
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   W hen you look at history, you can often uncomplicate things by boiling the root causes down to the egos of the people involved. Wars are played up as epic crusades to save the world or defend it from the bad guys. But they’re really just pissing matches between little boys, playground rumbles that cost millions of lives. Legislation that defunds social programs is always couched as a reward for hardworking “regular people.” But it’s just another way for greedy, rich bastards to keep their money instead of helping poor people. And just like my dad always said, religion, however well-intended, ends up being a tool for privileged assholes to control others. 
 
    Maybe most of these people start out as idealists. Maybe they think they are actually doing good at first. But it always morphs into evil. And the true purpose is to feed the ego of the perpetrator. 
 
    It all comes down to this. Idrib Mol wants to shove his will down everyone’s throat, make them swallow his rule. The Graur aren’t about to just bend a knee to some narcissistic Elohiman, even if he did manage to pull off a coup. 
 
    And I brought everybody together. My arrogance and obsession with making JaQuan pay for all the ways he made me suffer put all the chemicals in the jar. It’ll only take one good shake to make them explode. 
 
    So this is it. This is where the Empire ends. 
 
    You can probably guess it doesn’t end well. 
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    Episode 13: 
 
    Armageddon 
 
      
 
   J aQuan’s heart sank into his stomach and drowned in dread. Everyone in the small group wore the same expression – Kitekh, Gwen, Drekraar Galesh, Renakh Nakuur, and Aarghun Mrahr. The despair on their faces confirmed what he already believed. A writ from the Emperor could mean nothing good. Idrib Mol was throwing his weight around. 
 
    A short distance away, the rest of the Tribal Council was bent over a table, discussing strategy and implications. JaQuan didn’t know exactly what was contained in the writ, but it was obviously bad news, or the mood in the room would be better. 
 
    He sighed. Not a damned thing had gone right for them since this mess began back at Daxal Station. They had escaped apprehension and death several times. But the consequences stayed hot on their trail. They had been able only to push the ultimate resolution of this frame job down the road. If Idrib Mol had issued a writ, he was making sure they couldn’t get away from his madness. 
 
    “What does His Majesty demand?” JaQuan asked, making his sarcasm plain. 
 
    Mrahr looked sorrowfully on JaQuan and Kitekh, confirming JaQuan’s suspicions. 
 
    “The Emperor demands the crew of Cataan’s Claw be remanded into the custody of the Imperial Star Force immediately,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Gwen said. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “That is what we have been debating, Ranger Carter,” said Galesh, the Elder from Kitekh’s tribe. “On the one hand, an Imperial writ supersedes all law. It cannot be refused.” 
 
    “On the other hand,” Mrahr said, “Mr. Jones has won a judgment of innocence through Ritual Combat.” 
 
    “That may be,” Gwen said, “but an Imperial writ supersedes your acquittal. It’s the ultimate trump card.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a trump card is,” Councilor Nakuur said. “But there is another matter muddying the issue. There is some question as to the legitimacy of Idrib Mol’s claim on the throne. If he is illegitimate, his writ has no power.” 
 
    “And even if it does, it may not be righteous,” Mrahr said. 
 
    JaQuan’s head was swimming. There were three different angles being discussed here, but no one was talking about what they might actually do, depending on what was decided. 
 
    “As you can see,” Galesh said, “it’s complicated.” 
 
    “No it’s not,” Gwen said. “Unless you can legally call the Emperor’s legitimacy into question, he’s issued a writ. It must be obeyed.” 
 
    JaQuan’s eyes grew to three times their size. Was she serious? 
 
    “Ranger Carter,” Kitekh said, “I don’t think you fully appreciate the situation. There is a feud between my family and Idrib Mol. He deliberately set his conspiracy aboard my ship to destroy me. I have been vindicated in a Trial by Ritual Combat. That is precisely the reason we came: We needed the protection of the Tribal Council. JaQuan has earned it for us.” 
 
    “Moreover, we have the actual criminals,” Mrahr said. “James Brody and Cooressa Fil conspired to kidnap Haneeta Mol and smuggle her aboard Cataan’s Claw. Cooressa murdered Ms. Mol. Neither Kitekh nor anyone else on her crew was responsible for this. 
 
    “The Emperor’s writ is unreasonable. He seeks Kitekh’s destruction for personal reasons. She is innocent. Mr. Jones has proven it.” 
 
    “No,” Gwen said. “JaQuan won a fight. That’s not the same as proving her innocence.” 
 
    Kitekh snarled but got herself quickly under control. She clenched her jaw, trying to keep invectives from pouring out of her mouth. 
 
    What the fuck was the matter with Gwen? Whose side was she on? 
 
    “Perhaps because you are human, you don’t understand our customs, Ranger Carter,” Elder Galesh said. “A Trial by Ritual Combat is instituted when clear evidence cannot be established to refute or corroborate charges against an individual or group. According to God’s law as delivered to Aaghoran Krisch millennia ago, the unrighteous cannot prevail in single combat against the just. God’s strength flows to the truthful, and it cannot be overcome. 
 
    “Kitekh claimed to be innocent of the charges against her. She claimed Mr. Brody had acted independently of her knowledge and with the cooperation of Ms. Fil. She further claimed Ms. Fil murdered Haneeta Mol. Ms. Fil denied the charges, so, in the absence of incontrovertible truth, Kitekh was ordered to engage in Ritual Combat. Because she was injured, Mr. Jones acted as her proxy. He won, thereby proving he was imbued with God’s favor and establishing Kitekh’s story as the authentic one.” 
 
    “You cannot establish a system of justice on the results of a fight,” Gwen said, as though it should be obvious. 
 
    “Of course you can!” Kitekh cried. 
 
    “No, you can’t,” Gwen said. “That allows for the strong to bully the weaker into submission. It doesn’t guarantee justice.” 
 
    “God does not allow for that,” Mrahr said. “Evil cannot triumph under those circumstances.” 
 
    Gwen gaped at him. JaQuan struggled to know what to say. He agreed with Gwen that expecting a nonexistent deity to determine innocence or guilt through fighting was bullshit. It was sheer superstition and no basis for a justice system. 
 
    But what the fuck was the matter with her? Was she seriously suggesting they be turned over to the tender mercies of Idrib Mol? 
 
    “There is another related matter,” Nakuur said. “Captain Galesh and Mr. Jones both claimed the Emperor himself was involved in this conspiracy. They say Ms. Fil was placed aboard Cataan’s Claw as a spy, and that she received her orders directly from then-Senator Mol. Ms. Mol revealed this plan and suggested it was part of a larger plot to place her father on the throne. Ms. Fil murdered her, fearing she might tell others this if she were questioned. 
 
    “These claims were also authenticated by Mr. Jones’s victory.” 
 
    “No, they weren’t!” Gwen practically shouted. “You have no evidence that any of this is true. Idrib Mol was properly elected Emperor. Unless you can establish actual facts corroborating your story, his writ is legal and must be obeyed.” 
 
    “He was not!” Nakuur roared. “I was there! Idrib Mol orchestrated the passage of a meritless law to place an outsider temporarily on the Council of Nine. Councilor Supreme Glorian Par improperly forced a vote on Mol’s fitness to be Emperor. I was not even allowed to vote! 
 
    “Idrib Mol manipulated everyone. He constructed a vast conspiracy to get himself appointed Emperor. His claim to the throne is illegitimate, and thus, so is his writ!” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean—” Gwen began, but JaQuan had enough. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Gwen!” he shouted. “What the fuck? You say I’ve changed, but you sure haven’t. You’re still blindly obeying the people that want to fuck us over. 
 
    “Haneeta Mol wasn’t kidnapped. She and her daddy whipped up a plot to make it look like she was. They blamed humans for it, so he could get the whole damned galaxy pissed off at us. He’s planning to use that as an excuse to rule against humanity as the Fourth Race and order our extermination. 
 
    “This ain’t fucking speculation. Cooressa fucking told me this was exactly what they are doing. The bastard wants to kill us all, and this is how he plans to do it. 
 
    “And he wants all humans killed, Gwen. You think they gonna give you a pass because you’re a Space Ranger? Wake the fuck up! You’re working for the enemy. You’re as bad as Brody, being duped into betraying your own people.” 
 
    “You need to wake up, JaQuan,” she retorted. “We’re not back on Earth. This isn’t white America conspiring to keep the black man down.” 
 
    “Yes, it is!” he screamed. “Why can’t you see that? The Elohim are the white supremacists of the Empire. They’re fucking Nazis, Gwen!” 
 
    “Space Nazis,” she said, shaking her head and pouring sarcasm all over her words. “That’s good, JaQuan.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to shout at her again, but he noticed the room had gone silent. Everyone was staring at them. The remainder of the Tribal Council had ceased its deliberations and looked on with wonder and interest. 
 
    Embarrassment tugged briefly at his heart. But he shook it off. There was too much at stake here. The fate of the entire human race rested on the outcome of this debate. If Gwen wasn’t smart enough to see that, it was her problem, not his. 
 
    “I can’t believe I was glad to see you,” he said, his voice quieter. “You never loved me. The only thing you ever cared about was your sense of duty.” 
 
    “Don’t,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t what?” he said. “Tell it like it is? You loved the U.S. Marines, the Cleveland Police Department, and the Space Rangers more than you ever loved me. Or anyone. Your God-damned allegiance to whatever police force you’re a part of is the only thing you care about.” 
 
    Tears flooded her eyes. He tried not to feel bad about that. He didn’t want to. She’d hurt him too much. 
 
    “You still don’t understand,” she said, unable to stop crying. 
 
    “I do understand,” JaQuan replied, his voice low and calm. “You’re blind, Gwen. You’re trying to fight for the good guys while working for evil. You can’t do both. That badge you’re wearing represents oppression, not justice.” 
 
    JaQuan turned towards the Tribal Council. He fixed them all with a hard stare. 
 
    “Look, I know y’all see me as some sort of hero, some holy warrior. I don’t believe in God – yours, the Elohim’s, or the one from Earth. All God was ever good for was giving people an excuse to kill each other. 
 
    “But since you wanted to question me, to understand how a human could become Graur, I’ll lay this out for you. I don’t know how Idrib Mol got himself elected Emperor. But he framed Kitekh’s father for something he didn’t do, and he tried to do the same to Kitekh. His daughter was in on this plot, and she was murdered by one of her co-conspirators. He got his little girl killed, and it wasn’t any of us that did it. It was the person she was supposed to be able to trust. 
 
    “These are bad people. They hijacked your government, and they’re trying to commit genocide against my race. Whatever orders he’s given you don’t come from God. They’re straight from his own bigoted, black heart. Idrib Mol is evil. If you want to be righteous, if you want to be the good guys, you need to tell him to take his fleet home or you’ll blast it all to hell right here. And then you need to get his arrogant, self-serving, racist ass off the throne. 
 
    “And if you’re not willing to do that, then you need to at least honor your own laws and protect Kitekh and her crew. Get us off-world. Send us some place safe. 
 
    “Because I’m not going to let you turn me or any of my friends over to that son of a bitch. I’ll fight every one of you to the death before I allow that. 
 
    “So make your choice.” 
 
    He fell silent and glared at everyone in the room, daring them to challenge him. No one did. Some stared at him in shock. Most gazed at nothing, contemplating his words. 
 
    “Once again,” Drekraar Galesh said, “a human brings honor to the Graur.” 
 
    Several of the Elders nodded silently. Kitekh beamed at him. 
 
    “Governor Mrahr, Councilor Nakuur, you’re welcome to stay,” the Tribal Chieftain said. “Captain Galesh, Ranger Carter, Mr. Jones, please leave us. The Tribal Council must confer on the best course of action.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere until I know you’re not gonna knuckle under and serve us up to the Imperial Star Force,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “You’ve no need to fear,” the Chieftain said, her voice soothing. “You’ve made your case. The Tribal Council will not comply with the Imperial writ.” 
 
    The heads of all the Elders bobbed in agreement. 
 
    “We must now decide what the next action should be,” the Chieftain said. “Please leave us so we can confer.” 
 
    JaQuan nodded. He turned to his captain. 
 
    “Come on, Kitekh,” he said. “I’m hungry. You can show me where to get some food.” 
 
    He turned his back on Gwen. His heart ached at that move. Despite what she said, despite who she was, he still loved her. He’d only had to see her during the Ritual Combat to know that. 
 
    But he couldn’t let his feelings dictate his decisions. Until she proved otherwise, Gwen was the enemy. She couldn’t be trusted. 
 
    He followed Kitekh, leaving the Tribal Council to their deliberations and Gwen to her thoughts. 
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    Gwen had no idea where she was going. She could barely see through the tears. The thick, heavy air was hard enough to breathe, and sobbing only made it worse. 
 
    How could he have said those things? How could he believe she was evil? 
 
    Her whole life had been a crusade to make the world better. She’d gone to the Middle East to protect American interests and the Persian people from Islamic terrorists. She’d fought to keep nuclear weapons out of the hands of jihadists who thought they could save Muslims by ending the world. 
 
    In Cleveland, she’d worked the bad neighborhoods, the ones riddled with poverty, drugs, and hopelessness. She’d aspired to be an agent of change – a cop the people could trust instead of fear.  
 
    And that’s what she’d tried to do here. By enlisting in the Space Rangers, she hoped to pull humanity forward, to demonstrate humans were worthy of being full citizens. She’d put the whole fucking human race on her back and was fighting to carry them over the finish line. How could he not see that? 
 
    Because all JaQuan understood were bad cops. Everyone with a badge was the guy who shot his brother and was exonerated by an all-white jury. Everybody in blue hated everyone who was black. Every police officer was a threat to turn someone you loved into a hashtag on Twitter. JaQuan was too angry, too hurt, too wounded to believe anything else. 
 
    She wanted to be angry with him. She wanted to hate him for indicting her entire profession, invalidating all her life choices. 
 
    But she couldn’t. She loved him. She’d loved him from the moment they’d started dating. His extraordinary education. His keen intellect. His soft heart. Soulful, smart, and sexy, JaQuan Jones was the finest man she’d ever met. 
 
    And when he betrayed her, he hurt her worse than anyone ever had. Losing JaQuan like that had been worse than losing Mama to cancer. At first, she thought she’d never recover. Then, she wasn’t sure she wanted to. Then, she hated him for making her feel that way. 
 
    Seeing him again at Sigba Station had ripped the stitches out of a wound she mistakenly believed had healed. She’d pursued him halfway across the galaxy because those forged messages had hinted he was actually a good guy. And that he still loved her. 
 
    When she found him here on this steam bath of a planet, she could hardly believe it. He was fighting for something, for someone. He was facing impossible odds to do the right thing. It was as though all the things he’d said to her on that horrible day three years ago had never come out of his mouth.  
 
    But now, he’d taken her right back there. He all but called her an Uncle Tom again. He’d devastated her a second time. 
 
    Where could she go from here? Could she even hope to face him again, let alone work with him? 
 
    And once again, he was a fugitive. There was an Imperial writ calling for his arrest. She was a Space Ranger, sworn to uphold the law. The Tribal Council could parse the Emperor’s legitimacy all they wanted. It didn’t change the facts: Idrib Mol was Emperor, and he had issued a writ. The Graur’s superstitious legal system didn’t invalidate these things. 
 
    So what did she do? She couldn’t hope to arrest the entire crew by herself here on Grakur. They had too many friends, too much protection. And they’d made it clear she could not persuade them to be reasonable.  
 
    But she couldn’t defy the law. She wasn’t wired that way. She’d been a Marine and a cop for too long.  
 
    So Gwen wept. The pain she felt for JaQuan and the pain he’d caused her overwhelmed her. She wanted to help him, but he wanted to abet a gang of criminals. Hell, so far as she could tell, he was calling for revolution. She couldn’t let him do that. 
 
    But how could she bring herself to stop him? 
 
    “God damn you, JaQuan,” she sobbed. “Why can’t you ever listen to reason?” 
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    “What!” Idrib roared. 
 
    Orisin dropped his eyes and cringed. Idrib glared at him, rooting him to the spot. 
 
    “The Tribal Council tried Kitekh Galesh in Ritual Combat,” Orisin said. “She proved her innocence. They therefore refuse to remand her or the crew of Cataan’s Claw to our custody with two exceptions – engineer’s mate James Brody and comms officer Cooressa Fil.” 
 
    Idrib’s eyes narrowed. He flicked his gaze over to Emello. She shrugged. 
 
    “Why those two?” he asked, struggling to keep his fury and his worry in check. 
 
    “Mr. Brody was the human agent of Manifest Destiny who smuggled her aboard the ship,” Orisin said. “Evidently, he was unmasked shortly after the incident at Daxal Station.” 
 
    “And Cooressa?” Idrib prodded. 
 
    Orisin swallowed hard. He tried to meet Idrib’s and gaze and couldn’t. 
 
    “Why Cooressa!” Idrib shouted. 
 
    Orisin cringed again. He sighed heavily. 
 
    “Her role in the conspiracy has been discovered,” Orisin said. He looked up at last. “And because she murdered your daughter, Majesty.” 
 
    Idrib blinked. His brain struggled to process what he’d heard. It must have been a mistake. Cooressa wouldn’t do that. It wasn’t within her orders. She was just supposed to make sure Galesh was framed for the kidnapping. She was supposed to chain humanity to the crime so that he would be free to exterminate them. Haneeta was in cryogenic storage. Why would Cooressa kill her? There must be another explanation. 
 
    “They are lying,” he said. 
 
    “Pardon, Your Majesty?” Orisin said. 
 
    “The Tribal Council must be lying to protect Galesh,” he said, rising from his throne and pacing the room. “Cooressa would not murder Haneeta. That is outside her directives.” 
 
    No one said anything for several seconds. Idrib wrapped his fingers around the handle of his sword. He wanted to behead the both of them for lacking the courage to speak. They obviously wanted to say something. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Orisin said, finally summoning the will, “the Graur are many things. But they do not lie to protect criminals. They would consider such behavior dishonorable.” 
 
    “The Graur are allegedly the greatest tacticians in the galaxy,” Idrib shouted. “Are you telling me they would not lie to gain advantage? That is outrageous!” 
 
    “Subterfuge and guile are different from dishonesty,” Emello said. “The Graur pride themselves on their honor. I believe Mr. Nus is correct in his assessment.” 
 
    “The Graur are wretched, feline savages, who only value victory in battle,” Idrib said. 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Emello said, “there are larger concerns here, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Larger than one of the founding governments of the Empire defying my will?” Idrib said, rounding on Emello. “The will of the Emperor?” 
 
    What the hell was the matter with Emello? Could she not see what was at stake here? The fiendish felinoids were threatening to tear the Empire asunder just as he had finally gotten into a position to save it. 
 
    “Yes,” Emello said. “Your Majesty, listen to me. They have both James Brody and Cooressa Fil. They know the two conspired to bring Haneeta aboard. They further claim Cooressa murdered Haneeta. The only possible motive for that is to cover up the plot or to frame someone else for it. Cooressa clearly made a mistake and was caught. 
 
    “Therefore, they know at least part of our plans. They may know more. Putting things plainly, the twin schemes of framing humanity and manipulating you onto the throne may have been discovered. If that is so, it will throw the legitimacy of your rule into question. Renakh Nakuur is on Grakur. She is already incensed about the way you were elevated to Emperor. She could be influencing the Tribal Council as we speak. If Cooressa confesses everything, we could be looking at a revolt.” 
 
    “She will not,” Idrib said. “Cooressa Fil is one of our most trustworthy agents.” 
 
    “That may be true,” Emello said. “But if the Graur torture her, they may be able to extract information from her. I strongly recommend you take the Tribal Council’s offer. We need to get Cooressa away from them before she damages the operation. We can still frame Mr. Brody for Haneeta’s kidnapping and murder. 
 
    “But we are walking dangerous ground here, Your Majesty. The Graur have offered us a way to minimize the potential damage. I suggest we take it.” 
 
    Idrib scowled. He stared at Emello for several seconds before turning away and pacing again. 
 
    The thought of bowing before the Graur galled him. He was the damned Emperor. How dare they attempt to negotiate an Imperial writ? 
 
    And Cooressa may have known about the plot to destroy humanity, but she knew nothing meaningful about Idrib’s ambitions to become Emperor. There was nothing she could tell the Graur or anyone else about his ascent to the throne. 
 
    Moreover, he would not be defeated by Kitekh Galesh. Her father had dared to oppose Idrib. Not only had Idrib ruined him, he’d essentially killed him. His foul daughter would not slip from Idrib’s grasp. 
 
    Supreme Commander Kruell had told him if the Tribal Council refused the writ, they would be in violation of the law and would need to be removed. He assured Idrib that the majority of the Graur in the military were loyal to the Emperor first and the Graur second. 
 
    “The Tribal Council is challenging my authority as Emperor,” he said, facing Emello and Orisin. “Renakh Nakuur is questioning my legitimacy. That cannot be allowed to stand. 
 
    “If they will not obey the writ I issued on the advice of Supreme Commander Kruell – a Graur himself – I have no choice but to declare them rebels.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, you are contemplating an act of war,” Orisin squeaked. 
 
    “I have not made it!” he roared. “I am reacting to it! An Imperial captain demanded they turn over fugitives. They refused. We sent more ships to make it clear they must cooperate. They refused. I issued a writ, commanding them to turn over the fugitives. They held their own trial, acquitted all but two people, and offer only them instead. 
 
    “They do not get to tell me how things will go. I am the Emperor! My word is final! Renakh Nakuur and the Graur Tribal Council can be as unhappy about that as they like. They are Imperial citizens and must submit to my authority. If they will not, they are no better than the Kwin Faan – blasphemers and seditionists. 
 
    “Message Horay Kel. Tell him to have all the fugitives aboard his vessel in twelve hours’ time or to remove the Tribal Council from power.” 
 
    Orisin blinked stupidly. His mouth fell open, but he said nothing. 
 
    “Go!” Idrib screamed. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” he said. 
 
    He turned and hustled out of the throne room. Emello gazed on him with that irritating judgmental stare of hers. 
 
    “This is folly, Idrib,” she said. “Even if you win, I believe you will live to regret this decision. I implore you to adopt a more rational stance.” 
 
    “You seem to have forgotten who is Emperor, Emello,” he said, rounding on her. “It is not you.” 
 
    “It won’t be you for long if you persist in viewing everything through the lens of your ego. For God’s sake, Idrib, you’ve shown no emotion of any kind for the death of your daughter. You’ve only discussed her murder in the tactical sense of not believing it necessary to advance to Cooressa’s mission.” 
 
    “Haneeta knew the risks, Emello. She did not go into this blindly, and neither did I. She had a job to do. There was always the possibility something could go wrong. 
 
    “The best way to avenge her is to finish what she helped begin – flay Kitekh Galesh alive and burn the human race from the galaxy. That is God’s plan, Emello. That is why he put me on the throne: to save the Empire from the human filth corrupting it.” 
 
    Emello regarded him for several seconds. He wanted to smash in her face. 
 
    “You will not accomplish God’s plan if you ignite a civil war, Idrib,” she said. “If that happens, you will be the last Emperor, the author of our doom instead of the one who saved us all.” 
 
    With a supreme effort, he resisted the urge to draw his sword on her. He had every right to gut her for her insolence. He wasn’t really sure why he restrained himself. Perhaps he’d known her too long to want to see her die. He couldn’t be sure, though. Maybe he just didn’t feel like it today. 
 
    “I tire of this conversation, Keeper,” he said. “Leave me.” 
 
    She frowned. It became more difficult to suppress the urge to kill her. 
 
    “Very well, Your Majesty,” she said. “But I ask you to think hard on my words. There is a better way forward, and a wise Emperor seeks a path where everyone wins, not just himself.” 
 
    She knitted her fingers together and then swept from the room. Idrib stared after her. She was becoming a problem. He would have to do something about her soon if she didn’t desist in this treasonous behavior. 
 
    He returned to his throne and keyed the intercom, signaling Orisin. 
 
    “Send Supreme Commander Kruell to me at once,” he said. 
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    JaQuan followed the guards into the depths of the prison. He was vaguely fascinated by the Graur’s ability to carve cells into the wood of a massive tree, complete with steel bars that somehow operated with electric controls. The fusion of organic material and manufactured technology was ingenious. 
 
    But for the most part, it made his skin crawl. He’d had too many bad experiences with the police in his youth. Jails were horrific places that triggered nightmarish memories. It didn’t matter that he was millions of lightyears from Earth. He didn’t want to be in this environment. 
 
    He wouldn’t have come at all if Brody hadn’t specifically asked for him. He had no idea what the traitorous asshole wanted, but he’d practically begged JaQuan to visit. Whether it was pity or curiosity JaQuan couldn’t say, but he’d relented. 
 
    The guards brought him around the corner to the cubby Brody occupied. It wasn’t quite ten feet by ten feet, given that it was rounded. Brody sat on a hard, wooden bench carved from the tree. A bucket was all he had for a toilet. 
 
    He rose when he saw JaQuan, a look of relief spreading across his otherwise miserable face. The cocksure white guy who’d told JaQuan of his righteous mission to save the human race was gone, replaced by a wretch whose fear was impossible to miss. JaQuan wanted to be satisfied, but Brody’s appearance was so pathetic JaQuan could only be sad. 
 
    “JaQuan!” he said, a little too eagerly. “You came!” 
 
    “We’ll be around the corner,” one of the guards said. “Call us when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thanks,” JaQuan said. 
 
    He waited for them to leave. When they were gone, he snorted derisively. 
 
    “Nice digs,” he said, unable to resist baiting Brody. 
 
    “Yeah, great, huh? Can’t believe they didn’t give me an ocean-view room.” 
 
    JaQuan shook his head. Brody’s asshole spirit wasn’t completely broken. 
 
    “That the Far-Biter?” Brody asked, pointing to JaQuan’s hand. 
 
     JaQuan held it up and considered it for a moment. He turned it around. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it,” he said. 
 
    “That is badass.” 
 
    “Sure it is,” JaQuan said. “It’s grafted itself to my nerve-endings, so I can never take it off. It’s a part of me now.” 
 
    “Holy shit. I’d heard of those things, but I had no idea they were permanent. I thought you put them on before going to into battle.” 
 
    “Wrong again,” JaQuan said. “What am I doing here, Jim?” 
 
    “I just wanted to talk to an old friend.” 
 
    “We’re not friends, Jim. You betrayed us. You betrayed me. You want to talk to someone, chat with your pal Cooressa.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he said. “They took her away to torture her. I can hear her screaming a lot of the time.” 
 
    JaQuan shuddered. He knew the Tribal Council had intended to question her, and they’d implied they could force her to talk. But hearing she was being brutally tortured unsettled him. Having Graur friends, he often forgot just how savage they could actually be. Hell, Kitekh had tried to kill him twice. And he’d been forced to defend her in a near-lethal Trial by Ritual Combat. He shouldn’t be surprised. 
 
    “Well, maybe you should have chosen your friends better,” JaQuan said. “I don’t have time to fuck around with a fool who got us all killed.” 
 
    He turned to go. 
 
    “Wait!” Brody cried. “JaQuan, please!” 
 
    JaQuan turned back, intent on telling him off. But the abject terror in Brody’s eyes stopped him. Brody gripped the bars of his cell intently. His whole mien begged JaQuan to stay. 
 
    And JaQuan couldn’t help but be reminded of how scared he’d been when an asshole cop left him in a holding cell for nearly four hours. He’d thought he would die, that they would eventually come down and kill him, and his mother would never know what really happened. By the end, he was hoping they would shoot him. He was so lonely and scared he just wanted the fear to stop. 
 
    “Please, man,” Brody said. “There’s no one to talk to. No humans anyway. I’m scared.” 
 
    JaQuan rubbed his head. Why did it have to be him? Couldn’t he have been friends with Alan instead? 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Anything. Tell me about the Ritual Combat. I only heard you won.” 
 
    “Yeah, I won. I mangled the dude’s leg with the whip.” 
 
    “That’s awesome!” 
 
    “It’s not awesome,” JaQuan said, swallowing his disgust. “They barely saved his leg. He won’t walk right again. His career’s over.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he would have killed you.” 
 
    “He was doing what his masters told him to,” JaQuan said. “I was just trying to stay alive. It’s unfortunate, not awesome.” 
 
    Brody looked him up and down. He frowned. 
 
    “You’re something else, JaQuan. A guy tries to kill you, and all you can think about is how it’s too bad you fucked him up. Where I come from, people would say he got what he deserved.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s how you ended up here, Jim. You were so damned eager to fight, so willing to see Idrib Mol get his just desserts, you signed your own death warrant instead. Your little plan backfired. Now, Idrib Mol is Emperor, and he wants to see every human dead.” 
 
    Brody’s face fell. Regret oozed from his pores like sweat. His whole body seemed covered in it. 
 
    “I didn’t mean for this to happen,” he said. 
 
    “Mean for what to happen?” 
 
    “All of this. This isn’t how it was supposed to go down.” 
 
    “You’re right, Jim, but not for the reason you think. It wasn’t supposed to go down like this. We were supposed to be captured before we left Daxal. You were gonna be scapegoated as the kidnapper, and Kitekh was setup to be your accomplice, so Idrib Mol could get one final insult in on her family. None of this shit was supposed to happen. If Kitekh hadn’t static-bombed the Imperial cruisers and I hadn’t gotten us to the jump point, we’d all have been convicted for treason and sentenced to death by now.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, “But—” 
 
    “Ain’t no ‘but,’ Jim! You got played. This is why I can’t forgive you. You tried to play White Savior. You thought you knew what was best for everybody. You went and kicked a hornet’s nest, and you’re surprised they’re swarming and stinging everything in sight. 
 
    “It didn’t take a lot of thought to realize that kidnapping a guy’s daughter wasn’t gonna make him hate you less. But all you could see was your righteous cause. You and your revolutionary buddies were gonna save us all. The human race would prosper out here in space because of your bold actions. 
 
    “That’s a fucking fairy tale, Jim. And it’s a deadly one. We’re already an endangered species. Our numbers are so low that just surviving is a fight. Idrib Mol doesn’t even have to kill us all. He just needs to get enough that we’ll go extinct on our own. None of this takes a genius to figure out. How did you not see this?” 
 
    Brody didn’t answer. He dropped his eyes to the floor. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What the fuck am I supposed to do with ‘sorry,’ Jim? You’ve doomed us all. We’re all dead-men-walking. ‘Sorry’ doesn’t make up for that. There’s no penance you can perform that absolves it.” 
 
    Brody turned away. He paced his cell for several seconds. Then he came back to the bars. 
 
    “I didn’t grow up like that,” he said. “My father taught me that there’s always a solution. Maybe you can’t see it or haven’t thought of it, but it’s there. You just have to keep trying. Don’t give up.” 
 
    JaQuan sighed. Brody was more alien to him than Kitekh or Lanaliel. 
 
    “That’s your privilege talking, Jim. White boys from the suburbs have something to hope for. They get to control their destinies. They get to make choices and have them turn out right. They get to fail without consequences. 
 
    “Black kids from the ’hood have to hope they get lucky. And there ain’t much luck where I come from. The cops killed my brother and three of my friends. My sister, Jemequa, got pregnant when she was fifteen. And then because a bunch a white holy rollers in the legislature defunded free health clinics, she developed complications that could have been prevented if she’d had access to healthcare. She died in childbirth. The baby was three months premature. He died in the NICU after five days. 
 
    “Two of my friends got raped. Nearly everyone I knew spent at least some time in jail, out-of-school suspension, or just getting harassed by the cops. We didn’t get to keep looking for a solution. We didn’t get to just keep trying.” 
 
    “You got out.” 
 
    “I was the lucky one, Jim! I liked reading. It got me away from the hell going on around me. I managed to turn that into a scholarship. I got a degree in engineering, which set me up to get aboard the Santa Maria. 
 
    “But most of the people I grew up around are still on Earth, slowly dying from the poisoned air, if they’re still alive at all. They have no fucking chance of getting off-world to a new life.” 
 
    “I lost most of my family too, JaQuan.” 
 
    “You know what? Never fucking mind. There’s no getting through to you. You don’t get it. I don’t think you can get it, Jim. You’re too privileged.” 
 
    JaQuan turned away for a moment. A lifetime of frustration threatened to boil over. How could he have come all the way out here just to die because a white guy stirred up shit with the wrong people? It was too cosmically humiliating to even hope to comprehend. 
 
    “Look, JaQuan,” Brody said, “we might be two totally different people, but we’re both out here on the other side of the galaxy with no family to speak of. We’ve got that much in common.” 
 
    JaQuan looked at him. Was he really trying to be friends? 
 
    “Maybe,” JaQuan said. “But only one of us killed the whole human race. Sorry, Jim, but if you were looking for forgiveness, you’ll have to ask someone else. I’m all out of fucks to give over your regrets.” 
 
    Brody nodded. He looked like a child who’d been told he wouldn’t get to have cake after all.  
 
    “Do you think they’ll execute me?” he asked. 
 
    JaQuan cocked his head in incredulity. The whole fucking human race was on the verge of extermination, and this guy, who brought it about, was worried whether he’d be executed for doing it? JaQuan had never heard more privilege packed into a single sentence. 
 
    But before he could tell Brody what a self-centered asshole he was, he saw the naked fear in those blue eyes. Brody’s beard had grown in, since he hadn’t been allowed to shave while he was confined, but he looked like a scared kid. He wanted someone to comfort him, to tell him it would be all right. 
 
    JaQuan wanted to be furious with him. But he couldn’t manage it. He recognized that fear. In Brody’s blue eyes he saw the same expression that had seized his own face when he sat in that jail cell in St. Louis, wondering if the police would shoot him like they had his brother. He remembered how he’d imagined all sorts of scenarios where the cops killed him and then said he’d tried to escape or resisted arrest. The haunted look on his mother’s face when she finally came for him and the abject relief he felt upon seeing her rose to the forefront of his mind. 
 
    And he realized that, for all their differences, they did have something in common. They both understood they were totally powerless and dependent upon someone else’s mercy to survive. JaQuan had gotten lucky then. He’d been released. Brody was doomed. 
 
    “I don’t know, Jim,” he said, trying to sound sympathetic. “Kidnapping isn’t a capital crime. But if they hang Haneeta’s murder on you, that’s a different story.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill her,” he said, pleading with JaQuan to believe him. 
 
    “I know. But I don’t have a say in the matter. And really, Jim, it’s probably moot anyway. Idrib Mol wants us all dead, and he’s the Emperor now. We’re all fucked no matter what.” 
 
    Brody nodded. He stared at the floor for several seconds, perhaps contemplating his fate. 
 
    “Well, thanks for coming to see me, JaQuan,” he said. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry. I wish it hadn’t gone down like this.” 
 
    “JaQuan!” a voice behind him yelled. 
 
    He turned to see Alan come striding around the corner with a Graur escort. 
 
    “There you are,” the younger man said. “I’ve been looking for you.” 
 
    “What’s up?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “The Council heard from the Emperor,” Alan said. “He didn’t take the deal.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Alan said. “He issued an ultimatum. Turn everyone over within twelve hours, or he’ll remove the Tribal Council from power.” 
 
    The creeping feeling of dread JaQuan had become so accustomed to over the past few weeks returned. He could feel a noose tightening around his neck. 
 
    “Tell me again why I should forgive you, Jim,” he said, turning back to Brody. 
 
    The former engineer’s mate and would-be revolutionary said nothing. He just dropped his eyes back to the floor of his cell. 
 
    “We gotta get out of here,” Alan said, switching to English so the guards couldn’t understand. “There’s no telling if the Tribal Council will honor their agreement with us.” 
 
    JaQuan nodded. Alan was probably wrong. The Graur weren’t about to let the Emperor tell them what to do under the circumstances. But it didn’t hurt to take precautions. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, also in English. “I’ll see if I can find us a ship.” 
 
    He turned to Brody. 
 
    “Bye, Jim.” 
 
    Brody looked up, met JaQuan’s gaze for a final time. Regret and worry and sorrow filled his irises. 
 
    “Goodbye, JaQuan. Good luck.” 
 
    JaQuan and Alan left without looking back. As soon as they were out of the prison, JaQuan planned to ditch the guards and start looking for a ship. Whether the Tribal Council called the Emperor’s bluff or not, Grakur was no longer a safe place to be. 
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    Kitekh drummed the fingers of her good hand on the table. She desperately wanted her right arm back. Having the forearm in a cast and the whole thing in a sling made her feel like an invalid. 
 
    And this was no time to be weak. 
 
    Chieftain Naar’s face was creased with worry. She listened to Councilor Nakuur rant about the temerity of the Emperor’s response. Kitekh agreed with her. Not only was Idrib Mol way overstepping his authority by threatening to remove the Council from power, she knew that scheming bastard just wanted to hurt her. 
 
    But she also worried about the implications. This confrontation had pushed the Empire to the brink of war. Thus far, the Council had fulfilled its obligations to her, refusing to remand her or her crew over to the Imperials. But if they didn’t acquiesce now, there was a strong possibility the hundreds of warships in the space around Grakur would start shooting at each other. 
 
    Approximately thirty Graur – the entire Tribal Council, Councilor Nakuur, Aarghun, Rorgun, the top commanders in the GDF, and herself – sat at the table, conferring over strategy. Kitekh was pleased to be included in the process; it increased the likelihood they wouldn’t decide to turn her over to the Empire. But she hadn’t forgotten how they’d ruled against her father to preserve the honor of the race. A tiny voice in the back of her brain told her to be prepared to fight. 
 
    “We cannot submit to this tyranny,” Nakuur was saying. “If we give in here, we are abdicating our sovereignty to an Elohiman with a questionable claim to the throne.” 
 
    “The question of the Emperor’s legitimacy is separate from the independent authority of our home world, Councilor,” the Chieftain said. 
 
    “I don’t see that it is,” Nakuur replied. “He is attempting to enforce his will on us through an Imperial writ. If he isn’t a legitimate Emperor, he has no right to issue a writ.” 
 
    The Chieftain sighed. Kitekh nodded. Nakuur was right. But could they realistically challenge Mol’s legitimacy? He had half the Imperial Star Force encircling the planet. He was unlikely to react well to being told Grakur didn’t recognize him as Emperor. 
 
    “What have we learned from Kitekh’s comms officer,” Drekraar asked. 
 
    “Her resistance to questioning is considerable,” said Stalkerlead Krisch, the GDF’s Chief of Internal Security. “Given the amount of pain she has endured, I suspect magic has been used to either enhance her will or block out details. I’ve never seen an Elohiman who could withstand that much punishment.” 
 
    “What do we know?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    She wanted to tear Cooressa apart a piece at a time. It was bad enough that she’d betrayed Kitekh, serving on her crew as one of Idrib Mol’s sleeper agents. The idea that her brain had been somehow magically protected from giving up secrets was infuriating. Only the Kwin Flaal were trained and authorized to use magic. It was supposed to be used solely to help and to heal. There was a whole school of Forbidden Magic that enabled mind manipulation. Were the Keepers of the Faith in on this conspiracy as well? 
 
    “We’ve confirmed that Haneeta Mol’s kidnapping was indeed faked,” Captain Krisch said. “Then-Senator Mol’s chief of staff, Orisin Nus, made contact with agents inside Manifest Destiny. He posed as a sympathizer and claimed he could provide them with information on when Ms. Mol would be vulnerable. The humans took the bait. 
 
    “At this point, I am not clear on how she was abducted. Ms. Fil has indicated there were humans working for Nus inside Manifest Destiny. She has also revealed that Ms. Mol voluntarily entered the cryo-stasis chamber. I cannot determine if double agents put her into stasis and then delivered her to Mr. Brody, or if the abduction itself was genuine and Ms. Mol cooperated. 
 
    “Regardless, Ms. Fil helped Mr. Brody smuggle the cryo-stasis chamber aboard Cataan’s Claw and then signaled the Imperial Star Force that everything was ready. Our friend Captain Kel arrived in command of two battlecruisers, intending to apprehend Cataan’s Claw before she left the system. Unfortunately for the conspirators, Captain Galesh outwitted them and escaped.” 
 
    Kitekh smiled. She appreciated being recognized for her tactical brilliance, even if they were still screwed. 
 
    “Did Idrib Mol authorize all this?” Drekraar asked. 
 
    “We cannot confirm that,” Stalkerlead Krisch said. “Based on what we know, it is safe to assume he did. But Ms. Fil has thus far not specifically named him as being responsible, despite having been asked directly several times.” 
 
    Damn. Mol was good. Kitekh suspected that whatever mind alterations had been done to Cooressa, they had been designed to protect Mol and whoever else was near the top of his plot. 
 
    “But she does verify that the purpose of the scheme was to poison public opinion against humanity?” Aarghun asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Krisch replied. 
 
    Silence enveloped the room as everyone contemplated that. Kitekh saw guilt leap around the table. Clearly, Idrib Mol’s ploy had worked with some of them. 
 
    “What about this plot to put Idrib Mol on the throne?” Chieftain Naar asked. 
 
    “Again,” Krisch said, “we cannot confirm such a plot exists. Ms. Mol has resisted answering the question when it is put directly to her. She has mentioned the Kwin Flaal and the Hierophant several times. But she does not connect the Hierophant to any specific actions or crimes, and she has not named any other Keepers. 
 
    “However, since we know there was a plot to defame humanity for the purpose of inspiring genocide, we can extrapolate that someone would have to implement it. One possibility is that the Hierophant would declare that humankind is not the Fourth Race. By doing so, she could strip humans of any implied protections, freeing up the Emperor to make a formal declaration. 
 
    “The other possibility is that the Emperor himself would make the call and take appropriate action. If that were the case, it is reasonable to suggest that there was a plot to elevate Idrib Mol to Emperor Over All, especially if he was involved in his daughter’s kidnapping.” 
 
    “Idrib Mol is a former Keeper,” Nakuur said. “If the Faith is involved in this, it’s possible he was acting under orders from the Hierophant herself.” 
 
    A murmur went around the table. Kitekh was as disturbed by the idea as everyone else. If the Faith and the Hierophant were playing politics in violation of their societal role, there was an even bigger cancer within the Empire. 
 
    “Let me just point out a few facts,” Nakuur continued. “The legislation to have the Imperial Senate appoint a sixth Councilor came from Idrib Mol. When a compromise was struck, the Senate then moved to have the Faith name the candidate. It chose a Keeper – Emello Miic. During the Council of Nine’s deliberations, Keeper Miic made assurances that Idrib Mol would be a fair judge when it came to considering the question of humanity’s status. Indeed, she said that, no matter which way Mol ruled, it would be God’s will, not his personal ambition. Mol’s nomination and election were rammed through the Council. I wasn’t even allowed to vote. And since his election, Miic has been advising Mol constantly. Our spies report the two have been practically inseparable, even before the coronation. 
 
    “I believe Idrib Mol’s ascension to Emperor has been orchestrated from the beginning. He crafted legislation that would create a quorum on the Council of Nine. The Faith appointed a Keeper to fulfill that role. That Keeper did her best to remove objections to Mol’s candidacy. 
 
    “Meanwhile, Mol’s daughter is involved in a plot to defame humankind so that the newly ascendant Emperor can rule against them and have them exterminated. 
 
    “We have an illegitimate Emperor, determined to commit genocide against a people we have seen in this very building to be noble. He is further attempting to violate our territorial sovereignty to cover up the loose ends of his clumsy conspiracy. 
 
    “I submit that we must not recognize the authority of this pretender or the legality of his writ. The crew of Cataan’s Claw remains here, under our protection, for as long as they desire.” 
 
    Kitekh’s heart soared. Nakuur didn’t have a vote on the Tribal Council, but the fact that she was willing to fight for Kitekh and her crew was inspiring. 
 
    “If we do that, it may be interpreted as an act of war,” one of the other Elders said. Kitekh didn’t know her. 
 
    “If we do not, it will be interpreted as an act of cowardice,” Nakuur countered. “We will be without honor.” 
 
    “We do not hold a tactical advantage at the moment,” War Chief Haraam said. “The Empire has us blockaded. If shooting starts here, we will take massive casualties with limited opportunity for retreat.” 
 
    “Do we not have reinforcements on their way?” Elder Krishka asked. 
 
    “We do,” the War Chief replied. “Most of our colonial forces have been recalled. But none are expected to arrive before the deadline expires in less than ten hours.” 
 
    “Mighty Chieftain,” Kitekh said, raising her hand before she even realized she wanted to speak. “May I address the Council?” 
 
    “You are present at this meeting for your perspective, Captain Galesh,” the Chieftain said. “You are free to speak.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. She rose and peered around the table. “Wise Elders, Keen Warriors, the captain in charge of this incursion into our territory is Horay Kel. I have faced him twice – once at Daxal, once at Cecilak. He is a fool. 
 
    “When I fought him at Daxal, he allowed us to get between his two ships so that they could not shoot at us without hitting each other. Before we jumped into hyperspace, we dropped a static bomb. Despite his scanners being blinded, he chose to shoot at us anyway, risking killing Haneeta Mol, whom he was there to save. 
 
    “At Cecilak, after JaQuan got inside Captain Kel’s firing range, he used his thrusters to push us away from him, putting us into a tumble. This, too, could have killed the prisoner he was supposed to be rescuing. 
 
    “Now he has come here. Rather than cooperate with the Tribal Council, he made demands. He has escalated this illegal confrontation repeatedly with more and more ships, forcing the Emperor, legitimate or no, into a confrontation with the fiercest race in the galaxy. 
 
    “Horay Kel is a fool. He is easily defeated. I have done it twice. So long as he is command of Imperial forces here, the Empire does not pose a credible threat to our position. We would take losses should he decide to open fire. But he would ensure that we would drive the Imperial Star Force all the way back to Alhanna. 
 
    “Furthermore, Captain Kel and the Emperor who backs him have insulted Graur integrity and honor by coming here and refusing to acknowledge our legal authority. We offered a reasonable compromise that they rejected out of hand. We further suspect this Emperor is not ruling by God’s grace but rather by conspiracy and malfeasance. It seems clear that his writ serves one thing: his own ambition. This is not righteous law. It is the whim of a bully. 
 
    “I submit that the only honorable action is to reject their demands, and, if necessary, teach them the folly of provoking the Graur.” 
 
    A roar of approval erupted through the room. Many of the assembled came to their feet. Drekraar smiled at Kitekh and nodded. 
 
    The Chieftain raised her hands, calling for order. At her behest, everyone sat. 
 
    “All right,” she said. “Captain Galesh has made a proposal. Let the Tribal Council vote.” 
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    Horay Kel tapped his fingers impatiently on the arm of his command chair. How many days had they been here, watching this illegal standoff gradually escalate? How much time had they wasted, waiting for the savages to remember their place? How long had he had to stay his hand, desperate to remind these simpletons who their betters were? 
 
    More than nine hours remained on the Emperor’s deadline. He’d given them too long. They had too much time to think, to plan, to debate. If he’d given them a shorter leash, this would have been over. 
 
    They knew they had no alternative. An Imperial writ lay before them. There was no choice but to obey it. And even the Graur could not believe they would survive a battle with the force Horay had at his command. There was nothing to talk about. The damned cats were wasting everyone’s time. 
 
    Comms Officer Los turned in his seat. 
 
    “I have a signal from Grakur, Captain,” he said. 
 
    Horay smiled. Apparently, he’d been too impatient. They were indeed ready to acquiesce. Good. 
 
    “Put it on speaker,” he said. 
 
    He wanted everyone to hear his triumph. Let them all understand that the Empire could not be defied and that he, Horay, had been right. 
 
    “You are on, Captain,” he said. 
 
    “This is Captain Horay Kel,” he said. 
 
    “Greetings, Captain Kel,” a melodious voice said. “I am Tribal Chieftain Grinara Naar. I order you to withdraw your fleet at once. Every Imperial vessel is to leave Grakur within the hour. Any that remain after that time are forfeited.  
 
    “Once all ships are gone or captured, we will signal the Imperial seat in Alhanna to negotiate a resolution to this conflict. Until then, you are trespassing. No demands will be heard or accepted. 
 
    “That is all.” 
 
    The speaker went dead. Horay’s heart had stopped. She dared to defy him? She dared to defy the Emperor? He couldn’t have heard that. He must have been hallucinating. 
 
    The bridge crew all stared at him, their shocked faces telling him that he hadn’t imagined the treason he’d just been fed. It was real. The Graur had gone over the line. 
 
    “Signal the planetary assault ships,” he said. “Order them to begin bombarding the planet.” 
 
    A tense pause gripped the bridge momentarily in silence. 
 
    “I am sorry, Captain,” Los said. “Did you say to begin bombardment?” 
 
    “Yes,” Horay said, his tone dangerous. “Our orders are to remove the Tribal Council if they will not comply with the writ. They have refused. They will suffer the consequences.” 
 
    “No, Horay!” First Officer Zin shouted. He crossed the bridge quickly. “You cannot do that. Grakur is tectonically unstable. You will destroy the planet! You will kill millions—” 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, Horay wrenched his sword from his sheath and beheaded the weak-hearted fool. The crew gasped as Zin’s blood geysered up from his neck and spilled across the deck as his body toppled backwards. 
 
    Horay drew his beamer and aimed it at Los. 
 
    “Does anyone else want to question my orders?” he roared. “The Tribal Council has defied the Emperor! Today, we will send a devastating reminder to all that that will not be tolerated! The Graur have enough ships present to force us to fight to even land. We will therefore strike directly at their rebellion. 
 
    “Order the planetary assaulters to bombard Grakur. All ships near the assault are to defend them against the Graur response. Everyone else, pick a rebel and blast it out of the stars!” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Los said. 
 
    This was it. The Graur would learn their place the hard way. 
 
    “You should have surrendered to me, Galesh,” he murmured. “All this could have been avoided.” 
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    Gwen’s broken heart had led her back to the Graur shuttle she’d appropriated. She had no idea where to go, what to do. She wasn’t sure she could go back to the Space Rangers. Horay Kel had tried to kill her. Now he was here in charge of the shakedown of Grakur. The Empire was eating itself alive from corruption, and she couldn’t envision a single human, not even a real citizen, being able to heal it.  
 
    JaQuan, it seemed, had gotten inside her head again. Now she was thinking like him, believing she ought to lie low, let the world go by, just try to survive. She hated that idea. It chafed against everything she believed. 
 
    But what could she do? How did you fight something this big? And hadn’t she already abandoned her principles by not arresting JaQuan, Kitekh, and the rest and bringing him in? 
 
    Damn JaQuan anyway. How did he always do this to her? She was going to kill him, wasn’t she? She’d come here with the intent of making him pay for the hell he’d put her through since she first discovered he was involved in Haneeta Mol’s kidnapping. 
 
    But when she’d found him, he was half-dead and fighting for Kitekh Galesh’s honor and innocence. He’d won and been accorded status as an honorary Graur.  
 
    And, damn, that had been sexy. It was like he’d finally found himself. Like he’d finally discovered there were things worth fighting for. Like he’d at last become the man she’d always dreamed he could be. 
 
    Then he’d broken her heart again. And worse, he had her questioning her values, the very core of her being. How the fuck could one man do all that? 
 
    She needed to get the hell off Grakur. She needed to get as far away from all this bullshit as she could and do some thinking. Governor Mrahr’s shuttle was the perfect tool. It was hyperspace-capable, and it was well-appointed. She could relax somewhere quiet, somewhere between stars, and figure out what to do next. 
 
    Gwen crossed the landing pad and reached the shuttle. She was about to signal EMA to open the hatch when an earsplitting roar sounded overhead. 
 
    She looked up and saw something large and fiery streak across the sky, trailing smoke. Gwen followed it in horror. It disappeared over the horizon, but several seconds later she saw a bright flash and a huge plume of dust and debris. 
 
    “Was that a meteor?” she said aloud. 
 
    A second roar sounded overhead. Gwen turned back and saw three more meteorites blazing through the sky. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” she said. 
 
    Casting her gaze all around her, she saw the heavens were raining fire on Grakur. It was as though a giant asteroid field had suddenly materialized in the atmosphere. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she said. 
 
    The Imperials were bombarding the planet. The Mexican standoff between the Emperor and the Tribal Council had turned to violence. That stupid bastard, Horay Kel, had decided the most efficient means to remove the Council from power was to destroy the entire planet. 
 
    She needed to get the hell off-world now. There was no telling how long Grakur’s tectonically unstable surface would hold together. Even if it did, her ship could be destroyed at any second. There no time for fucking around. 
 
    “JaQuan!” she cried. 
 
    She turned and bolted back towards the landing bunker. She had to find him before it was too late. 
 
    God damn him anyway. 
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    Kitekh stared in horror at the tactical screen. Three Imperial ships were equipped with mass drivers, and they were using them. Boulders the size of rocket sleds were raining towards Grakur. Already, the plates were shifting with the impact. The fault lines rumbled. The magma underneath sloshed back and forth, threatening to erupt from the volcanoes. 
 
    “Dear God,” she said. “He’ll kill everyone.” 
 
    “Get the medium cruisers over to those assaulters!” the War Chief cried. “We’ve got to disable the mass drivers!” 
 
    “We’re trying, War Chief,” someone said. “Imperial fighters are attacking our ships with torpedoes. The closest cruisers are in severe trouble.” 
 
    Horror rose in Kitekh’s heart. She’d underestimated Horay Kel’s stupidity. She’d assumed he’d make a strategic error, maneuver badly, do something moronic that would lead to his defeat. She’d never imagined he would be so brainless as to use mass drivers. The very idea was unthinkable. It was scorched-earth policy. No one would attempt it as an opening salvo. 
 
    “This is all my fault,” she said. 
 
    “It is not,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “It is,” she insisted. “I’m the one who told them he could be outwitted. I’m the one who encouraged the Tribal Council to fight.” 
 
    “You cannot take responsibility for the crimes of another,” Rorgun said. “You couldn’t have foreseen this.” 
 
    “I should have!” she screamed. Several people stopped watching the battle and stared at her. “I knew what a reckless fool he is! He nearly killed us all when he fired his thrusters at us. He tries to swat insects with particle cannon! I should have known he would think mass drivers were a reasonable solution!” 
 
    She raced to War Chief Haraam, grabbed his arm, and spun him away from the tactical screen. 
 
    “Surrender,” she said. 
 
    “What?” he howled. 
 
    “Surrender!” she said. “I’ll give myself up.” 
 
    “Kitekh, no,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “We’re not surrendering to these villains,” Tribal Chieftain Naar said. 
 
    “It’s me they want,” Kitekh pleaded. “Idrib Mol wants to grind me under his heel like he did my father. Surrender now. Hand me over to them.” 
 
    “Kitekh Galesh, we will not allow this false Emperor to attack any sovereign world, let alone ours, just so he can maintain a grudge,” the Chieftain said. 
 
    “It will save our entire race!” Kitekh screamed. “We cannot survive bombardment for long!” 
 
    “Then we will die with honor,” Haraam said. “So long as we can fight, the Graur will not surrender. This was your idea, Captain Galesh.” 
 
    “I was wrong!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” the Chieftain said. “Whether you were wrong or right, the battle is joined. Idrib Mol has declared himself a false Emperor with this deplorable attack that violates all standards of decency. He threatens to eradicate one of the Three Races. God will fight on our side. Our cause is just.” 
 
    The entire chamber shook as a meteor struck somewhere nearby. Kitekh was nearly thrown from her feet.  
 
    “In the name of God, War Chief,” Kitekh said. “Surrender before there is nothing left.” 
 
    He turned and faced her. His blue eyes glinted with malice. 
 
    “Beg me to surrender one more time, and I will gut you where you stand, Galesh,” he said. 
 
    Rorgun took Kitekh by her good arm. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said. 
 
    “No!” she shouted rounding on him. 
 
    “Kitekh, listen to me,” he said. “This is not your destiny. God did not pluck me from my despair to see you delivered to Idrib Mol on a plate. You have a higher purpose that has not yet been fulfilled.” 
 
    “How can you know that?” she asked. 
 
    “Because I am to die protecting you,” he replied. “And I’m still breathing.” 
 
    She blinked incredulously at him. He held her calmly with his yellow-eyed gaze. 
 
    “God gave me a vision, a purpose, Kitekh,” he said. “It is to give my life for yours. I live still. So this is not your destiny. 
 
    “Now come with me.” He lowered his voice, whispered in her ear. “We’ve got to get out of here before it’s too late.” 
 
    She followed him, dumbstruck. Everything he said made perfect sense, with one major exception. God had never told her about any important destiny. She’d never had a vision, never heard the voice of God speak to her. She believed, of course. She had faith. But she’d never had a prayer answered directly. 
 
    And it seemed to her that if God intended her for a major part in his plans, he might have mentioned it to her. 
 
    Regardless, she followed Rorgun. Neither the War Chief nor the Tribal Chieftain wwould listen to her. She could not save Grakur from here. 
 
    She needed to get to a ship. Up in space, she could deal with Horay Kel. Whether she surrendered to him or handed him his still-beating heart, she needed to get off Grakur. Whatever destiny Rorgun thought she had, she knew it lay along that path. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    JaQuan stared at the ruined spacecraft. A smoldering meteor sat between the cockpit and the thrusters. Fire and smoke billowed up into the sky, and debris lay all over the landing pad. The heat coming off the thing was enormous. 
 
    “Well, so much for that plan,” Alan said. 
 
    JaQuan scanned the horizon, looking for another pad with a ship on it. There was nothing. 
 
    “Damn,” he said. “I don’t know what we’re gonna do.” 
 
    “We could try making it back to the lander,” Alan suggested. 
 
    “That’s no good. It doesn’t have a hyperdrive, so we can’t get the hell out of this mess.” 
 
    “We could take it back to Cataan’s Claw.” 
 
    “That’s no good either,” JaQuan said, frustration bubbling over. “I fucked the hyperdrive when I crashed her on Korenka. And even if I could fix it, the two of us couldn’t run the ship by ourselves. It’s too big.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t stay here, JaQuan. We’ve got to get moving.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    JaQuan turned and led them back into the bunker. What the hell were they going to do? If they didn’t find a way off-world, they were surely dead. But this was the only landing pad he’d found a ship on. Everything else must be up in space fighting the Empire. There had to be a solution. There had to be! But damned if he knew what it was. 
 
    They wound their way through the catacombs of the interwoven trees. The ground shook, though he had no idea if it was from earthquakes or impacts. People screamed, and the heat of the fires sucked the air from JaQuan’s lungs and drove sharp spikes of fear into his brain. 
 
    As they approached a junction from one tree to the next, the hairs on JaQuan’s spine stood on end. Something was coming – something big. It was suddenly very hot. 
 
    “Look out!” he shouted. 
 
    He grabbed Alan’s cloak and yanked the younger man back. A second later, an enormous meteor ripped through the branches in front of them. Flames and shrapnel blasted away leaves and limbs, and the massive firebomb knocked down two adjacent trees. 
 
    After it passed, a blazing chasm yawned between them and the next series of landing pads. There was no way across. 
 
    “You saved my life,” Alan said. 
 
    “Maybe,” JaQuan said. “I don’t know where we go now.” 
 
    Alan looked out over the blazing canyon. Going forward looked as dangerous as staying put. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you can fly,” he quipped. 
 
    JaQuan was about to retort when an idea hit him. He studied the branches on the other side for a moment. One stuck out into the gulf and wasn’t burning. 
 
    “Give me a second, and I’ll tell you,” he said. 
 
    Tucking his right thumb under and twisting his wrist, JaQuan keyed the whip in his Far-Biter. It snaked out across the canyon, wrapped around the branch, and bit into the wood. JaQuan tugged on it to make sure it wouldn’t cut through. For the moment it appeared secure. He turned to Alan. 
 
    “All right, grab hold,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Alan said. “We’re too heavy. That monofilament whip will slice right through the branch with the weight of both of us.” 
 
    “You got another way across?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    Alan stared at the fires around them and across the way. He turned back to JaQuan. 
 
    “How do you know it isn’t worse over there?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t. But there are no landing pads with ships over here. There we might have a chance. Now come on, motherfucker, before the whole fucking city burns down around us.” 
 
    Alan flicked his eyes across the chasm and up at the branch JaQuan had ensnared. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, grabbing hold of JaQuan. “But I ain’t kissing you for luck like Princess Leia.” 
 
    JaQuan snorted. 
 
    “Just don’t rip my stitches,” he said. He wrapped his left arm around Alan’s waist. “Here we go.” 
 
    JaQuan leaped into the gulf. Alan was lightweight, and his body was balanced well against JaQuan’s. But he was still hard to hold onto, particularly with JaQuan’s arm in bandages. 
 
    Worse, the weight of both of them threatened to pull his right arm out of its socket. And the wounds in his side didn’t appreciate being stretched. 
 
    He groaned in pain as they swung across the canyon. The whip bit further into the wood, and JaQuan heard the branch crack as they passed the low point of their arc. 
 
    But they made it to the other side unharmed, landing on a large branch and managing not to catch fire. 
 
    “Holy shit, JaQuan! That was awesome!” Alan cried. 
 
    JaQuan wasn’t sure he agreed. His ribs were in agony. He was pretty sure he’d torn some of his stitches. On the other hand, they were still alive and on the other side of the pit. 
 
    He pulled the whip to free it, but it wouldn’t let go. He tried twice more with the same result. Shit, was he trapped here? Had he killed himself? 
 
    Don’ you go panicking, Lucky used to say. You freaking out, you can’ think. 
 
    He exhaled to calm himself. Then he looked up at the branch. It was bowing from where it had cracked. JaQuan took careful aim, then fired the disc launcher. 
 
    The orange projectile zipped through the intervening distance and struck the crack dead-on. With a snap, the branch fell free. 
 
    JaQuan reeled it in before its weight could carry him over. It landed at his feet, and he spent the better part of a minute disentangling it from the branch. 
 
    “Come on, JaQuan, we gotta go,” Alan said as he was finishing. The fire is spreading.” 
 
    As if to emphasize his point, Alan started coughing. He grabbed a corner of his cloak and put it over his mouth. 
 
    JaQuan retracted the whip. He nodded. 
 
    “Good call,” he said. 
 
    They raced deeper into the trees. All around them shouting and screaming and howling assaulted his ears. JaQuan understood none of the words; it was all in Graul. But the emotions were clear – fear, anger, outrage. 
 
    He knew these feelings well. Unbidden, memories of rioting leaped into his brain. The fury of the crowd as the police opened fire with rubber bullets and tear gas. The shock that it was happening, that the governor and the president sanctioned it. 
 
    The smoke billowing in the city reminded him of the sting of the tear gas in his eyes, in his lungs. The shouts and the confusion of the unseen voices harrowed him as he ran, uncertain if it was from the Armageddon on Grakur or the police in Ferguson. 
 
    They came to an overpassing branch. The one on which they stood angled down as it bent under. 
 
    “JaQuan, this is taking us farther down,” Alan said, panic creeping into his voice. “We need to go up to get to the landing pads.” 
 
    It was true. They needed to get onto the bridge over them. He studied it for a moment. It was too tall to climb to the top, and the branch was way too wide for him to be able to wrap the whip around. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, squatting down. “Get on my shoulders. I’ll hoist you up.” 
 
    “What? No! How are you gonna get up? I’m not strong enough to pull you up, JaQuan.” 
 
    Panic was getting a strong grip on the younger man. JaQuan forced a smile he hoped wasn’t a grimace onto his face. 
 
    “I’ll jump,” he said. 
 
    “You’ll never make it! You know it!” 
 
    “Alan, chill,” he said, keeping his voice low and calm. “I don’t have to make it. I’ve got claws on my Far-Biter. I just have to get high enough that they can dig in. I can do that.” 
 
    Alan stared at him incredulously. JaQuan could see him disbelieving. 
 
    “Trust me,” he said. 
 
    “You’re gonna die, JaQuan.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. You saved me from those space bugs back on Sigba. Now I’m saving you here.” 
 
    Alan sighed. He stepped closer. 
 
    “You better not fucking die, man,” he said. “That isn’t in the book.” 
 
    “Far be it from me to fuck with a man’s novel.” 
 
    Alan put one foot on JaQuan’s shoulder. JaQuan cupped his hands so he could put the other foot in them. 
 
    “Ready?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    “Okay, one . . . two . . . three!” 
 
    JaQuan pushed himself to his feet, his knees screaming at him as he did. He raised his hands as Alan ground his foot into JaQuan’s shoulder. Wincing with the exertion, JaQuan pushed with the last of his strength. 
 
    A moment later, the weight was gone. Alan scrabbled up onto the branch. His feet slipped twice as he fought to get on top of it. But after a moment, JaQuan saw him disappear onto the ledge. 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief. At least Alan was safe. Sort of. Now to worry about himself. 
 
    He’d been lying when he promised Alan he could make it. He’d never been much of a jumper. He was heavy to begin with and middle age was taking a toll on him. The branch itself wasn’t too high off the ground.  
 
    But it was so thick. He wasn’t sure he could get to the top, even with his claws. 
 
    He decided to give himself a running start. Building up a little speed seemed better than attempting a standing jump. 
 
    He backed up ten paces and stared at the branch. Jesus, it was thick. 
 
    You think you can’t beat that other man, ain’t no sense stepping into the ring, Lucky used to say. He already won the fight if you think that. 
 
    JaQuan blanked his mind. If he couldn’t do this, he was dead. He had no desire to die. 
 
    He bolted for the bridge. He lasered his vision in on the top of the branch, willed himself to get high. Then he leaped. 
 
    Kicking his feet to try to climb the air, he sailed towards the branch. He got his right arm up and flung his hand at the wood. The claws sank in an instant before he collided with the massive tree. 
 
    Pain exploded all through him. It felt as though the tree had attacked him, swinging its massive branch at him like a baseball bat. Air rushed from his lungs. Two of the stitches in his right side ripped free as gravity tried to pull him back down. He squeezed desperately with his clawed fingers, trying to anchor himself to the bridge. 
 
    For a moment, he hung suspended from the side of the branch. Then he brought up his left arm and tried to drag himself to the top. 
 
    But the wood was too smooth. His human hand couldn’t find any purchase on it. He tried twice and couldn’t get a grip. His legs dangled in the air, useless, unable to push him up. 
 
    “JaQuan!” Alan cried. “Oh, God, JaQuan!” 
 
    Fighting the panic rising in his mind, JaQuan tried to use his right arm to elevate himself higher. But his wounds from the Ritual Combat were too fresh. Another stitch tore loose, and pain seared his side. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t will himself to fight through it. 
 
    His claws started to slip. 
 
    Dear God. Was he going to die? Would he fall all the way to the ground, be battered to death on his way? 
 
    Stop it, he thought. Do not go internal. Get yourself out of this. 
 
    He threw his left hand up again, searching for something he could hold. His fingers slid over the bark but found nothing. 
 
    And then, a strong, clawed hand seized his wrist. A moment later, a second one grabbed his forearm. 
 
    “Hold on, my friend,” a voice said. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    Then he was dragged upward. With his chest higher, he had more leverage with the right arm. He pulled with every ounce of strength he could muster. 
 
    A moment later, Rorgun drew him onto the ledge. 
 
    JaQuan flopped onto his back and heaved in relief. It took several seconds to get his bearings. Rorgun sat next to him, smiling. Kitekh stood close by. 
 
    “What the hell are you guys doing here?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “Saving your life,” Rorgun quipped. 
 
    “Thanks,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “It was no little thing,” Rorgun said. 
 
    JaQuan chuckled. Despite the danger and despite his anger at the former first mate, it was good to hear him butcher Earth colloquialisms. 
 
    “No big thing,” JaQuan corrected. “It was no big thing.” 
 
    “It will be no thing at all if we don’t get moving,” Kitekh said. 
 
    Rorgun stood, then helped JaQuan to his feet. 
 
    “You still didn’t answer my question,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “We were on our way to the landing pads, hoping to find a ship,” Kitekh said. “We saw Alan calling down to you. 
 
    “Now come on. We can tell you the rest later.” 
 
    She moved off. JaQuan, Rorgun, and Alan followed. JaQuan’s relief was immense. Not only had he not died, Kitekh actually knew where she was going. Their slim odds of surviving this apocalypse improved. 
 
    Kitekh dashed around a corner and collided with someone coming in the opposite direction. They both went to the ground. 
 
    “Ow, fuck!” the newcomer said. 
 
    “Gwen?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “JaQuan? Jesus, I’ve been looking for you!” 
 
    He stared at her incredulously. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, the Empire is trying to nuke this planet,” she said. “We need to get the fuck out of here before one of those meteors lands too close.” 
 
    “Ranger Carter, we need a ship,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “I’ve got one,” she replied. “Follow me.” 
 
    Gwen scrambled to her feet. JaQuan couldn’t believe she’d come looking for him. After what he’d said to her? Was she for real? 
 
    She was already moving, though, and Kitekh was right behind her. Alan looked at JaQuan and shrugged. 
 
    “She’s got it bad for you, man,” he said. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” JaQuan replied. 
 
    Alan grinned and took off after the women. Rorgun followed.  
 
    JaQuan shook his head. He couldn’t imagine today getting any stranger. Then again, they hadn’t made it off-world yet. 
 
    And he still wasn’t sure they would. 
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    Gwen focused on getting back to the ship. Her emotions were too confusing to think about now. JaQuan was still alive. She’d found him. That was good. It was good, wasn’t it? 
 
    It didn’t matter. Whether she loved him or loathed him, she needed to get them the hell off Grakur. 
 
    Her heart beat wildly. She willed herself to believe the ship had not been destroyed, that there still was a way out of this nightmare she’d created. 
 
    She’d told Horay Kel how to find Cataan’s Claw. Now, he was hell-bent on obliterating the planet. If she’d kept her damned mouth shut, if she’d just jumped away instead of allowing him to capture her . . . 
 
    Stop it, Gwen! That won’t save your skin or anyone else’s. 
 
    She nearly cried with relief when they emerged from the bunker to find her shuttle still intact. She said a quick prayer of thanks as she raced across the landing pad. 
 
    “EMA,” she said, into the intercom on her wrist, “let us in.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, Gwen,” the robot said. 
 
    “EMA, don’t fuck around,” Gwen said. “Open the fucking hatch.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you I can’t,” she said. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” JaQuan’s human friend said. “2001: A Space Odyssey?” 
 
    “Why the fuck not?” Gwen demanded. 
 
    “You told me to let only you aboard,” EMA replied. “There are four other individuals with you.” 
 
    “God damn it, EMA, that’s not what I meant!” Gwen shouted. 
 
    “Then why did you say it?” 
 
    “Will you shut up and open the fucking hatch?” Gwen said. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re all going to die if we stay here!” 
 
    “You can’t know that for certain.” 
 
    “EMA!” 
 
    “Who is this woman?” Kitekh asked. 
 
    “The emergency medical robot on the ship,” Gwen said. “EMA, open the fucking hatch right now!” 
 
    Another meteor raced overhead and struck the city less than a mile away. Gwen looked up and saw the sky had turned red. Black smoke poured into the air from multiple locations. 
 
    She opened her mouth to scream at EMA again, but the ship’s ramp opened and began descending. The shockwave from the meteor’s impact reached them, and they were nearly thrown from their feet. As soon as the ramp touched the deck, Gwen urged the others to get aboard. 
 
    She held her breath as, one by one, they raced into the ship. JaQuan made sure his friend and the two Graur went ahead of him. He looked at Gwen as if he expected her to go next. 
 
    “Get up there!” she ordered. 
 
    He didn’t question her. That was a welcome surprise. He just ran up the ramp. She went after, stopping at the top to key the hatch closed. For half a second, she luxuriated in the climate-controlled interior of the shuttle. Then, she headed for the bridge. 
 
    When she got there, JaQuan was sitting in the pilot’s seat, tapping commands into the board. Kitekh sat in the command chair, with Rorgun standing next to her. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” she said. 
 
    “Powering up the engines to get us out of here,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” she said. “This is my ship. Get the hell out of there.” 
 
    “Gwen, I’m a pilot. I’ll fly the ship. You’re the deadeye sure-shot. Man the tactical station.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do,” she said. “This isn’t your ship!” 
 
    “Ranger Carter,” Rorgun said, “There are three stations on this bridge. Given the battle going on in orbit, we’ll need them all manned by the best people here. JaQuan tells me you’re the best marksman he’s ever seen. It is therefore natural that you should operate tactical instead of me.” 
 
    “Look,” she said, “I’m rescuing you people, not the other way around.” 
 
    “Gwen, for fuck’s sake,” JaQuan said. “Our lives are in danger. Let me do the part I’m really good at. You do the part you’re really good at. It’ll improve our chances of survival.” 
 
    She wanted to beat him senseless. Why had she rescued him again? 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do on my own ship again,” she said, dropping into the tactical station’s seat. 
 
    “You’ve made a wise decision, Ranger Carter,” Rorgun said. “JaQuan is the best pilot I’ve ever seen, and Kitekh is a genius tactician.” 
 
    “And what are you?” Gwen snapped. “Their publicist?” 
 
    “No,” JaQuan said. “He’s on a mission from God.” 
 
    Gwen laughed in spite of her fury. 
 
    “Like in The Blues Brothers?” she said. 
 
    “Yeah,” JaQuan said, laughing himself. 
 
    “What is The Blues Brothers,” Rorgun asked. 
 
    “A movie,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Oh,” Rorgun said. There was a pause. “What is a movie?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you if we get out of this,” JaQuan said. “Everybody, hold on. Here we go.” 
 
    He tapped keys on his board, and the shuttle lifted off. A moment later, he eased it into motion. 
 
    “Watch carefully,” Kitekh said. “We don’t want to be hit by falling meteors.” 
 
    “Right,” JaQuan said. 
 
    Gwen swallowed her irritation. The way they were taking over the shuttle she’d used to rescue them without even asking her was pissing her off. 
 
    “Ranger Carter, activate deflector screens and particle sinks,” Kitekh said. “Arm all weapons systems. We don’t know what we’ll be encountering up there.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Gwen said. 
 
    The assholes in the Space Rangers had set her up for failure by handing her a shit assignment and giving her no partner. She suddenly saw that as having been a kind of favor. She didn’t have to put up with anyone else telling her the obvious. 
 
    JaQuan pointed the shuttle’s nose at the sky and opened the throttle. G shoved Gwen back into her seat as the ship roared towards space. 
 
    “Shields and sinks activated,” Gwen reported. “Weapons armed.” 
 
    An alarm sounded on her board. 
 
    “JaQuan,” she said. “Meteor coming in at two-thirty!” 
 
    “I see it. Hang on!” 
 
    He pulled the stick to the left and tapped commands into his board to level off. The alarms screeched louder. 
 
    “No good!” she said. “It’s still on a collision course!” 
 
    JaQuan increased the thrust and pulled the stick harder left. Gwen watched carefully. They weren’t going to make it. 
 
    “Ranger Carter, fire torpedoes,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “No!” JaQuan shouted. “You’ll give me more to dodge!” 
 
    “Locking torpedoes on target,” Gwen said, ignoring him. 
 
    “Damn it, Gwen, don’t! You can’t predict where the debris will go!” 
 
    He triggered the braking flaps, then pushed the shuttle’s nose up as high as he could get it. Gwen’s hands flew off her board at the sudden change in direction. 
 
    “Damn it, JaQuan!” she shouted as she was pushed back into her seat. 
 
    With a roar, the thrusters opened fully, and the shuttle shot upwards. Gwen reached for her board, but there was too much G. She couldn’t fight forward enough to tap in the firing command. 
 
    Proximity alarms screamed as the meteor passed just underneath them. The force of its wake pushed them starboard, and JaQuan fought to regain control of the shuttle. A moment later, he righted their course. 
 
    “Jesus, JaQuan, we’re still in the atmosphere,” Gwen cried. “You can’t cut it that hard. You’ll tear us apart!” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “This thing is a little more responsive than the freighter.” 
 
    “That’s why you should have let me fly,” she muttered. 
 
    “Adjust heading four degrees starboard,” Kitekh said. “That will give us a clear shot out of the atmosphere between the detected meteors.” 
 
    JaQuan tapped the adjustment into his board. Gwen started scanning ahead for other ships. 
 
    Jesus, there were a lot of them. Her scope picked up hundreds of dogfights and numerous engagements between cruisers and capital ships. This was no ordinary battle. This was war. 
 
    Gwen suddenly felt sick. How many people were dying over this? 
 
    The shuttle cleared Grakur’s atmosphere. JaQuan started tapping in commands. 
 
    “Kitekh, I need the coordinates for the safe way out of the system,” he said. 
 
    “We’re not leaving the system,” she said. 
 
    “What!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “We need to find Horay Kel’s ship,” she said. 
 
    “Are you insane?” JaQuan said. 
 
    “Kitekh, he isn’t commanding the only battlecruiser,” Rorgun said. “Finding him in this madness will be virtually impossible.” 
 
    “And this is a shuttle, not a warship,” JaQuan added. “Attacking him would be suicide.” 
 
    “We’re not going to attack,” Kitekh said. “We’re going to surrender.” 
 
    “What!” JaQuan said again. 
 
    But Gwen was barely paying attention. Up in space, she could see the battle in all its horror. Flashes of green and orange plasma lit up the darkness like a lightning storm. Explosions lit brief fires that were quickly snuffed in the vacuum. All around her was violence and death. 
 
    The ship rolled to port, and she could see the planetary surface. It was dotted by red fires that were large enough she could see them with her naked eye. Bright lava flowed in seas that threatened to consume all the land. 
 
    Grakur was already devastated. It was on the verge of total destruction. And still the Imperial ships bombarded it. The Graur attacked the planet assaulters in waves, but Horay Kel had deployed virtually every cruiser he had to protect them. They continued to pummel the planet mercilessly. 
 
    Dear God. This was her fault. She’d wrought this destruction by chasing JaQuan here. If she’d just called in what she knew instead of trying to apprehend them herself; if she hadn’t told Horay Kel about the message she’d received . . . 
 
    But she had done those things. She had been stupid. Now, an entire planet was going to die because of her. 
 
    “Gwen!” JaQuan shouted. 
 
    She started out of her depression. Two Imperial fighters were firing on them. 
 
    “Shit,” she said. “Hang on.” 
 
    She tapped commands into her board. JaQuan jinked away from the lead ship’s beamers. Gwen targeted the second ship and fired. 
 
    Orange plasma raced towards it and found the mark, shearing off one of its wings. That had minimal effect in space, but he lost weapons in the exchange. 
 
    The lead fighter dropped in behind them. 
 
    “I’m not gonna be able to shake him,” JaQuan said. “He’s too maneuverable.” 
 
    Gwen angled as many deflector screens backward as she could. Then she targeted the smaller ship with the aft-facing beamer cannon. 
 
    The Imperial opened fire. Green plasma ricocheted off the shields. Gwen shot back. Her beam hit the enemy directly in the cockpit. The pilot was incinerated before he had time to realize he was dead. 
 
    “Nice shooting!” Rorgun said. 
 
    The second fighter attempted to come about to bring his remaining beamer to bear. Gwen managed to sneak in a shot on his undefended hull. The enemy vessel ripped in half. 
 
    “Good,” Kitekh said. “Now find me Horay Kel.” 
 
    “God damn it, Kitekh,” JaQuan said, “I did not risk my life fighting for you, just so you can surrender to that asshole. And I am sure as shit not going to let them take me. You think I have one chance in hell aboard that fucker’s ship?” 
 
    “It’s the only way to save my people!” she roared. “If I don’t turn myself in, everyone on the planet will die!” 
 
    “They’re already dead!” JaQuan screamed. “The planet is ruined.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Gwen said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’ve got to surrender,” Gwen said. “We made this mess. We can’t let innocent people die over it.” 
 
    “We didn’t do shit!” JaQuan protested. 
 
    “Kitekh, listen to me,” Rorgun said. “JaQuan is right; Grakur is lost. Your surrender will not change or prevent that. We must escape so we can organize a resistance.” 
 
    “A resistance?” Kitekh said. “My pride did this, Rorgun! My desire to avenge my father! I’m a criminal! I’m responsible for the deaths of thousands of our people. I need to surrender before it is millions.” 
 
    “No,” Rorgun said. “An unjust and illegitimate Emperor did this, Kitekh. Not you. 
 
    “The Kwin Faan were right. The Emperor’s corruption has brought about the Empire’s end. You must escape so you can tell the galaxy what happened here. You must organize the resistance to Idrib Mol’s tyranny.” 
 
    “Rorgun, you fool!” she cried. “This isn’t the time for rebellions and politics! I have a chance to save lives. I must take it!” 
 
    Rorgun punched her hard in the face. Gwen gasped and reached for her pistol. Kitekh moaned, and he hit her again. She slumped unconscious in her seat. Gwen leveled her pistol at Rorgun. 
 
    “Don’t move, asshole!” she said. 
 
    “JaQuan,” Rorgun said. “The escape coordinates are in the nav system. Just call them up and set your course. I’ll take Kitekh to the infirmary.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” Gwen said. 
 
    “Ranger Carter, please listen to me,” he replied. “I had no desire to assault or harm my captain. I pray God will forgive me. But we cannot surrender, and the window of opportunity for us to escape will not remain open long. At present, the battle is still in question. The Empire will be unable to focus on one shuttle trying to flee. 
 
    “You and JaQuan need to get us out of here. It doesn’t matter where we go as long as we get away from Grakur without being captured. I will see that Kitekh makes a full recovery from her injuries.” 
 
    Gwen stared at him in stunned silence. He unclipped Kitekh from her seat and lifted her into his arms, practically daring Gwen to shoot him. She was tempted. 
 
    But she let him take her out. He said nothing as he left. 
 
    “This shit is fucked up,” Gwen said. 
 
    “I told you he was a fucking zealot. He thinks she’s got some destiny from God to fulfill.” 
 
    Gwen keyed her intercom. 
 
    “EMA, there are two Graur headed your way. Make sure the black one doesn’t do any harm to the orange one. She’s gonna need treatment.” 
 
    “Very well,” EMA answered. 
 
    JaQuan tapped commands into his board. He sighed.  
 
    “Okay, Gwen,” he said. “I’ve got the coordinates. I’ll fly us there. You make sure those assholes don’t get us before we make it.” 
 
    He altered course and opened the throttle. Gwen wanted to vomit. She’d never run from a fight in her life. But it didn’t seem like they had any choice. 
 
    She wanted to die. She wanted God to punish her for this. How many people had she killed with her stupidity? Why should she get to survive? 
 
    But JaQuan wanted out. Maybe she could do that much good. Maybe she could at least save him. After all, trying to fry him was what caused all this. Maybe she could earn that microscopic amount of redemption. 
 
    “JaQuan, I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I should have listened to you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Back on The Outpost,” she said.  
 
    Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. Her guts churned in misery. 
 
    “This is all my fault,” she said. “You told me to calm down, to stop pointing my pistol at you, and to listen. I wouldn’t do it. I insisted on arresting you and your friends. I was so righteous. 
 
    “And then your friend stunned me and locked in that closet. I was so mad at you. I swore you were going to pay. I chased you across the God-damned galaxy to punish you for making me look like an idiot. 
 
    “But I was an idiot. I was so hurt by you leaving me, I didn’t want to listen to anything you had to say, even though you were right.” 
 
    “Gwen—” 
 
    “And now all these people are dying. A whole planet is getting destroyed. If I’d listened to you at The Outpost, Horay Kel would never have learned where to find you. This wouldn’t be happening.” 
 
    “Gwen, listen, you and I have done a lot of stupid shit to each other. I’m just as damned guilty as you. But neither you nor I is responsible for all this. Idrib Mol and Horay Kel are the authors of this shit. We’re just caught up in it.” 
 
    She gave him a smile. He was wrong. He never had understood duty and responsibility. Not the way she’d been taught. But it was nice of him to try to absolve her. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get the fuck out of here while we still can. We can sort out how to fix it all – including us – when we’re safe.” 
 
    Gwen shook her head. He didn’t get it. But there was no sense arguing about it now. 
 
    She studied her scope. Any of Horay Kel’s ships that got in their way were going to pay. Big time.  
 
    “Okay,” she said, “take vector four-one-four.” 
 
    He tapped commands into his board and pulled the stick to the right. The shuttle adjusted course and roared away from Grakur. 
 
    Gwen kept a close eye on the other ships. Everyone was engaged in a fight. No one seemed to notice them as they whizzed by. So long as they didn’t get too close or shoot at anyone, they were not challenged. 
 
    “Jump coordinates computed,” he said. “I’m not taking us far. Only about twenty light years. We can figure out what to do once we get there.” 
 
    Gwen nodded, although he wasn’t looking at her. Still no one approached them. There were no large capital ships in their path. 
 
    “This is too easy,” she said. “They should be blockading the approach. There’s only two ways out of the system. Why wouldn’t they block them off?” 
 
    “Take a look at what they’re doing,” JaQuan said. “The Empire is bombarding the planet with mass drivers. The Graur are attacking the planetary assaulters, trying to stop that. Everyone is engaged in the battle. It hasn’t occurred to Horay Kel he needs to keep people from escaping. He figures the Graur will fight to the death.” 
 
    “Dumbass,” Gwen said. 
 
    “True,” JaQuan replied. “But so far, he’s right.” 
 
    He keyed his intercom. 
 
    “Everyone strap yourselves in,” he said. “We’re about to jump into hyperspace.” 
 
    He opened the throttle, and Gwen watched as the speed climbed to the hyperspace minimum of .3C. 
 
    “Thanks,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Coming back for me,” he answered. “I wouldn’t have blamed you if you’d left me to die after the things I said to you.” 
 
    Gwen sighed. Maybe there was hope for him yet. 
 
    She still didn’t see that it mattered, though. She’d set off a civil war that was going to destroy civilization. There was no forgiving that. 
 
    “Okay, here we go. Jump in three . . . two . . . one . . .” 
 
    The jump point opened in front of them. JaQuan keyed his board, and the Graur shuttle was flung into hyperspace towards an unknown destination and an uncertain future. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
   S o that’s my story. I obsessed over an ex-boyfriend and ended up murdering millions of people.  
 
    Not that I didn’t have help. Idrib Mol wanted to be Emperor. His ego was fed with the blood of the people he thought he would rule. 
 
    Now JaQuan and I are hauling ass to who knows where. We escaped the destruction of Grakur. He avoided being captured by Horay Kel. I survived Kel’s attempt to kill me. 
 
    But where do we go now? What the fuck are we supposed to do with ourselves? 
 
    And how am I supposed to live with what I’ve done? 
 
    Maybe JaQuan knows. I hope so. At this point, he’s all I’ve got left. 
 
    I don’t know if anyone will ever read this. But whether they do or don’t, at least there’s a record. Someone has a chance to know what caused the Empire’s end. 
 
    It was me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The end of Empire’s End Season 1. 
 
      
 
    Watch for Empire’s End Season 2 in 2020. 
 
      
 
    Empire’s End: The Complete First Season, with bonus materials will be available late summer 2018! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Well, here we are at the end. Was it worth it? Did you like it? Man, I hope so. 
 
    Empire’s End was a kick to write. I’ve imagined my own sprawling space epic for some time, and I finally got it out there. In a lot of ways, it’s a pretty typical space opera, with a sinister bad guy and heroes overcoming extraordinary odds. It doesn’t end happily, but neither did The Empire Strikes Back. 
 
    I hope you dug the characters. That’s a place where I really tried to do something a little different. JaQuan is nothing like me (well, except maybe that he’s well-read). And if Gwen is a little like Princess Leia, I like to think her dynamic with JaQuan is unlike the usual sci-fi romance. 
 
    Of course, there are people who hated it. There are reviewers who don’t appreciate JaQuan’s perspective. Some readers don’t like the idea of a black man not trusting white folks and still being the heroic protagonist. One said JaQuan’s feelings had nothing to do with the story. I feel they kinda missed the point, but it’s whatever. People are free to think and feel what they want. 
 
    As for me, I was trying to do a fresh take on the genre. My guess is: If you got this far, you probably liked it. 
 
    If so, I sure would appreciate you showing the series a little review love. Reviews are critical to success on Amazon, and I could use some help drowning out the haters. 
 
    So what’s next? I’m gonna collect Season 1 into a boxed set. In addition to all thirteen episodes, it’ll have some background material, design notes, and some other fun things. I plan to have it out late summer – hopefully August. So keep your eyes peeled for that. Like Empire’s End’s Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/empiresendserial/, for updates. I’ll get the word out there for sure. 
 
    And I’d like there to be a second season. After all, this season was about the events that cause the Empire to fall. You can bet Idrib Mol bombarding one of the founding planets and cultures of the Empire is going to light a fire that will burn out of control. Where do JaQuan, Gwen, Kitekh, Alan, and Rorgun figure in all that? What happened to the rest of the crew that didn’t escape with them? And will Idrib order the extinction of humanity? 
 
    There’s a lot of story left to tell, and I’m on it. Drop me a line at jpraymondauthor@gmail.com and tell me what you’d like to see. I’m still in the planning stages. 
 
    Thanks for taking this amazing journey with me. I hope to see you in the future. The fight has just begun. 
 
      
 
    Peace, 
 
    JP 
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    About the Author 
 
      
 
    JP Raymond was totally blown away by Star Wars in 1977. He spent the rest of his youth in love with Princess Leia, obsessed with all things science fiction, and railing against the identity of a certain Jedi Knight’s father. 
 
    He eventually went to college, where he studied literature and got all sorts of ideas about writing about the human condition and penning the Great American Novel into his head.  
 
    These days, he’s finally managed to author his own space opera saga. Empire’s End is his first foray into traditional science fiction, and he’s having a blast with it. He credits George Lucas for lighting the fire that got him here, but he refuses to accept Darth Vader as Luke’s father. 
 
    Send JP a subspace communication at jpraymondauthor@gmail.com and tell him what you think of Empire’s End. He’ll reply. 
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