
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   B ullies love to humiliate you. They kick you when you’re down. They go after every perceivable weakness. They strip you of your dignity, making you something less than a person – an object for derision. 
 
    Thing is, though, a person can only be humiliated for so long. Personhood will endure being reduced only so far. 
 
    And when the victim retaliates, when they say, “Fuck this; I’ve had enough,” then there is true hell to pay. Because they don’t care about doing things the right way anymore. They only want to hurt the bully and everyone who laughed, everyone who didn’t do anything to help. Everyone. 
 
    A humiliated person like that tells themselves they’re out for justice. But it’s not true. At that point, all they want is revenge. 
 
    You can’t reason with people like that. You can only hope to stay out of their way. 
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    Episode 4: 
 
    The Real Sin 
 
      
 
   G wen wasn’t sure if she was awake or dead. She couldn’t see anything. Her whole body hurt, especially her left shoulder. It burned and throbbed as though it were being squeezed by a white-hot vice grip. Dull pain, deep in her muscles, traveled down her arm and her back. The rest of her body was cramped. She couldn’t seem to move. 
 
    She tried to raise a hand to her head, but she struck something hard and winced as her knuckles complained. She cursed and then groaned. What happened? 
 
    And where the hell was she? She still couldn’t see anything, but her eyes were open. They were open, right? She blinked twice. 
 
    Digging in her utility belt, she found her flashlight, pulled it from its pocket, and keyed it on. The sudden illumination temporarily dazzled her. She blinked several more times, trying to force her eyes to adjust. 
 
    She had little room to move. She lay on the floor of a cubicle of some sort. The floor and the walls were metal and hard, and her body was crammed into a semi-fetal position to fit. 
 
    Gwen ran the beam of her flashlight over the walls. Maintenance equipment hung from hooks. Her brain struggled to process that information. Why would there be equipment on the walls? 
 
    Then it hit her like a thunderbolt: She was in a closet. 
 
    How had she gotten here? She tried to remember what she had been doing.  
 
    Following a hunch, she’d come to Sigba Station, hunting terrorists who had kidnapped Senator Idrib Mol’s daughter. And she’d found them, right? Yes. Two Graur and two humans. And one of them was . . .  
 
    JaQuan. 
 
    Suddenly, the gates of her mind opened. The memory of everything that had happened since she’d arrived at the Horari Belt came flooding back to her. The massacre of the Elohim. The confrontation with the terrorists. JaQuan being one of them. 
 
    How could he? He’d been opposed to her enlisting in the Space Rangers, believing they would be better off just trying to make a living. He was a principled man, but he’d never been a radical. So far as she knew, he had no ambition to engage in galactic politics in any way. 
 
    So what was he doing with Manifest Destiny? Why would he side with a bunch of assholes trying to get every single human in the Empire killed? 
 
    Clearly, he’d changed. He wasn’t the same man she’d dated three years ago. 
 
    And it didn’t matter if he was. She was a cop. He was a criminal. No, it was worse than that. He was a terrorist. She would bring him in. 
 
    Given that, why was she alive? Somehow, they’d incapacitated her. Why hadn’t they killed her? Why lock her in a closet instead? 
 
    She supposed that was a problem for later. In the interim, she had no idea how long she had been out or where the terrorists were now. If she didn’t hurry, they would escape. 
 
    Gwen pushed herself up into a sitting position. Her body screamed in protest. 
 
    “God damn it, JaQuan,” she said aloud. “You’re going to pay for this.” 
 
    She tried to stand, and something fell off her lap and clattered to the floor. She aimed the flashlight in its direction and saw her pistol. 
 
    The situation got stranger. After incapacitating her, they’d locked her in a closet instead of just killing her. Additionally, they’d left her a weapon instead of making sure she was disarmed. Were they morons? They couldn’t be that dumb, could they? 
 
    They’d kidnapped the daughter of an Imperial Senator in some mad bid to force the question of human citizenship. That was pretty fucking stupid, so there was definitely a precedent. 
 
    It still didn’t make sense, though. 
 
    Unless JaQuan was taunting her. He could have killed her. He could have left her locked away, unable to escape. But he provided the means to get out. He seemed to be baiting her, telling her he was so much better than she was. He wanted her to know she couldn’t catch him. Did he really hate her that much? What happened to him in the last three years? 
 
    Once again, it didn’t matter. Fuck JaQuan Jones. He was working for the bad guys now. Her job was to get the hell out of here and find him before it was too late. 
 
    She scanned the wall adjacent to the door and was unsurprised to find no keypad. This was a closet. Why would there be a keypad inside. 
 
    No problem. Gwen snatched up her beamer, took aim, and squeezed the trigger. The closet lit up with emerald light as the ray stretched from the muzzle to the doorframe. She held it steady and squinted as the focused plasma slowly burned through the metal. 
 
    It took three minutes for her to reach the electronic locking mechanism. There was a shower of sparks and a quiet explosion when she hit it. 
 
    Hoping she’d disabled it, she pushed herself to her feet. She holstered the pistol and then leaned on the door. Summoning what strength she could find, she heaved on the cold metal, trying to push it open. 
 
    The door resisted. The thing was heavy and designed to be pulled aside by gears and pulleys, not people. But she got it open a crack, and then slid her hand between it and the frame. Grunting with the exertion, Gwen shoved it aside far enough that she could slip out. 
 
    She spent several seconds panting in relief. Then she stretched, her muscles roaring with complaint. She had a burn on her left shoulder. She must have been hit with an energy beam. That son of a bitch. 
 
    Pulling her gun from its holster, she checked it. Burning through the lock had drained most if its charge. She had enough for two, maybe three shots. Damn. There were four terrorists. She was going to have to improvise. 
 
    Assuming she wasn’t already too late. Ignoring the pain coursing through her, Gwen Carter raced off in the direction of the landing bay. 
 
    I’m going to get you, JaQuan, she thought. And you are going to be so sorry when I do. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    JaQuan twisted uncomfortably in the access tube. The Myollnar Crystal still wasn’t seated correctly in its housing, and it was in an awkward location that he struggled to reach. 
 
    “How the hell is anyone supposed to do this?” he called down to Lanaliel. “It’s at an impossible angle.” 
 
    “This was an Elohiman ship before Kitekh came into possession of it,” the Mandran engineer replied, his voice booming off the metal walls of the tube. “It was likely designed with their slighter frames in mind.” 
 
    “Then why the hell don’t we get Cooressa down here to do this?” 
 
    “She’s a comms specialist, not an engineer.” 
 
    “So? We’re just talking about fitting the crystal into the housing. How hard can that be?” 
 
    “I would think you would know the answer to that question perfectly well, my friend,” Lanaliel said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Yeah,” JaQuan muttered. 
 
    He stretched towards the crystal again. His fingers reached it, but he couldn’t get a very good grip. As carefully as he could, he rotated the thing, hoping it would drop into place. Pain throbbed through his hand. Shinzaa had treated it for the burns from Alan’s electroray gun, but it was still sore. She’d scolded Alan severely for injuring a shipmate and ordered him to work on some obscure repair that required EVA before Rischa reminded her he had a concussion. He was sent to his quarters to rest instead.  
 
    JaQuan didn’t feel sorry for him. He was still pissed at Alan for shooting Gwen. 
 
    Gwen. Jesus, why did she have to show up? It was bad enough that her bulldog police instincts had led to an ugly confrontation and left her thinking he was a terrorist. Seeing her brought back feelings he’d wanted to forget. As she stood there pointing a beamer at him, it was like no time had passed. It was three years ago, and they were arguing – both of them aware that their relationship was disintegrating; both of them wishing they could stop it from happening. 
 
    “Have you got it?” Lanaliel asked. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    JaQuan put Gwen out of his mind and focused. He pushed the crystal an inch to the right. It dropped into place without warning. 
 
    With a loud hum, it lit up with purple light, frightening JaQuan with its sudden brightness. He jumped back, hit his head on the bulkhead, and nearly fell. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Lanaliel said, when he heard JaQuan swear. 
 
    “Yes,” he groaned. “I got it into place.” 
 
    “Excellent! Now you just need to attach the couplings.” 
 
    JaQuan cursed again. He wanted out of this tube. He was sore and tired and more than a little stressed out. Between the harrowing experience of delivering Mutakh Kairee’s bomb and running into Gwen after all these years, not to mention the difficulty of piloting the lander through the asteroid belt, he was near the end of his emotional strength. And of course, there was the small detail of everyone aboard being wanted as terrorists and kidnappers. Even if he got the hyperdrive working again, where could they go? 
 
    Damn Brody anyway. He got them into this with his Manifest Destiny bullshit. The hyperdrive wouldn’t be broken if it weren’t for his assholery, and even if it were, he should be down here fixing it. He was the engineer’s mate. 
 
    With a sigh JaQuan reached for the first coupling, pulled a screwdriver from a pocket on his ship suit, and set to work securing it to the crystal. 
 
    “So,” Lanaliel called up, trying to sound casual. “Tell me about this Space Ranger.” 
 
    JaQuan winced. He was not interested in discussing his failed love life with a giant cow in outer space. 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell,” he said. 
 
    “That does not seem possible, my friend,” Lanaliel replied. “You recognized her when she tried to apprehend you. You called her by name. And Rorgun’s brief report indicated there was clearly some history between the two of you. There must be something to tell.” 
 
    “Nothing interesting,” JaQuan said as he tightened down the first coupling. 
 
    “Also impossible,” Lanaliel said. “If you had no interest in her, if there were nothing interesting to say about her, you would have allowed Alan to kill her. Or you wouldn’t have insisted on placing her somewhere safe after she had been incapacitated. 
 
    “Additionally, your continued evasions only serve to heighten my curiosity.” 
 
    JaQuan finished with the first coupling and leaned his head on the metal wall. Why couldn’t the Mandran take a hint? 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “How do you know her?” 
 
    JaQuan reached for the second coupling. 
 
    “We served aboard the Santa Maria together,” he answered as he started tightening. “She was on the security team. I worked in engineering. We had parallel shifts, so we saw each other a lot.” 
 
    “And did you like each other much?” 
 
    JaQuan stopped working for a moment. Painful memories flooded his mind. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “We liked each other. 
 
    “And then the mishap occurred, and we ended up here in the Empire. Gwen and I were assigned to different Acclimation classes. I didn’t see her again for another five years.” 
 
    “Were you lovers?” 
 
    JaQuan choked and nearly dropped his screwdriver. 
 
    “Damn, Lanaliel. That’s pretty forward.” 
 
    “Why? It seems a logical and pertinent question.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. Ten years in, he still wasn’t used to the direct nature of Mandran culture. They might be philosophical and even ascetic, but they would talk about anything. They discussed details of last night’s sexual encounter with the same detached curiosity as the color of the sky. They had no boundaries. 
 
    “Not at the time,” he answered. “We didn’t get the chance to get together before Acclimation. After arriving in the Empire, everything happened so fast. We were only in Imperial space for twenty-three hours before the Elohim found us.” 
 
    “That must have been very exciting,” Lanaliel commented. 
 
    “That’s not the word I’d use. It was terrifying. We were on our way to Mars. Suddenly, we’re billions of lightyears from Earth with no way to get back. Before we can come up with a real plan, we had first contact with an alien race. It was obvious they were vastly more technologically advanced than we were and could blow us out of the stars if they chose.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Humans have adapted so well to life in the Empire, I forget how primitive your technology was when you first arrived.” 
 
    JaQuan snorted. Humanity hadn’t developed faster-than-light travel or many of the other things the Empire had, but they weren’t primitive. The Santa Maria was en route to Mars to terraform it, for Christ’s sake. That wasn’t exactly stone tools and living in caves. Lanaliel was cool, but he was every bit as arrogant and condescending as the rest of the Empire. 
 
    “Please continue your story,” Lanaliel said. 
 
    JaQuan sighed. He resumed tightening the coupling. 
 
    “Anyway, we ran into each other four years ago. I was stuck working on ships at Nimia Station in the Terrion system.” 
 
    “Where we found you,” Lanaliel said. 
 
    “Yes. Gwen was third in command of station security. She’d just been promoted, which changed her shift. Prior to that, I hadn’t realized she was there. It’s a big station. 
 
    “Anyway, we had a drink after our shifts ended.” He paused briefly in his story. Memories of that night flooded his mind. “It was like none of the time in between had passed. We spent hours talking. Then we went back to her place. We were pretty much together after that.” 
 
    “What happened?” Lanaliel asked. “If you were perfect for each other, what went wrong?” 
 
    A sarcastic smile slid up JaQuan’s face. Perfect for each other. That was a good one. 
 
    He finished tightening down the coupling. The Myollnar Crystal hummed and throbbed quietly. He didn’t see what it had to be content about. 
 
    Climbing down the tube, JaQuan dropped back into the main engineering chamber. He crossed to the console where his water bottle sat, unscrewed the top, and took a long drink. 
 
    “What happened was she was a total pain in the ass,” he said without looking at Lanaliel. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” the chief engineer said. “How did she hurt your posterior?” 
 
    JaQuan smiled and shook his head. Between Rorgun’s malapropisms and Lanaliel’s inability to perceive colloquialisms when he heard them for the first time, speaking with his friends aboard Cataan’s Claw was both challenging and amusing. 
 
    “It’s an expression,” he said. “It means the other person is difficult to get along with.” 
 
    Lanaliel frowned. 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” he said. “Why would personality have anything to do with pain in your buttocks?” 
 
    “Just go with it, okay?” 
 
    “Okay. How was she a pain in your ass?” 
 
    JaQuan sighed again. He hated reliving this. 
 
    “Gwen’s a crusader,” he said. “She’s always had this do-the-right-thing streak in her. Back on Earth, she was a Marine. They’re all about duty and honor and courage. All the military branches teach that, but for the Marines, it’s like religion. Their motto is Semper Fidelis – Latin for ‘Always Faithful.’ 
 
    “Anyway, Gwen served in the Marines in a rough theater. When she got out, she became a cop.” 
 
    “A cop?” 
 
    “A police officer. First she served her country with the Marines, then she became a cop to serve her community. 
 
    “The mission to Mars was pure desperation. Earth was doomed, so we were moving to another planet to survive. Gwen enlisted in the security service because she figured someone would have to provide law and order in the new world. Most people were aboard because they figured their chances of survival were better on Mars than on Earth, but not Gwen. She was there for the greater good.” 
 
    “Forgive me, my friend, but I don’t understand what this has to do with her being a pain in your ass. It seems to me her aspirations to serve a greater good are noble and admirable.” 
 
    JaQuan had another long sip of water. It was cool and pleasing, but it didn’t quench the fires of frustration and regret that memories of Gwen raised. 
 
    “Gwen wanted to join the Space Rangers,” he said. “They had recently opened the academy to humans, and she was obsessed with enrolling. Wanted to serve again, make a difference in the galaxy.” 
 
    “And you were opposed to this?” 
 
    JaQuan paused. How did he put this is a way his philosophical friend would understand? 
 
    “I tried to tell her it was a bad idea,” he said. “You know what it’s like. No one trusts humans. Some think we’re the Fourth Race here to burn the galaxy into darkness. Some think we’re here to lead the people of the Empire into a new age of light. A lot of people think we’re a backwater race of children who shouldn’t be allowed to act like we’re citizens.  
 
    “Regardless, I didn’t think the Space Rangers were going to be very accepting of a human. Worse, I didn’t think they – or the Empire for that matter – deserved her service. We were treated like shit. Why should they get the benefits of Gwen’s experience and dedication? 
 
    “She didn’t see it that way. Talked about duty and courage again. Said she could make a difference for all of us, that she could enforce the law and help the other races accept and respect us.” 
 
    “This sounds very logical,” Lanaliel said. 
 
    “Sure it does for someone like you, who hasn’t suffered bigotry his whole life. Trust me, Lanaliel, the majority does not share its power willingly. They only give it away when they are forced to, and they begrudge you even asking to be treated fairly. 
 
    “Anyway, we argued more and more about it. I said we had a good life here. Why couldn’t we just keep it? She scolded me for being ambitionless, for not having more honor. I told her honor was bullshit made up by people who were just trying to convince you to die for them. It went round and round until I finally lost my cool and told her she was just a tool, a sellout, an Uncle Tom.” 
 
    “Uncle Tom?” 
 
    “It’s an insult. Uncle Tom was the main character in the novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin. He’s black, and he’s seen as someone who is overly subservient because of his race, even though he’s aware of why he’s treated the way he is. Instead of fighting the powers that be, he acquiesces. One black person calling another an Uncle Tom is basically saying they’re a traitor to the race.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. And you called Gwen Uncle Tom because, as you saw it, she wanted to participate in oppression by joining the Space Rangers instead of fighting for human freedom.” 
 
    JaQuan’s heart skipped three beats. He hadn’t expected Lanaliel to understand the situation so perfectly. When the Mandran boiled the argument down so succinctly, it was like a punch to the gut. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s pretty much it,” he said. 
 
    “I assume, since ‘Uncle Tom’ is a profound insult, Gwen reacted badly,” Lanaliel said. 
 
    “Most definitely,” JaQuan said. “She said a bunch of terrible things. I stormed out. I was angry, and I needed to clear my head. I went to the bar, drank myself into a stupor. I staggered to my workstation and passed out. I woke up with a major hangover. When I got back home, she was gone. 
 
    “So, since she left, I did the same. Cataan’s Claw was in dock and looking for an engineer’s mate. I applied. I wanted the fuck off that station if Gwen wasn’t there.” 
 
    JaQuan fell silent. He drank more of his water, trying to drown the memory. But it refused to go away, floating on the surface, haunting him instead of sinking back into the depths of his mind. 
 
    “Did you love her?” Lanaliel asked. 
 
    He might as well have shot JaQuan in the heart. 
 
    “Yeah. I loved her.” 
 
    “Then why would you say these things to her?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t want to leave Nimia. Well, I didn’t care about that. I just wanted to be with her. I wanted us to work somewhere and have a quiet life together. 
 
    “That’s not her style, though. She needs a cause to fight.” 
 
    “Forgive me for saying so, my friend, but don’t you? Since you joined us three years ago, you have frequently expressed a cynical view of justice in general and Imperial law in particular. You are constantly urging Alan to write something important instead of an adventure novel. It seems to me you and Gwen Carter are not so different.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “She’s gone. And now she thinks I’m a terrorist, thanks to Brody. 
 
    “Speaking of whom, has anyone figured out why he pulled this stupid stunt?” 
 
    “Kitekh has questioned him several times,” Lanaliel said. “But if she has learned anything, she has not shared it.” 
 
    JaQuan chewed on that. It was better than thinking about Gwen. In fact, Brody’s assholery had brought him face to face with her again. And it just didn’t make sense. Why would a group insistent on humans becoming full citizens commit a crime guaranteed to make people hate them more? JaQuan understood that fanaticism didn’t exactly subscribe to logic, but this was just stupid. 
 
    Unless there was a different objective. 
 
    “I think it’s time my ‘old friend’ and I had a conversation,” he said. “Maybe he’ll tell me things he hasn’t told Kitekh.” 
 
    “But we have work to finish on the hyperdrive,” Lanaliel protested. 
 
    “I’ve replaced the crystal, which is what you needed me for,” JaQuan said. “The rest of the work doesn’t require someone smaller than you. Since I ran into him at Daxal Station, I’ve nearly been killed by Imperial forces and the Kwin Faan. I want to know why, and I’m tired of waiting.” 
 
    “As you wish, my friend,” Lanaliel said, “but it will take me longer to complete the work alone. You will delay our ability to leave the Horari Belt.” 
 
    “Lanaliel, the names of our ship and our captain have been broadcast to the whole galaxy. Right now, it doesn’t matter if the hyperdrive is working or not. There’s nowhere we can go. But if we figure out what the hell this is all about, maybe we can fix it. 
 
    “You work on the drive. I’ll work on Brody.” 
 
    He left the chamber before Lanaliel could protest further. Unbidden, worry for Gwen leaped from his heart into his brain. He hoped she was all right, that Alan hadn’t hurt her badly, and that she could get out of the closet Rorgun insisted they lock her in. 
 
    Damn her anyway. Why couldn’t she ever be reasonable? 
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    Gwen ground her teeth and tried very hard not to pull out her beamer and drill a hole between the infuriating Mandran’s eyes. He leaned back in his chair, with his arms crossed, staring impassively at her, just as he had done when she’d first arrived on-station. 
 
    “I have already told you what there is to tell, Ranger Gwen,” he drawled. 
 
    Gwen exhaled through her nose, trying to get her anger under control. If she blew up at these assholes, she wouldn’t get any cooperation. Her shoulder burned, making it hard to think. It would need treatment when she got back to her ship. But that could wait. She had a terrorist ex-lover to catch. 
 
    “Their ship isn’t docked anymore,” she said through her teeth. “Where are they?” 
 
    “They left,” he said, eliciting snickers from his fellow controllers. 
 
    He continued to blink at her as though he were a stone wall she could not beat down. The barest hint of a smile on his coal-black face said he was enjoying himself. 
 
    “I can see that,” she said. “Where did they go?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Ranger Gwen,” he said. “They didn’t tell me.” 
 
    Titters rippled through the control room as the other criminals joined in the Mandran’s mockery of her. 
 
    “They must have filed a flight plan,” she said. 
 
    This time the room erupted in belly laughs. Even the stoic Mandran bastard she was dealing with broke into a grin and chuckled. 
 
    “We don’t require or take flight plans, Space Ranger,” a Graur said from across the room. 
 
    Gwen studied him. It was the same jerk she’d threatened to emasculate before. 
 
    “This is a safe haven,” the lone Elohiman controller said. “The administrator allows people to come and go in relative privacy.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem very smart,” she commented. “A good crime boss wants to know who is coming and going so he has leverage.” 
 
    Her insult didn’t faze any of the controllers. They continued to grin derisively at her. 
 
    “Look, if they didn’t file a flight plan, you must at least have observed what vector they took when they left.” 
 
    “Maybe,” the Graur said, leering at her. “I don’t remember if I was paying attention or not.” 
 
    He was rewarded with another round of laughter from his mates. Gwen’s patience was at an end. 
 
    “Listen, you assholes,” she nearly shouted. “These aren’t ordinary smugglers. They’re not even ordinary kidnappers. They’re terrorists! They came here because they blew out their hyperdrive. The fact that they left means they got what they needed to repair it. Once it’s operational, they’ll be able to go anywhere in the galaxy to do whatever they want. They kidnapped the daughter of an Imperial Senator. I don’t know why, and I don’t know what they intend to do with her. But I know it isn’t good. 
 
    “These dickbags are not your friends. They’re not your comrades-in-arms. They’re the worst kind of scum. If they get their way, the whole fucking galaxy will burn. So, please, knock off the low-rent comedy act and tell me where they went. I’ll be gone, and you’ll never see me again. But those traitors have to be stopped before we all lose everything.” 
 
    She cast a fierce glare around the control room. No one smiled anymore. They all glanced from person to person, each of them trying to gauge what the reaction should be. 
 
    “On the news,” the big Mandran said, “there was mention of a reward.” 
 
    Gwen snapped her head around and stared at him for several seconds. He didn’t meet her eyes. 
 
    “This was on the news?” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” the Elohiman said. “It has been broadcast regularly every hour.” 
 
    Holy shit. They’d gone public? Senator Mol must have been hoping to enlist the public’s aid in finding his daughter. 
 
    “What reward?” she asked. 
 
    “According to the news, it is ten thousand sovereigns for information that leads to the apprehension of the kidnappers,” the Mandran said. 
 
    “I would be happy to make sure your name reaches the senator’s ears,” she said. “I’d even deliver the money myself. 
 
    “But I have to find the kidnappers in order to apprehend them.” 
 
    The Mandran turned in his chair. He tapped keys on his board. Images came up on his monitor. Gwen watched as the cargo shuttle undocked and then rocketed away, disappearing behind the largest asteroid. 
 
    “Can you project a flight path based on that trajectory?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, but it will not be a hundred percent accurate,” he said. “The asteroids shift swiftly. They will surely have to deviate from any intended course to escape the Belt.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “But you can still estimate their intended destination.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    He gave her a sidelong glance at her order. But he tapped more keys on his board. A moment later, a course and coordinates appeared on the monitor. Gwen memorized them. 
 
    “How long ago did they leave?” she asked. 
 
    “Six hours, sixteen minutes ago,” he said. 
 
    Six hours! Fuck. She’d been out longer than she’d thought. 
 
    “What’s the best time to get through the belt along that heading?” she asked. 
 
    “It is impossible to calculate. There is no way to anticipate how much the asteroids will interfere.” 
 
    “Just estimate it!” she snapped. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. He stared angrily at her, clearly unused to taking orders. 
 
    “Ten thousand sovereigns,” she said. 
 
    With a sigh, he turned back to his board, tapping in more commands. Gwen held her breath while the computer ran its calculations. 
 
    “If one flew recklessly and were willing to absorb some damage to one’s ship, it could be done in forty-seven minutes,” he said. “That assumes minimal asteroid interference and expert piloting.” 
 
    Gwen studied the trajectory. There was no way JaQuan and his friends had made it through the Belt in less than an hour. She’d flown it herself and knew how tricky it was. 
 
    But they had a six-hour head start on her, and she would have to navigate the dangers too. She had to hope that whatever was wrong with their hyperdrive would take several hours to repair. If not, they were already gone and there was no hope of catching them. She tried to believe that wasn’t true. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance,” she said. “I will make sure you are rewarded.” 
 
    She hoped she’d be able to make good on that promise. 
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    JaQuan entered the cargo hold with bile leaping into his throat. He was terrified of what Brody would tell him. None of what he’d done made sense, at least not on the surface. Figuring Brody had to have some logic behind his insanity, JaQuan had a terrible feeling they were in even more trouble than they knew. Which was difficult to imagine. 
 
    He found Shinzaa and Rischa working on packing away the mining equipment they had taken to The Outpost for trade. Shinzaa acknowledged him with a nod. 
 
    “How’s the hyperdrive?” she asked. 
 
    “I got the crystal installed. Lanaliel is working on rebooting everything. We should be back in business in an hour or two.” 
 
    “So the crystal is genuine?” Rischa said. 
 
    Shinzaa snapped her head around, looking at Rischa in surprise. JaQuan snorted. 
 
    “Yeah,” JaQuan said. “Kairee was dealing straight with us on that at least.” 
 
    “Heh, that krischenza is about as crooked as they come,” Rischa said, resuming loading. 
 
    “Krischenza?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Don’t ask,” Shinzaa replied. “It’s not a nice word.” 
 
    JaQuan smiled. No matter the language – or the species for that matter – there were always terrible epithets for people you didn’t like. 
 
    “Anyway,” he said. “It shouldn’t be long before we’re FTL-capable again.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Shinzaa said. “Although I’ve no idea where we’ll go now that every fortune hunter in the galaxy is looking for us.” 
 
    “Where’s Brody?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    Shinzaa arched one golden eyebrow. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I want to talk to him.” 
 
    She turned and faced him fully, drilling a blue-eyed gaze into him. JaQuan crossed his arms. 
 
    “Why?” Shinzaa asked again. 
 
    “Because I want to know what the fuck this is all about,” he said. “The son of a bitch set us up, and it doesn’t make a lick of sense. I want to know what the hell he thought he was going to accomplish.” 
 
    Shinzaa continued to stare at him. She put her fists on her hips and considered. 
 
    “Kitekh has been questioning him,” she said. “He hasn’t told her anything. Why would he talk to you?” 
 
    “Because he’s an asshole,” JaQuan said. “I’ve got a feeling he’ll want me to know why he’s right.” 
 
    Shinzaa folded her arms across her chest and considered. Irritation grew in JaQuan’s heart and started climbing up his chest. 
 
    “Let him go, Shinzaa,” Rischa said. “They were friends. JaQuan deserves an explanation.” 
 
    “If he’ll give it to him,” Shinzaa said. 
 
    “Give JaQuan the chance to get one. He’s earned it.” 
 
    Shinzaa nodded. She pointed to the right with her thumb. 
 
    “I rigged up a makeshift brig in Bay Twelve,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll let you know if he tells me anything.” 
 
    He crossed the cargo hold, shoving down his anger at Shinzaa for questioning him. Even if there’d been some reason to believe he and Brody had been working together – and there wasn’t – his actions aboard The Outpost had more than proven his loyalty. 
 
    JaQuan shook his head to clear it. He was letting his emotions get in the way. Shinzaa wasn’t the enemy; Brody was. He needed to remember that. 
 
    You let a man make you angry, Lucky Latiel would say, you let him win the fight. You can’t fight smart if you fighting mad. 
 
    He supposed Gwen’s sudden reappearance after three years had him rattled. She was supposed to be on his side. But she never had been. Gwen was driven by duty. Everything else came second. 
 
    Shinzaa’s makeshift brig was clever. She’d cleared out one of the bays and set up an energy screen to prevent anyone from entering or leaving. Brody had a cot and nothing more. There was no san, no blanket, no tablet for him to read. The Graur had evidently decided he needed no comfort. JaQuan presumed they brought him food and took him for san breaks semi-regularly. Otherwise, the traitorous engineer’s mate was leading a pretty dull existence. 
 
    When JaQuan arrived, Brody lay on his cot with his arms folded behind his head and his legs crossed. He turned his head in time to see JaQuan approach, and his face broke into one of his characteristic smug grins. 
 
    “Well,” he drawled. “I wondered when you’d be down to see me.” 
 
    “Sorry,” JaQuan said. “I’ve been a little busy fixing all the shit you fucked up.” 
 
    “Hey, man,” Brody said, “Kitekh’s the one who ran from Imperial battlecruisers.” 
 
    “And you’re the one who gave her cause.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not exactly true,” he said. “She didn’t know about Ms. Mol when she made a run for it.” 
 
    JaQuan stared coolly at Brody. God, he was an asshole. How could anyone be that cocky when they were locked up? 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “Oh, c’mon, JaQuan,” Brody said, returning his gaze to the ceiling. “That’s a stupid question, and you know it. I’m with Manifest Destiny. You know what we’re about.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re about fucking everything up for the rest of us.” 
 
    “Oh, please, JaQuan, a brother like you can’t possibly be that naïve.” 
 
    JaQuan’s blood boiled. It was one thing to act like an arrogant bastard. It was another for a white guy like Brody to refer to JaQuan as “a brother.” 
 
    “You know good and well these assholes are never going to let us join their Empire as full citizens without proper motivation,” Brody went on. 
 
    “And kidnapping the daughter of a prominent senator is going to persuade them to accept us?” 
 
    “No,” Brody said. He sat up and fixed JaQuan with a steely, blue-eyed gaze. “Elohim powerbrokers like Idrib Mol are not going to invite us to the party. But they love their children too – at least I think they do. And that means threatening her life has leverage. So if he wants his daughter back alive and unharmed, Senator Mol lays off this severe antihuman campaign he’s running. He’ll never accept us as his equal, but he can stop trying to prevent us from being recognized as the Fourth Race.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. He understood the logic. It had an internal consistency that made it sound reasonable. But he’d never met the bigot who could be persuaded to stop his persecution with threats. Brody and Manifest Destiny had no chance to succeed. 
 
    “And I suppose that’s why you decided it was okay to pull me into your little psychodrama,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, stop being so dramatic,” Brody said. “Jesus Christ, JaQuan, I needed a ship. I needed someone who could get me aboard. I knew you from Acclimation. I played the angle and it worked. There was nothing special about using you. You were just the connection I needed.” 
 
    “That’s great for you, Jim,” JaQuan nearly shouted. “What about me? What about everyone else aboard? We’re all just trying to make a living here. We didn’t want to be involved in your insane politics.” 
 
    “You think the other people on this ship are innocent?” Brody said with a laugh. “Damn, JaQuan, you’re more naïve than I thought. Kitekh Galesh isn’t apolitical. I’m not here by accident.” 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, JaQuan. She’s told me the kidnapping is all over the news. She’s told me they’re branding her as a co-conspirator. If she knows, so do you. Stop walking around with your eyes closed.” 
 
    “Kitekh would never conspire with you. She’d never be a part of a kidnapping scheme, and she’d certainly never involve herself with Manifest Destiny.” 
 
    “Not willingly,” Brody said. “But that doesn’t mean she can’t be useful.” 
 
    JaQuan seethed. He wanted to drop the energy screen, go into the bay, and start beating answers out of Brody. 
 
    “Look,” JaQuan growled. “I’m tired of fucking around with you. I want to know why you decided to condemn everyone aboard this ship. I want to know what this is about.” 
 
    “You know what?” Brody said, standing. He walked to the edge of the energy screen. “Ask her yourself. You won’t believe anything I tell you anyway. Go ask your Graur captain why I’m aboard her ship. 
 
    “There’s a bigger game here, JaQuan. The Emperor’s dead. He was the only one who had the authority to make humans full citizens. I don’t know how they’ll end up replacing him, but you can bet that everyone with a stake in the future of the Empire is going to agitate for a guy who reflects their worldview. We need to make sure whoever succeeds Acquineen III is pro-human. 
 
    “You want to see the human race survive, JaQuan? You want to make sure your kids and grandkids will have some kind of future? You better get involved. You can’t just accept things as they are and hope for the best.” 
 
    JaQuan stared incredulously at him. Was he insane? Was he a simple zealot? Or did he know something JaQuan didn’t? Something important. 
 
    “Why are you here, Jim? Why this ship?” 
 
    Brody crossed his arms. He backed slowly towards his cot, a feral grin spreading across his face. He sat down. 
 
    “Ask Kitekh,” he said. 
 
    Then he lay back on this cot, folding his arms behind his head as before. He stared up at the ceiling and said nothing more. 
 
    JaQuan wanted to throttle him. Brody’s presumption and arrogance infuriated him. JaQuan wanted to beat the smug smile right off his face. Instead, he turned and left.  
 
    “See ya, JaQuan,” Brody called after him. “Nice talking with you.” 
 
    JaQuan mustered enough will to resist the urge to go back and beat the smug bastard within an inch of his life. He had more questions now than when he came. 
 
    Worse, Brody was right. It was time to talk to Kitekh. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Gwen swore as another asteroid glanced off the cockpit of her ship. Fortunately, that one was small and didn’t even scratch the canopy. But the thunk! it made as it struck was loud enough to scare her half out of her skin. 
 
    She had no time to worry about it further. Another asteroid – this one considerably larger – was bearing straight for her. She tapped controls on her board and pulled on the stick, trying to get above it. 
 
    But it was coming too fast. Proximity alarms screeched at her, warning her of impending impact. 
 
    Gwen held her breath as she furiously tapped further commands and pulled hard on the stick. Desperately, she attempted to roll her ship up to the right to avoid contact. 
 
    The thing missed her by three inches. 
 
    She exhaled and gulped in air, trying to steady her nerves. She swore the asteroids were actually targeting her. No natural field of space rocks moved like this. Those assholes in The Outpost control center must be operating them somehow, probably laughing at her as they tried to smash her into dust. 
 
    God damn you, JaQuan, she thought. When I catch you, you are going to pay for this shit. 
 
    If she caught him. First, she had to survive. 
 
    She saw the next asteroid before her board warned her. Gwen adjusted her heading. 
 
    But the damned thing was moving like a missile, rocketing at her with terrifying speed. It was only the size of the vintage Mazda Miata her brother had owned and adored back on Earth. But if it hit her at the velocity it was coming, it would do serious damage to her hull. 
 
    Gwen adjusted her heading again, weaving between two large asteroids. The small one zigged around, putting her on a collision course . 
 
    “Oh, to hell with you,” she said. 
 
    She powered up her forward weapons and ordered the computer to target the thing. 
 
    As her beamer cannon locked on, though, klaxons began screaming. She checked her board and saw a massive asteroid bearing down on her from above. Unable to resist the instinct, she looked up. 
 
    The new threat was at least five times the size of her ship. If it hit her, it would smash the top of her vessel and send her careening through the belt. If the damage from the impact didn’t kill Gwen, whatever she hit next would. 
 
    Trying hard not to panic, she fired her beamers once and then dove away from the monster at a sixty-degree angle. Her shot was on target. The small asteroid exploded. 
 
    Collision alarms continued to sound. Gwen checked the position of the mammoth space rock. It continued its descent towards her. She increased her speed and steepened her dive. Her board indicated that heading should prevent the giant from hitting her.  
 
    But still the alarms screamed their dire warning. She searched for the source of the danger. All she could see was one tiny rock, maybe the size of her head. 
 
    Too late, she realized it was a fragment of the asteroid she’d blasted. Adjusting her course away from the giant had put her in its path. 
 
    She tried to jink away from it, but there wasn’t enough time. With a terrific bang!, the asteroid sliver smashed into the rear of her ship. 
 
    “Aft deflector screen projector destroyed,” the computer reported. 
 
    Gwen practically vomited in relief. If it had been only a few feet lower, it would have struck her main engine. That could have been devastating. For the most part, she’d been lucky. 
 
    But losing a deflector screen wasn’t good either. That would be difficult to repair without putting into port somewhere. 
 
    At least it was a rear deflector screen. Anywhere else would have made confronting Cataan’s Claw complicated. With one of her rear screens down, she could simply make sure to always give them her face. 
 
    Anger boiled up inside her. She still hadn’t made it out of the Horari Belt, and her ship was taking damage. She feared she might actually not escape. 
 
    Damn you, JaQuan. If you fight me when I find you, I swear to God I am going to kill you. 
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    Idrib gripped the podium with both hands as he came to the climax of his speech before the Imperial Senate. 
 
    “And so, fellow senators,” he thundered, “we must act. We must seize back control of the Empire before it completely tumbles into chaos. Already, we see the very fabric of our civilization fraying at the edges. The Space Rangers tell us crime has seen an uptick of seventeen percent since the Emperor died. In the farthest reaches of the galaxy, rumors suggest a rebellion is gestating, perhaps authored by the infidels in the Kwin Faan. And here in the heart of the Empire, terrorists are brazen enough to kidnap the children of government officials.” 
 
    Numerous people muttered. What did they expect? Of course he mentioned Haneeta’s kidnapping. They would think him a robot if he had not. 
 
    But he knew not to dwell on it. Emello was right about that. Idrib shifted his stance. 
 
    “This is not who we are, my friends. We are a people of law, of order, of faith. We stand in the light of God’s purpose and bring his will to pass. We are no mob, ruled only by whim and violence. We are the children of the divine and bow to the holy might of our creator. 
 
    “But we were not always thus. There was a time before the Empire – a time of violence and chaos. The Three Races warred on one another, threatening to burn every world with the heat of a thousand stars. Only the emergence of the First Emperor ended this madness. He and his successors pushed back the darkness, preventing it from eclipsing our light from the universe. The Kwin Flaal tell us God demands an emperor to preserve his order on the galaxy. Who are we to argue with the divine will? 
 
    “And so, my friends, this must be done. We must change our law to fill seats on the Council of Nine. With only five members currently, there is no quorum. I need not remind you this means a new emperor cannot be elected. With no emperor to name members of the Council and no quorum on the Council to elect an emperor, we are rudderless – a ship adrift in a storm. We must take charge of our destiny. We, the elected body of the people, must enact legislation that breaks this unique stalemate. 
 
    “I know this proposal 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 legislation, 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 fell silent. He cast an imperious gaze around the chamber, daring them to defy him. The traditionalists would, of course. Too entrenched in their need to preserve everything as it had always been, they would not be able to accept a simple solution. 
 
    But the rest of the Senate was malleable. Haneeta’s kidnapping had frightened many of them to the depths of their stomachs. It was they, and those who sought compromise, to whom Idrib appealed. 
 
    “You can’t fool us, Senator Mol,” someone cried. He cast his gaze around the chamber seeking the source. “This is madness, fueled by the unfortunate kidnapping of your daughter.” 
 
    Idrib found a young Graur standing in the back of the room. He didn’t recognize the youth, but he appeared to be the most junior senator in the entire government. It figured. The young saw everything in the simplest of terms. 
 
    A wave of angry reprimands washed towards the Graur senator. Officials from all around the chamber chided him for his brash and insensitive retort. 
 
    Idrib raised a hand and smiled. The chatter quieted. 
 
    “Madness, Senator?” he said. 
 
    “Yes, madness,” the young Graur said. “You yourself note that only the divine wisdom of the Emperor can seat someone on the Council of Nine. Yet you propose we elect people to fill the vacant spots? No emperor they chose would be seen as legitimate.” 
 
    “Hear-hear!” shouted numerous representatives. The young Graur had considerable support. 
 
    Idrib frowned. These fools were going to need a lot of work. 
 
    “Senator – What was your name?” Idrib asked. 
 
    “Shekir,” the Graur said. 
 
    “Senator Shekir,” Idrib said, “I am happy to debate the merits of my bill with you and anyone else who has concerns. But I will thank you to refrain from suggesting my motivation for introducing it is impure. I have served the Empire my entire adult life – first as a Keeper of the Faith and now as a member of the Senate. I will not have a cub impugning my honor.” 
 
    The floor of the Senate chamber burst into shouting. Predictably Shekir snarled at Idrib as allies of both came to their defense. Senate Chancellor Idrak Sum banged his gavel repeatedly, but he was ignored. 
 
    Idrib suppressed a smile. Graur were pathetically easy to bait. Call an adult a cub, and their fur would stand on end while they gnashed their teeth, screaming for a fight. Their honor was so flimsily guarded, so easy to offend. And the vast majority of them lacked the sense to understand it only hurt them socially. Only the most venerable Graur had survived enough of these honor battles to recognize they were stupid and costly. As a whole, the felinoids were a dimwitted race – barely civilized and really only good as soldiers. 
 
    Shekir hurled epithets at Idrib in both Imperial and his native Graul. In less than a minute, everyone but other Graur had abandoned him. Idrib wanted to laugh. Youthful impetuousness and Graur blood were a tragic and ineffectual combination. 
 
    “Please,” Idrib said quietly. 
 
    He spoke into the microphone, so he could be heard, but he kept his tone soft enough that others would have to cease speaking to hear him. Once again, he got the reaction he was looking for. The Senate chamber slowly came to order. 
 
    “Please,” he said again. “Let us not give into our base urges. This is the very chaos our enemies seek to sow. We must resist.” 
 
    The last murmurs died away. Heads bobbed in agreement around the room. Idrib had them. 
 
    “I feel I should answer Senator Shekir’s charge,” Idrib said. “This is not about my daughter. I was already working on this legislation when she was taken. I do not believe the two events are related in any way. Manifest Destiny’s demands for her safe return are for me to cease opposing humanity’s citizenship bid. This legislation has nothing to do with that. Indeed, it could only help humankind. The only person who can declare them the Fourth Race is the Emperor. Thus, until Acquineen III’s successor is named, humanity remains in limbo. 
 
    “But the fear and instability organizations like Manifest Destiny foment cannot stand. It is this evil I oppose, and it is the order that an emperor will bring that I support. 
 
    “My friends, we must have an emperor. Someone must choose whom it will be. Our laws designate a body to perform that task. It is our obligation to see that it can. 
 
    “We are elected representatives of the people of the Empire. They voted for us to make law and be their voice. We must fulfill our oaths and give them the Empire they deserve – one with a strong emperor who will rule justly.” 
 
    Idrib fell silent. He cast his gaze around the chamber again. Senators of all Three Races nodded thoughtfully at his words. Yes. It was going to work. 
 
    “Senator Mol,” someone said. 
 
    He turned to see a Mandran female standing. He knew her at once – Mortiela Boow. His heart sank. Senator Boow was worse than most of her race, over-contemplating even the simplest of things – like the color of the sky. She was going to be trouble. 
 
    “Yes, Senator,” he replied. 
 
    “I concede that something must be done,” she said. “With no emperor and no quorum on the Council of Nine, we have no government. We, the Imperial Senate, can make all the laws we like, but without an emperor to approve and validate them, they have no authority. 
 
    “And that is just the problem here. You propose we pass legislation to fill the vacant seats, but how can the law be instated? 
 
    “Furthermore, even if we were to waive the necessity of the Emperor’s approval to accomplish naming a successor, you propose we elect four people to the Council of Nine. That’s nearly half the Council! How shall these individuals be chosen? What requirements should they fulfill? Must they be from particular worlds? From particular races? What criteria are we to use to determine who best can name an emperor?” 
 
    Another argument swept the chamber. Idrib closed his eyes in frustration. This was what they had been doing for months – arguing over minutiae and pontificating on procedure. 
 
    He needed some greater act to shock them into action. He’d hoped Haneeta’s kidnapping would do it. But they seemed incapable of seeing the danger to themselves in her sacrifice. He’d had them for a moment, had them listening to sense. 
 
    But now they were debating again. The irritating Mandran had eviscerated his master plan. He needed some way to recover. He needed an answer. 
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    JaQuan found Kitekh on the bridge. She sat in the command chair, reading her board and occasionally tapping commands. Cooressa was bent over the comms station, running reports. 
 
    “Kitekh, we need to talk,” JaQuan said as he entered. 
 
    “I thought you were helping Lanaliel repair the hyperdrive,” she replied without looking up.  
 
    “I installed the Myollnar Crystal. Lanaliel rebooted the drive and is working on bringing all its systems online.” 
 
    “Then what do we need to talk about?” she asked. 
 
    “I want to know what the deal is between you and Senator Mol.” 
 
    Kitekh looked at him for the first time. She said nothing. Her green-eyed gaze crawled over JaQuan, searching for a motive. He crossed his arms and stood implacably before her, refusing to back off his request.  
 
    Cooressa, too, had stopped working. Her hand paused next to her board as she waited to hear what Kitekh would say. 
 
    “That’s none of your business, JaQuan,” the captain said. 
 
    “The hell it ain’t!” JaQuan retorted. “I’ve nearly been killed twice since we left Daxal – once when you ordered us to run from those Imperial battlecruisers and again on Sigba Station when Rorgun’s ‘old friend’ forced us to perform a hit for him in exchange for the crystal I just installed. 
 
    “The news claims you’re involved with Brody’s kidnapping plot because you want revenge on Senator Mol. When I questioned Brody a few minutes ago, he told me to ask you why he chose this ship for his insanity. 
 
    “So, I’m asking, Kitekh. You thought I’d brought Brody aboard to sabotage you. You threatened to kill me. So what the fuck is going on, Kitekh? What’s your damage with Senator Mol. Why is Brody here with the senator’s kidnapped daughter in cryo-storage?” 
 
    She continued to stare at him. Fire burned in her eyes, but JaQuan couldn’t tell if she was angry over what had happened or JaQuan asking about it. 
 
    “I’m the captain of this ship, JaQuan,” she said at last. “I don’t have to explain myself to you or anyone else.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Kitekh!” he shouted. “Don’t feed me that bullshit! Your decisions affect the lives of every one of us. And right now, we’re on the run with no place to go. Everyone aboard is now wanted for a capital crime. No one but Brody had anything to do with the kidnapping, but he chose this ship because of you. Don’t hand me that ‘captain’s privilege’ shit. I want to know why we’re all wanted for terrorism. You owe me an explanation.” 
 
    “I owe you?” she roared. 
 
    “Yes! If I’m going to be a fugitive, if I’m going to be tried and executed if we’re caught, I at least deserve to know why. Quit dodging the question, Kitekh. Tell me what the fuck happened between you and Senator Mol. Tell me why Brody targeted your ship for his assholery.” 
 
    Kitekh snarled and leaned towards him – as though she would spring for his throat. JaQuan squared his shoulders and refused to budge. After a moment, Kitekh sighed, defeated. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “But it’s a long story.” 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere until Lanaliel finishes the work on the hyperdrive,” JaQuan said. “There’s time.” 
 
    She nodded. Her gaze drifted into the past. A strange mixture of fury and melancholy seized her face. 
 
    “My father was an Imperial Senator,” she said. “He’d been serving for a long time, one of the foremost representatives from our world, Grakur. He was a giant among the Graur and well- respected throughout the Empire. 
 
    “I was a captain in the Grakur Defense Force. As you know, each of the Three Races maintains a certain amount of autonomy despite yielding to Imperial law. As a conqueror race, we never fully gave away our military. The Graur boast a sizeable independent space fleet.” 
 
    JaQuan crossed the bridge and sat at his station as she spoke. Cooressa had turned in her seat to listen as well. 
 
    “I served with distinction. I could have joined the Imperial Fleet and gotten a command immediately. Or I could have entered service to our government and eventually risen to Elder. Just as everyone in the Empire knew my father’s name, everyone on Grakur knew mine. Our family was drenched in honor and accomplishment. 
 
    “But then Idrib Mol introduced a bill in the Senate that would have compelled weekly temple attendance and prescribed a number of other restrictive rules designed to force all citizens to follow the dictates of the holy texts to the letter. It was oppressive and stupid. But prior to his election to the Senate, Mol was a consecrated Keeper of the Faith. He left the service of the Kwin Flaal to pursue politics. There are rumors that the Hierophant herself asked him to do so, but they’ve never been corroborated. 
 
    “Regardless, Mol hit the Senate chamber with a fanatical fury. He was constantly insisting on the ideological and religious purity of Imperial law and attempting to push the government in a more conservative direction. Not long after the Emperor delayed a decision on humanity’s status as the Fourth Race, Mol adopted a strongly antihuman position. He cited any obscure minutiae he could find in the sacred texts to claim that, not only is humanity not the Fourth Race, there is no Fourth Race at all.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m familiar with his hate speech,” JaQuan said. 
 
    He cursed silently. He was continually disappointed in how Imperial culture was no different than the America he’d left behind on Earth. 
 
    “Anyway, he proposed a bill aimed at imposing strict religious law, and my father opposed it,” Kitekh continued. “He rightly claimed that forced worship gives no glory to God. Faith must be chosen if it is to have any value. He also argued that a theocratic police state was oppression that was not in line with Imperial values. 
 
    “As you might imagine, Mol didn’t appreciate my father’s opposition. The senator has only marginally more respect for Graur than he has for humans. And he’s a zealot. 
 
    “He claimed that Imperial law is already based on the dictates of scripture, which is true. And he used his status as a former Keeper as leverage to convince others he had a truer understanding of the divine will and how it should be expressed in the law. 
 
    “The fight over the bill was savage. My father worked tirelessly to garner enough allies to defeat it. Eventually, he triumphed. Idrib Mol’s initiative died on the Senate floor. 
 
    “And he did not forgive my father for that insult.” 
 
    JaQuan frowned. Among the things he hated about the Empire were its politics. Everything was taken personally. Every defeat and accomplishment was part of a large scorecard that everyone kept. If someone took you down over a cause you championed, it was a loss of status and pride. Revenge was the number-one game in so-called polite society. And no dirty trick was deemed too low, so long as it succeeded. 
 
    “Several months later, Senator Mol engineered a scandal involving my father,” Kitekh went on. “He was accused of having an affair with an Elohiman colleague. This woman was married. The Elohim do not tolerate marital infidelity. When two people choose to wed, it is considered a sacred covenant, ordained by God himself. For her to cheat on her husband was unforgivable. 
 
    “She claimed my father did not seduce her, he blackmailed her. He forced her to have sex with him, to conduct the affair, or he would destroy her career in the Senate. She apologized to her husband, claiming she had been trying to do the right thing to serve their people and the Empire. 
 
    “Father denied the charges. Not only did he not blackmail her, he said, the affair of which he was accused did not occur. 
 
    “But she maintained resolutely that he had violated her marriage. And shortly thereafter, ‘evidence’ turned up that she was telling the truth. The blackmail documents were ‘discovered’ in my father’s office. 
 
    “The Senate rebuked him. A large contingent began agitating to have him expelled. Father fought them. He called for a full investigation, citing several inconsistencies in the alleged documents that proved they were inauthentic. 
 
    “But his own reputation was his undoing. Because he was famed throughout the galaxy, he carried the honor of the Graur on his shoulders. The Tribal Council on Grakur feared he would not be vindicated. The loss of honor for our entire people could not be endured. They recalled Father from the Senate and condemned him to restore the honor of the entire race at the expense of an innocent Graur. 
 
    “But it wasn’t enough to simply punish him or replace him in the Senate. According to our laws, a Graur who brings dishonor on the race, stains their entire family with the crime. To prevent further dishonor and war, the entire line is sentenced to slavery, usually off-world in a remote colony, where insurrection is impossible. Thus, because Father was sacrificed to save the reputation of all Graur, the rest of us were destroyed as well. To prevent justice from being delivered on his entire clan, Father committed ritual suicide. We were all spared enslavement as a result. 
 
    “But I was stripped of my commission in the Grakur Defense Force. While I remained free, the humiliation my father had brought to our people was too much. No one would obey my orders. I was unceremoniously turned out after a brilliant career. 
 
    “Naturally, I swore revenge. It is the Graur way. To restore my father’s reputation, I would have to defeat the person who destroyed it. 
 
    “I gathered the few friends I had, and we seized this ship from its Elohiman crew. We spared Lanaliel, because he was Mandran and we needed a chief engineer. My original intention was to declare war on the Elohim, captaining a pirate ship that attacked their commercial interests. I would hurt them until I could get the chance to kill Idrib Mol himself, for I knew it was he who engineered my father’s fall. 
 
    “But Lanaliel convinced me otherwise. He suggested I could execute my plan, but that I would become the target of the Space Rangers and maybe the Imperial Star Force before long. This modified freighter would be no match for better-armed vessels, and I would be killed long before I could get to Senator Mol. 
 
    “At his suggestion, I became a merchant. I get rich shipping Elohiman goods, which Lanaliel says is a better revenge. It is the Elohim who pay me to conduct their business. In that way, I have conquered their machinations against my family. 
 
    “Personally, I think that’s philosophical schrisch. Lanaliel, like most Mandra, thinks too esoterically. But it allows me to survive until the chance for real revenge presents itself.” 
 
    She fell silent. JaQuan contemplated her story. It disturbed him profoundly. 
 
    “So your father got Emmett Tilled,” he said. 
 
    Kitekh cocked her head, startled out of her reverie by JaQuan’s question. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she said. “What has tilling soil to do with my father?” 
 
    “And how does one Emmett till?” Cooressa added. 
 
    JaQuan snorted despite the subject. 
 
    “Emmett Till was a person,” he said. “In my country on Earth, in our mid-Twentieth Century, there was a lot of racial prejudice. People with dark skin like mine originally came from a continent called Africa. People with white skin, like Brody’s, had come to Africa in the Seventeenth Century. They had greater technology, and they enslaved African peoples, shipping them overseas to what would become my country, America, where they were sold to plantation owners. The slaves were forced to work the plantations, any children they had were considered slaves too, and the white workers and owners raped the women and beat or killed slaves for the slightest infraction.  
 
    “Escape was nearly impossible, because slavery was an institution in the South, and black people look different than whites. It would be like you and Rorgun. An orange Graur could easily spot a black one. Escaped slaves had to attempt to journey hundreds of miles north to make it to freedom. If they were caught, they were killed and their bodies displayed as a warning to others. Sometimes, even if they made it north, they would be captured and sent back. 
 
    “This went on for about two hundred years until a massive civil war between the North and South ended with the South’s defeat and the emancipation of the slaves. 
 
    “But Southerners were embittered about the whole thing, and they always looked down on blacks as subhuman. There were a lot of abuses. They had laws that forced blacks to use different bathrooms, eat at different lunch counters, drink from different water fountains; some places even made blacks enter through the backdoor instead of the front. They called it ‘separate but equal,’ but it wasn’t equal at all. The white people’s things were nice. The black facilities were dirty, broken, and shabby. 
 
    “Anyway, Emmett Till was a fourteen-year-old kid from the northern city of Chicago. He was visiting family in a small town in Mississippi, which is in the Deep South. A white woman accused him of whistling at her.” 
 
    “Whistling?” Cooressa asked. 
 
    “Like this,” JaQuan said. He pursed his lips and gave a wolf’s whistle. “Men would whistle at women they thought were attractive. 
 
    “A white woman accused Emmett Till of whistling at her. A few days later, her husband and his half-brother abducted Emmett and beat him bloody, disfiguring him. Then they shot him in the head, killing him. They tied his body to a fan with barbed wire and threw him into the river. He was pulled out three days later, so badly mutilated he could only be identified by the ring on his finger. 
 
    “The two men were tried for murder. But it was the Deep South, and an all-white, all-male jury acquitted them, despite overwhelming evidence of their guilt. 
 
    “A few months after the acquittal, both men admitted they had murdered Emmett. They were paid by a magazine to tell the whole story. And because of laws that said you couldn’t be tried twice for the same crime, their public confession didn’t mean shit. They got to go free anyway, and they made money off their crime. 
 
    “And maybe the worst part of the whole thing was that fifty years later, the woman who accused Emmett Till of whistling at her admitted she had made the whole thing up.” 
 
    Kitekh stared at JaQuan, her face a mask of confusion and outrage.  
 
    “But that is a travesty of justice,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Most definitely,” JaQuan replied, looking at her for the first time. “That’s the way things work.” 
 
    “That is an horrific story, JaQuan,” Kitekh said. “But I am not seeing the parallel.” 
 
    “Emmett Till didn’t commit a crime that was on the books,” JaQuan said. “He didn’t commit a crime at all, as it turned out, but even if he had whistled at her, it wasn’t something you could be tried and punished for. There was no law against whistling at women. 
 
    “The real sin was that a black kid allegedly whistled at a white woman. He broke a social boundary. The woman’s husband wasn’t offended that someone whistled at his wife. He was furious a black man looked on his wife at all. This was all about Emmett Till being black, and the jury agreed. They were not going to send two white men to jail for killing a black teenager, no matter how terrible the crime. 
 
    “Your father’s sin was not having an affair, Kitekh. And it wasn’t having an affair with a married woman. The problem was he was accused of fooling around with an Elohiman.” 
 
    “That is not true,” Cooressa said. “He was accused of blackmail.” 
 
    “Bullshit, Cooressa,” JaQuan said. “I’ve been in the Empire long enough to know that marital infidelity and blackmail are all part of the game. People in Imperial high society are all about counting coup on the other guy. If this wasn’t about race, Kitekh’s father would have been socially rewarded for his move. He’d have been seen as a brilliant tactician – you know, a stereotypical Graur. All you ever hear about them is what great warriors and tactical geniuses they are. 
 
    “But that’s not what happened here. Idrib Mol knew what he was doing. Blackmail wasn’t enough to bring down the Graur who defeated him. He needed something people would find heinous. And that was a Graur having sex with an Elohiman.” 
 
    “You are wrong!” Cooressa all but shouted. “There are no racial divides in the Empire. Everyone is equal.” 
 
    “Yeah, but some are more equal than others,” JaQuan countered. 
 
    “That is an illogical statement,” Cooressa said. “Equality means everyone is treated the same.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Tell me something, Cooressa, how many Imperial Senators are Graur?” 
 
    “I do not know,” she said. 
 
    “I do,” JaQuan said. “Of the one thousand members of the Imperial Senate, only one hundred twelve are Graur, and only three of them represent a non-Graur world or territory. You know how many Graur there are on the Council of Nine? One.” 
 
    “There were two before the calamity,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “That’s still not equal,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “You cannot dictate talent and skill,” Cooressa protested. 
 
    “Can’t you?” JaQuan said. “The Council of Nine is comprised of one representative of each race, one representative from each of the three foundation worlds, and one representative from each of the Three Pillars of Society. It sounds to me like you’ve dictated representation right there.” 
 
    “That is not the same thing,” she said. 
 
    “Isn’t it? The Three Pillars of Imperial Society are Faith, Law, and Community. Graur overwhelmingly choose a law career. Nearly three quarters of law enforcement and military professionals are Graur. Yet the Law Councilor is Elohiman. The Graur were a conqueror race before assimilation into the Empire. They have a larger presence across the Empire than any other species. Yet only eleven percent of the Senate is Graur. 
 
    “You can talk all you want about how everyone is equal, Cooressa. You can make all the excuses you want. But the fact is Graur do not have equal representation in the government, and it isn’t out of lack of interest. The Graur are different from the Elohim and the Mandra, and they are treated like it. Kitekh’s father wasn’t disgraced and recalled because he did something Imperial society considered criminal. He was blacklisted because Idrib Mol accused him of having sex with an Elohiman.” 
 
    Cooressa’s mouth opened and closed several times. Retorts formed and died unspoken on her tongue. 
 
    “How do you know all this?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “We were forced to learn Imperial history and culture in Acclimation,” JaQuan said. “I paid attention in class.” 
 
    “But the percentages of the Senate,” Kitekh said. “I’m not sure I could have told you more than that the Graur were in a minority.” 
 
    “It’s public information,” JaQuan said. “All you have to do is look.” 
 
    “These facts do not make the Empire racist, JaQuan,” Cooressa said. “There are other, more reasonable explanations.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard that all the time on Earth,” he replied. “There was always some ‘reasonable explanation’ for why it wasn’t about race. But the thing is, the shit that happened to black people didn’t happen to whites. It was always about race. The whites just didn’t want to admit it, because that would make them bad people. 
 
    “And it’s the same way here, Cooressa. The Elohim are in charge. Society is geared to benefit them, and infractions are less serious for them than for others. But you don’t want to admit it, because then you would have to take responsibility for the harm it causes.” 
 
    Fury gripped Cooressa’s face. For the first time in the three years he’d known her, Cooressa’s temper boiled over. She shot up from her chair and opened her mouth to shout. 
 
    An alarm wailed through the bridge. 
 
    Cooressa’s anger dissipated immediately. She turned to her board and tapped commands. 
 
    “There is a scout-class ship approaching at high speed from the asteroid field,” she said. She tapped a few more commands. “Its weapons are armed.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” JaQuan said. “Gwen.” 
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    Gwen had nearly reached the edge of the Belt when her scanners picked up a Lankwin-class freighter. She was tucked behind three medium-sized asteroids just outside the field. 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah,” she said aloud. “I’ve got you now, JaQuan.” 
 
    Gwen cut her engines and drifted to the edge of the asteroid belt. Carefully, she maneuvered her way closer to Cataan’s Claw. The outlaw vessel was running with her shields down. They clearly hadn’t detected Gwen yet.  
 
    Perfect. Gwen’s scout ship was more maneuverable, and probably better armed. But Cataan’s Claw was larger and likely had more guns. Plus, the wily Graur captain had escaped two Imperial battlecruisers back at Daxal. Gwen was not going to underestimate the terrorists. 
 
    Tapping commands into her board, she armed her weapons and activated her deflector screens. There was no reason to believe the ship would simply surrender, not after what happened at The Outpost. She needed the element of surprise and to disable them first. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Gwen plotted a course out of the Belt and then opened the throttle. 
 
    With a roar from the main engine, her ship shot out of the asteroid field in firing range of Cataan’s Claw. Gwen pulled the stick and brought her about. Five seconds later, she had a clear line of fire with her main forward guns. The freighter’s shields were still down. 
 
    “Now, you get yours, JaQuan,” she said. 
 
    Gwen tapped the firing keys on her board. Green plasma rays roared from her cannon towards Cataan’s Claw’s hyperdrive. 
 
    But just before they hit, the freighter lurched into motion. It rumbled away from Gwen, causing her shot to miss the mark. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    She mastered her frustration quickly. The plasma beams may have missed the hyperdrive, but they slammed into Cataan’s Claw’s hull, cutting holes in her aft topside. Her shields were still down. Her crew had been unaware. Gwen still had the advantage. 
 
    And she planned to use it. 
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    Alarms screamed across the bridge as the Space Ranger’s beamer cannon sliced into the hull. JaQuan tapped commands into his board, begging the engines to come fully online so they could escape. 
 
    “Hull breach, Captain!” Cooressa shouted. “Cargo hold.” 
 
    “Tell Rischa to seal it off,” Kitekh barked. “We can’t go to hyperspace with a hole in our hull!” 
 
    “The enemy ship is firing again,” Cooressa said. 
 
    “Hang on!” JaQuan said. 
 
    He opened the throttle and pulled the stick sharply right. Cataan’s Claw shot forward and then banked starboard. The G-force threatened to rip him to pieces. 
 
    A second later, the ship jarred back in the other direction as the roar of another hit echoed through the bulkheads. 
 
    “Glancing blow,” Cooressa reported. “No breaches.” 
 
    “Kitekh, I can’t outmaneuver her,” JaQuan said. “We’re too big. We need the deflector screens up!” 
 
    “I’m trying, God damn it!” she roared. 
 
    Rorgun appeared in the hatch. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” he said. 
 
    “JaQuan’s girlfriend is trying to kill us,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Ex-girlfriend,” JaQuan said as he tried to bring the ship about to protect her damaged cargo hold. 
 
    “Get to your station!” Kitekh ordered. 
 
    Rorgun was already moving. 
 
    “Enemy vessel is firing again,” Cooressa reported as Rorgun made it to his seat. 
 
    JaQuan checked their bearing and the position of Gwen’s ship. She was directly above them. There was no way to maneuver to safety. 
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    Gwen smiled in grim satisfaction. 
 
    “I’ve got you now, JaQuan,” she said. “No amount of fancy flying can evade this.” 
 
    She fired a third time. Green plasma rocketed across the vacuum, bound for Cataan’s Claw. JaQuan might have been a good pilot, but he was overmatched. That big boat he was trying to drive couldn’t escape her smaller, more maneuverable scout ship. 
 
    But just before the beams ripped into the freighter’s hyperdrive, her deflector screens came to life. The rays bounced away harmlessly, dissipating into the void. 
 
    “Fuck!” Gwen shouted. 
 
    She fired several more times, hoping to overload the shields and cause them to collapse. But every beam glanced off the energy field, unable to penetrate to the hull. Gwen was forced to break off her attack to avoid a collision. 
 
    God damn JaQuan and his talented friends. She’d caught Cataan’s Claw with her pants down, but she’d managed to survive her initial attack. Her advantage was lost. 
 
    But Gwen was still faster and more maneuverable. And she had other weapons. 
 
    In addition to her beamers, she had a top- and a bottom-mounted particle cannon. The particle rays would ignore deflector screens, but they were a favorite weapon of pirates. Virtually every commercial transport in the galaxy was outfitted with particle sinks to defend against them. Gwen was sure she could eventually overwhelm Cataan’s Claw’s sinks, but time was not on her side. She needed to disable the ship before she could go to hyperspace. 
 
    That left torpedoes. That was a dangerous option though. If she hit the engines, she could cause an explosion that would kill everyone, including the hostage. 
 
    Damn it. How did she disable the ship before it could escape and without harming Haneeta Mol? 
 
    Cataan’s Claw finally returned fire. The shots were wide and desperate. Her crew was still in chaos. That wouldn’t last, though. Soon, they would have everyone at battle stations, and this would turn into a real fight. The advantage of surprise was rapidly dwindling. 
 
    Gwen couldn’t take out all their cannon before they could plot a hyperspace jump and make their escape. She needed some way to shut them down quickly. But how could she disable all their weapons and shields at once? She’d have to kill practically everyone on the bridge at once to do that. 
 
    The bridge! No matter how many deflector screens and particle sinks Cataan’s Claw had, torpedoes would ignore them. If she targeted the bridge, she could conceivably destroy their operations center, rendering the ship dead in space. 
 
    Of course, that would likely kill everyone occupying the bridge, including JaQuan. Gwen hesitated. JaQuan needed to pay for what he’d done – both as a terrorist and to her heart. But killing him seemed extreme. And the directive from Grand Marshal Hoorn had stipulated that capture was preferable to killing. 
 
    But there were nine or ten people crewing that ship. Even if she could disable Cataan’s Claw, how would she board it and get Haneeta Mol off safely? 
 
    There just wasn’t a choice. If JaQuan didn’t want to her to launch torpedoes straight between his eyes, he shouldn’t have signed on with Manifest Destiny. Haneeta was unlikely to be on the bridge. This was Gwen’s best chance to disable Cataan’s Claw and rescue the senator’s daughter. 
 
    As if to confirm she was right, the outlaw freighter fired on her again. Gwen banked away to avoid the three plasma beams roaring towards her. One of them hit her starboard flank, but her deflector screens easily dismissed it. 
 
    She tapped commands into her board to call up the schematics of a Lankwin-class freighter as she brought her ship about. Seconds later, the computer gave her the location of the enemy ship’s bridge. Gwen fed the information to her tactical program as she armed her torpedo array. 
 
    Cataan’s Claw fired again. Gwen weaved between the shots, then put herself on a collision course with the freighter’s bridge. Opening the throttle, she bore down on her ex-boyfriend, preparing to blow him out of the stars. 
 
    “I’m sorry, JaQuan,” she said. “You should have surrendered back on The Outpost. You shouldn’t have become involved with these people.” 
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    JaQuan struggled to give Rorgun a good firing solution. This was his first combat against a smaller ship. Against the giant Imperial battlecruisers, they’d had the advantage in maneuverability. But they were no match for Gwen’s scout ship, and she was showing herself to be a hell of a pilot. 
 
    “Damn it, JaQuan!” Rorgun said as he missed again. “I need better!” 
 
    “Hold her steady,” Kitekh ordered. “You can’t outmaneuver her. Let Rorgun do the work. We have beamers on every facing.” 
 
    Right. Of course. He was playing to Gwen’s advantage instead of letting Rorgun press theirs. Cataan’s Claw had more guns than a Space Ranger scout. 
 
    Don’ let the other man dictate how the fight goes, Lucky used to say. You fight your fight. You fight his fight, he wins. 
 
    “Captain, the enemy vessel has come about and is in a dive for us,” Cooressa reported. 
 
    “I see that, Cooressa,” Kitekh snapped, no doubt reading her board. 
 
    “Yes, but, Captain, the Space Ranger is diving for our bridge.” 
 
    “What?” JaQuan said. 
 
    Why would she do that? 
 
    “She’s trying to destroy our command center,” Kitekh said. “If she can knock out the bridge, we’ll be dead in space.” 
 
    “And she’ll be able to board and rescue Mr. Brody’s hostage,” Rorgun added. 
 
    “Rorgun,” Kitekh said, “angle the deflector screens and the particle sinks for maximum defense of the bridge. Then get a firing solution on that ship.” 
 
    “Captain!” Cooressa shouted before Rorgun could obey Kitekh’s order. “She’s armed torpedoes!” 
 
    JaQuan’s heart stopped. Shields and sinks were useless against torpedoes. Gwen was trying to killing them! 
 
    “Torpedo launched!” Cooressa cried. 
 
    Klaxons screamed. JaQuan examined his board. The deadly missile roared straight for them. 
 
    “Second torpedo launched!” Cooressa reported. 
 
    “JaQuan, Rorgun, do something!” Kitekh screamed. 
 
    JaQuan checked the range and speed of the torpedoes against Cataan’s Claw’s position. There was nothing to be done. They were all dead. 
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   H umiliation eviscerates reason. When someone is deeply humiliated, when they feel they have nothing to lose, they stop thinking logically. It’s all about inflicting pain on anyone they perceive has hurt them. 
 
    And that gets people killed. When you don’t care what happens next, you hurt innocent people. You’re like a bomb going off in a crowd. The damage is widespread and irrevocable. 
 
    You can blame the people who humiliated you all you want. You can say it’s their fault you got to this point. Maybe that’s true. 
 
    But you’re the one who pulled the trigger. You deserve all the damnation you get. 
 
      
 
    Will Cataan’s Claw escape certain doom? 
 
    Or has Gwen gotten her revenge on JaQuan? 
 
    How far will Idrib Mol go to pass his legislation? 
 
      
 
    Those answers and more in the next, pulse-pounding episode of Empire’s End, “Forbidden Magic”! 
 
      
 
    Available March 9, 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 picking up Episode 4 of Empire’s End. I told you last time Gwen was gonna be pissed when she got out of that closet. So how does JaQuan get out of this one? The answer in Episode 5. . . . 
 
    Shout out to all the people who’ve written reviews of the first three episodes. I appreciate your time and effort. 
 
    If you’re digging the series and you haven’t yet left a review, I’d love for you to take a moment to do it. Books with lots of positive reviews sell more copies, because Amazon recommends them to readers and the best advertisers only take books with a minimum number. I know I’m asking a favor, but it’s so easy to do. Just tap the link, give a number of stars you think it deserves, and write a few words about why you think it rocks. Thanks. 
 
      
 
    Tap here to review Empire’s End Episode 4. 
 
      
 
    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.  
 
      
 
    See you in Episode 5! 
 
      
 
    -JP 
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