew up, hit her head and shoulders on the ceiling and then fell on Rorgun, slamming him into his board. 
 
    Both of them lay still. 
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   H ow do you live with killing your friends? How do you deal with that level of guilt? Is there any way to atone for it? 
 
    Which traitor is worse – the one who deliberately sells out the people he allegedly loves, or the one who inadvertently betrays them with his own stupidity? 
 
    Judas was like that. He thought he was doing the right thing. He thought he was helping. Instead, he committed the worst crime in history. 
 
    That’s me too. I tried to do the right thing. Instead I got everyone killed. 
 
      
 
    Is this it for the crew of Cataan’s Claw? 
 
    If they somehow survive, can they avoid capture? 
 
    What about Idrib Mol’s sinister plan to get appointed Emperor? 
 
      
 
    All this and more in the next thrilling episode of Empire’s End, 
 
    “Tumbling Wildly out of Control”! 
 
      
 
    Available now. 
 
    Tap here to get it from Amazon.com! 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    So what do you think of Episode 7? Kitekh tries to kill JaQuan. JaQuan may have killed Kitekh and Rorgun. And Gwen’s got a bird’s eye view of the whole thing. One thing’s for sure: Someone’s a traitor. But who? More big stuff next episode. Make sure you’re here for it. 
 
    Still hooked? I’m so grateful. Empire’s End has been really fun to write. I hope you’re enjoying it as much as me. 
 
    Hope to see you in Episode 8. There’s another major twist coming. 
 
      
 
    -JP 
 
      
 
    P.S. (As always, I’d be grateful for a review. Tap here to review Episode 7.) 
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