
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   H ave you ever wondered what the Resurrection must have been like? Jesus was dead for three days. Gone. Oblivion. No Heaven. No Hell. Just lying dead in a tomb. 
 
    Then he’s alive again. What goes through his head? Does he remember dying? He must have remembered the agony of crucifixion, surely one of the most horrific methods of execution in history. And that didn’t even kill him. They wanted to bury him before sundown to make the Sabbath, so a “sympathetic” soldier stabbed him in the side to make him bleed out. 
 
    If all that is the last thing you remember, and you suddenly wake up in a dark tomb, what is your reaction? What do you think about? 
 
    And there’s the whole moment of doubt in Gethsemene. He prays to God, begging him not to have to go through with being crucified. He gets no answer. So at some point after the Resurrection, he has to think, “Holy shit! It was all true!” All the doubt is blown out of his mind. He knows he is the Son of God. 
 
    What is that like? How do you handle being dead and then alive again? How do you process having proof that you are indeed the savior of humanity, just like the prophets said? 
 
    I think about this shit as I’m watching people die. They’re all praying that what they’ve been taught since birth is true – that there is an afterlife, and they will be rewarded for having been good. As they die senselessly due to my stupidity, I wonder, “Do they get a resurrection? Do they learn if their faith was justified? Or do they just cease to be, like Jesus from sundown on Good Friday to sunrise on Easter Sunday?” 
 
    And I don’t know which would be worse – getting an afterlife and discovering you died because one human made the worst mistake in history, or being blown into oblivion and never learning why. 
 
    I’d be happy to die if I could unmake all this horror. I wouldn’t even need a resurrection. I’d be fine without it. 
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    Episode 10:
Resurrection 
 
      
 
    Gwen groaned. Her head roared. She couldn’t remember it ever hurting like this. Severe pain also throttled her right shoulder. She tried to move her arm. It tingled and throbbed. Something was definitely wrong with it. 
 
    What was going on? She’d thought she was dead. There’d been total blackness and then some sort of bright light in the distance. Isn’t that what was supposed to happen when you died? 
 
    She hadn’t gone into the light, though. She’d gone to church with Mama. Everyone had been singing. Pastor Jeffries had been preaching about . . . about what? Guilt? Sin? 
 
    Something was her fault. Something was her responsibility, and she’d blown it. And now everyone was going to die. 
 
    So she must have gone to Hell. She’d been a Bad Girl and been condemned. 
 
    “Oxygen level critical,” the computer said. “Twelve percent and falling.” 
 
    Oxygen level? Did you need oxygen in Hell? 
 
    She blinked and tried to see what was happening. Everything was fuzzy. Spots danced in in front of her eyes, as out of focus as the rest of what she saw. Where was she? 
 
    Desperately, she tried to recall something, anything, besides the strange vision at her church. If she wasn’t in Hell, was she actually still at the church? No, that was back on Earth, and she was . . . 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    Suddenly, everything slammed into her memory. That asshole Elohiman, Horay Kel, had jettisoned her and then pummeled her ship with particle cannon! 
 
    What had the computer said about oxygen levels? They were at twelve percent. 
 
    Adrenaline surged through her. She might still be alive, but she wouldn’t stay that way for long if she didn’t do something soon. 
 
    She closed her eyes to summon her willpower. Then she opened them and forced them to focus. Agony ripped through her mind with the effort. Her brain was not interested in doing any work. 
 
    “Tough shit,” she said aloud. 
 
    She looked at her control board. It was smashed. The screen was dead, and from the shape of the console, it would never be operable again. Her pilot’s seat was equally damaged. It was misshapen with her in it, and her blood floated in small blobs nearby. 
 
    Her eyes darted around the bridge of her small scout ship. Not much appeared to be working. The particle cannon had completely crippled her vessel. 
 
    She gathered from the warning the computer had given her that the ship was a lost cause. She needed some way off it, or it would become her coffin. 
 
    “Oxygen level critical,” the computer said, as if it had been cued. “Eleven percent and falling.” 
 
    Shit. If the oxygen levels were dropping that quickly, she had at least one hull breach or the life support system was completely offline. Or both. Shit. 
 
    Okay, first things first. She could neither make repairs nor abandon ship if she was dead. She needed to secure her survival. She unclipped her restraints and floated out of her seat. 
 
    Great. The artificial gravity system had been damaged or destroyed too. That would make things more interesting. 
 
    Gwen attempted to push off the chair with her right arm but screamed as soon as she moved it. It felt as though someone had driven a giant knife into her scapula. When she looked to her right, she immediately understood why. Her shoulder was dislocated. 
 
    “Fuck!” she said. 
 
    Not only did it hurt, that was going to make everything more difficult. She wasn’t sure she could pop it back into place herself, and getting into an EVA suit would be hell. 
 
    “Oh, my God, JaQuan,” she moaned, “if I ever see you again, I will fuck you up so bad.” 
 
    Using her foot, she pushed off from the chair and glided across the bridge towards the emergency closet. She put out a hand to stop herself and winced. Even using her left hand was uncomfortable. 
 
    Praying the keypad still worked, she typed in the code to open the locker. That much of the ship was still functional. The door slid aside. 
 
    As quickly as she could manage, Gwen slid her feet and legs into the pressure suit inside. She unclipped her beamer pistol from her hip and let it float in front of her. She got her left arm into the suit with little trouble. Then, gritting her teeth, she shoved her dislocated arm into its sleeve. 
 
    She screamed again, sure someone was ripping her arm off. Yanking the fabric over the damaged shoulder before she could lose her nerve, she zipped up the garment. 
 
    “Oxygen level critical,” the computer warned. “Ten percent and falling.” 
 
    “I know!” Gwen shouted. 
 
    She immediately regretted that. The air was already thin. Overexerting herself made her head spin. Spots flickered in her vision again. She really just wanted to sleep. 
 
    Stop it, Gwen, she thought. You can rest after you’ve gotten out of this shit. 
 
    She reached for the helmet and put it on. But getting it to rest in the right place so she could seal up the suit was difficult. She usually needed both hands to adjust it. Her right shoulder hurt too much to even consider that. 
 
    So she fumbled with it, using her left hand only. She thought she was going to asphyxiate, when she finally heard the damned thing click into place. She touched the controls, sealing the suit fast. Then she powered up the oxygen tank. 
 
    With a hiss, clean, beautiful air rushed into the helmet. The sudden presence of enough O2 made her giddy, high. She had to suppress a giggle and take several deep breaths before she could finally focus enough to think about what to do next. 
 
    With the board on her console smashed beyond repair, she would have to go elsewhere to figure out what her situation was. Some of the electronics were still operational. The computer continued to tell her the life support system was failing, so it was conceivable she might be able to run a diagnostic or at least scan the surrounding space to see if she had any hope of survival. 
 
    Gwen grabbed the utility kit in the emergency locker. It consisted of a small set of tools and a tether – basically a few things she would need to make repairs should her bridge be compromised. She was pretty sure the designer hadn’t imagined this level of damage. But she clipped them on and then grabbed the beamer. She was unlikely to encounter anyone she would need to shoot, but she might need its heat to cut through twisted metal. Besides, she didn’t like the idea of being unarmed after someone had tried to kill her. 
 
    She really wanted to stop at sickbay and get treatment for her injuries, but she doubted the med machines were functioning, and with the oxygen rapidly leaving the ship, she wouldn’t be able to unseal her spacesuit anyway. 
 
    The scout ship didn’t have an auxiliary bridge. Her best bet was the engine room. 
 
    With a sigh and a grimace from the pain in her shoulder, Gwen kicked off towards the rear of the ship. The hatch to the bridge was open. She hadn’t had time to shut it – or do much of anything else – before that asshole captain had opened fire on her. 
 
    Perhaps that was a blessing. If it had been shut, she might not have been able to cycle it open. Then she’d have been trapped in here, waiting to die. 
 
    Not that that wasn’t still a strong possibility. 
 
    She put that thought out of her mind. If she was dead, she would find out soon enough. Worrying about it would only cause panic and use up her oxygen faster. 
 
    Gliding down the passage, she quickly came to the engine room. The hatch was sealed, and a red warning light blinked insistently above it. 
 
    “Shit,” she said. 
 
    Forget gravity and life support, there was no pressure behind that hatch. The Imperial battlecruiser had likely targeted her engines with its particle cannon. That would have been pretty standard. The hull breach was surely in the engine room. Hell, for all she knew, the engine wasn’t even there anymore. 
 
    “Oxygen level critical,” the computer intoned. “Eight percent and falling. All life support systems failing.” 
 
    Damn it. Her life was in no immediate danger, since she was in an EVA suit. But she needed a real solution soon. For that, she needed to find out what was happening beyond the fact that the life support was effectively gone. 
 
    Okay, think, Gwen. Where else can you go? 
 
    There was an interface in her quarters. If they weren’t compromised and the thing was still functional, she might be able to get a picture there. 
 
    Kicking off again, she floated through the passage until she reached the door to the tiny sleeping quarters. The hatch was shut, but there were no warning lights. The room was at least accessible. She keyed the door open and saw the few things she kept out bobbing aimlessly in the air. Navigating over to the computer console, she tapped the key to power it up. 
 
    At first, all it showed was static. But then the screen came up. 
 
    “Thank God,” she said. 
 
    Rapidly, she tapped in commands to get a report on the ship’s status. The results were ugly. 
 
    Every important system on the ship was dead or failing. The computer still worked but it was virtually useless. All it could really do was tell her how fucked she was. It reported several hull breaches, including a massive hole in the main engine compartment. The hyperdrive was completely gone, and the stardrive was destroyed. She was dead in space, and the damage was beyond repair. 
 
    “Fuck me,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.  
 
    Horay Kel had killed her, even if she was still breathing. 
 
    On a whim, she called up the ship’s scanners. Only two remained operational. She would be able to get only a partial picture of her surroundings. But maybe it would show her something that would enable her to survive. 
 
    She scanned what the ship could see of her surroundings. Cecilak loomed large almost directly in front of her. She didn’t recall being that close to the planet before the shooting started. The momentum generated by the particle beams’ impact must have driven her towards it. 
 
    Shit, that was a whole other problem. If she was heading towards the gas giant, it would eventually suck her into its gravity well. If that happened before her oxygen supply ran out, she would burn up on entry before she could suffocate. 
 
    Her heart pounded as she searched the rest of the scanners’ range, desperate for some way out of the deathtrap Horay Kel had made for her. 
 
    To her surprise, a large object – one nearly as big as her ship – floated nearby. 
 
    Praying it was some sort of miracle, she focused the scanners on it, hoping the computer had enough juice to analyze it. The result astounded her. She read it but didn’t believe it: 
 
      
 
    Slashpaw-class shuttle 
 
      
 
    Holy shit. Was it manned? 
 
    She scanned again. The computer read no lifeforms aboard. What the hell was it doing out here? 
 
    Memories suddenly flooded her consciousness. A shuttle craft had been docked with Cataan’s Claw when Gwen had first arrived. When the Imperial battlecruiser fired its thrusters to push the outlaw freighter away, Cataan’s Claw had tumbled wildly . . . and the shuttle was torn away! 
 
    By some chance – the miracle, perhaps, that Gwen had prayed for – the shuttle had drifted near the wreckage of Gwen’s scout. If it was still operational, she could abandon her own ship for the shuttle. 
 
    But while it was close, there remained considerable distance between the two vessels. Gwen couldn’t just hop from one to the other. She would have to go EVA, and she would have to fling herself into the void, hoping not to miss or be drawn down by Cecilak’s gravity. 
 
    Her heart raced wildly at the mere thought of the maneuver. She hated EVA to begin with. And the idea of drifting through the vast emptiness of space towards a planet that would happily suck her down to her doom fired every nightmare her agoraphobia could generate. 
 
    But if she didn’t do it, she was dead. She might die anyway if she fucked up getting from one ship to the other. But at least she would have tried to survive. 
 
    Gwen turned to leave her quarters, bumped her shoulder on the rack, and screamed as pain sliced through her. She had to spend several seconds just breathing to get herself under control. Assuming she actually made it the shuttle, the first order of business would be popping her shoulder back in. 
 
    Gingerly, she pushed away from the wall. She was about to kick off again, when she spied the tiny snow globe her mother had given her years ago. It was small enough to fit in Gwen’s hand. Inside was a plastic mockup of Memphis. In Gwen’s entire life, she’d never seen it snow in Memphis. She’d always thought a snow globe of a Southern city was stupid. But her mother had given it to her when she first joined the Marines. On the bottom of its base, an inscription read, “Be safe. Love, Mama.” 
 
    She grabbed it and zipped it into a pocket on her space suit. If she was leaving everything else she had ever owned behind in a desperate attempt to live, she could at least bring the one memento she had left of her family. Especially since Mama was buried in a Tennessee grave Gwen would never see again. 
 
    Before fear and regret could overwhelm her, she kicked off again, leaving her quarters. Across the hall was the sickbay, and Gwen keyed herself into the hatch. 
 
    “Warning,” the computer said. “Oxygen level at five percent. Life support systems have failed.” 
 
    “No shit,” Gwen said. 
 
    She should have thought to turn the damned thing off. Not that it mattered. She had one chance to survive. If she blew it she was just as dead as if she stayed until all the air was gone. 
 
    She pulled a medical case from a cabinet and stocked it with painkillers, bandages, and antiseptics. She had no idea what sort of supplies might be aboard the shuttle, and she didn’t want to risk having to cope with this agony unassisted. She could feel blood oozing out of a wound in her head. She hadn’t had time to treat that either. 
 
    Shutting the case and clipping it to her belt, she turned and left the sickbay en route to the airlock. This would be the tricky part. Going outside was no problem, but navigating to the shuttle was fraught with opportunities for lethal mistakes. 
 
    Gwen opened the locker that contained EVA equipment. In addition to the usual suit and helmet, there was a rocket pack. She feared she could launch herself away from her wrecked scout ship on the wrong trajectory and miss the shuttle, falling to an agonizing death into Cecilak’s atmosphere. She wanted a little insurance that she would be able to change direction. She also wanted extra propulsion so she would get there with plenty of air left. 
 
    Unfortunately, her air tank was currently on her back. It wasn’t a major problem in and of itself. It could be switched to the front – the suit accommodated that. 
 
    But the suit had been designed to do this before sealing. The manufacturer had envisioned putting everything on before needing the vital air supply. She would have to turn off the air, remove the tank, switch it to the front, and then turn it back on. 
 
    “I mean it, JaQuan,” she said. “If I survive this shit, you better hope the fuck I never find you. I cannot believe the bullshit you have put me through.” 
 
    Gwen took three deep breaths to steady her nerves and build up courage. Then she turned off her air supply. 
 
    She reached for the tank and was immediately savaged by her dislocated shoulder. She screamed. She bit her lip to get it under control. With the oxygen supply shut off, she had maybe a minute at the most of leftover air. She couldn’t waste it. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, she put her right hand under the tank to steady it. With the position her shoulder was in, she actually had a little better reach towards the back. Then she wrestled the tank off its clip on the left side. 
 
    Already the air in her helmet was growing stale. Sweat beaded on her brow and stung the cut on the side of her head. 
 
    Telling herself to focus, Gwen brought her left arm around and over her right shoulder. She couldn’t quite reach the clip. She strained to get closer, but in the zero-G, she just twirled lazily in the air. 
 
    “Damn it!” she cursed. 
 
    She exhaled slowly, trying to calm the beating of her heart. Squeezing her eyes tight shut, she pushed her right shoulder forward. 
 
    Agony surged through her. Unable to stop herself, she wailed at the pain. But she forced herself to continue until her fingers reached the clip. She unsnapped it and then released the pressure on her shoulder. The air tank floated off her back.  
 
    Spots danced in her vision. The prickly sensation of asphyxiation popped across her face and ears. 
 
    Gwen spun and snatched the tank from the air, pulling it to her chest. With another searing heave of her dislocated shoulder, she brought her right hand around to hold the cylinder in place. 
 
    She wanted to sleep. It would all be so much easier if she could just put her head down and rest for awhile. 
 
    No. She wasn’t going to die like this. That fucking Elohim captain didn’t get to win. 
 
    Her left hand fumbled with the clips. She couldn’t get the leads to line up correctly. 
 
    All the color drained from her vision. Her sight grew dim. Her lungs cried for oxygen. 
 
    With an audible click, the first lead anchored in. With one in place, the other was easier to line up. A second snap, and she had the tank attached to the suit. 
 
    She keyed on the air supply and wept as fresh, clean oxygen rushed into her helmet. Not dead yet. Not dead yet, motherfucker. 
 
    Of course, she’d only won half the battle. She still had to get the damned rocket pack on. That wasn’t going to be easy. It had straps and a harness. She would have to get it on over her damaged arm. 
 
    Fortunately, the zero-G worked in her favor. She at least wouldn’t have to heft it. 
 
    “Okay, come on, Gwen,” she said. “Let’s do this before your ride floats away.” 
 
    “Danger,” the computer said. “Oxygen levels at zero. Life support no longer operative. Personal breathing devices required.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Gwen said. “That’s real helpful.” 
 
    She stared at the rocket pack. It floated in front of her, promising punishment. Gwen sighed. Briefly, she wondered if it wouldn’t be better to just give up and suffocate. 
 
    Fuck that shit. She wasn’t giving those bastards the satisfaction. 
 
    She pulled the pack to her and carefully slipped her right arm into the strap. She took another deep breath and then pulled it on over her shoulder. 
 
    The pain wasn’t as bad as she had anticipated. With only one arm in, the harness didn’t strain against her. 
 
    But now she had to get the other arm in. Summoning the last of her courage, she grabbed the free strap and hoisted it over her shoulder. 
 
    This time the pain was everything she’d expected. The right strap pulled on her shoulder driving spears of fire into Gwen’s mind. She could not help but wail loudly as tears flooded her eyes.  
 
    Still she persisted. At last, the left strap rested on her shoulder. She let go. 
 
    The pain only lessened; it did not subside. Her whole right side seemed to throb. Ghosts of the previous agony warred with the soreness she felt in the present to dominate her thoughts. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she wept. “Oh, God, I can’t do this. I can’t do this.” 
 
    Fuck you, Gwen! she thought. Stop being such a wuss. You’ve got the damned thing on. Buckle yourself in, and let’s get the fuck out of here. Move it, Marine! 
 
    Her self-admonition steadied her. Cogent thoughts re-entered her mind. 
 
    She clipped first the belt together and then the chest harness. It was tight, and her shoulder complained loudly. Fighting back tears, she loosened the strap until it was comfortable. 
 
    All right. Time to hit the road. She looked herself over as best she could, making sure everything she had with her was secured. Then she closed the airlock behind her. With one more deep breath, she keyed the depressurization sequence. 
 
    It took fifteen seconds, during which Gwen’s heartrate steadily increased. Dear God, she hated EVA. 
 
    At last, the pressure sensor chimed, indicating it was safe to open the outer door. Gwen bit her lip and cycled the hatch open. 
 
    She moved through before she could think better of it. Despite having an actual means of propulsion strapped to her, if she didn’t go quickly, her courage would fail completely. 
 
    Outside, the ship looked terrible. A gaping cavity in the hull where the engine compartment should have been grinned at her like some metal predator, as if death itself was having a joke at her expense. The frame of the whole vessel was bent at a noticeable angle, as though a giant had smashed her tiny scout with a massive club. 
 
    Gwen supposed the truth wasn’t far different. A particle cannon fired tiny filaments, accelerating them to almost the speed of light, causing them to gain near-infinite mass. They were devastating weapons, and coming from a ship of vastly superior size, they were guaranteed to crush their target like an empty aluminum can. 
 
    One thing was certain, her ship was good for nothing but scrap now. 
 
    She looked up, searching for the vagabond shuttle. As soon as she did, she wanted to vomit. Cecilak loomed massive before her, a sea of orange doom that threatened to swallow her whole. Her hands shook. How was she supposed to do this? 
 
    Stay with me, Gwen, she thought. No sense coming out here if you were gonna give up. 
 
    Forcing herself to breathe evenly, she scanned the stars for her lifeboat. She found it after a moment. It floated above her at two o’clock. She studied it for several seconds. Her worst fears were confirmed. 
 
    It was drifting away from her. 
 
    “Fuck,” she said. 
 
    There was no more time to waste. If she was going to overtake it, she would have to fire the rocket pack long enough to build up speed. She had no idea how much fuel that would take or if she had enough oxygen to make it. But the time for fucking around was over. 
 
    She gripped the controls tightly as her heart thudded in her chest. She took five deep breaths. 
 
    Then she kicked off from her broken scout ship and fired the rocket pack, catapulting herself into space. 
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    Emello smiled beatifically as Glorian Par gaveled the meeting of the Council of Nine to order. None of the other five members of the Council looked happy; she suspected each was expecting another long day of contentious debate. Perhaps it would be. But Emello trusted that God would bring things to a conclusion by this evening. 
 
    “All right,” Par said, “where were we?” 
 
    “Impugning the reputation of General Kraal,” Nakuur groused. 
 
    “I do not believe finding fault with a candidate constitutes ‘impugning their reputation,’ Renakh,” Aaks said. 
 
    His accompanying eye-roll was almost impossible to detect. Dark brown eyes set against an equally brown coat, with only a tiny spot of white between his horns made it hard to knpow where his gaze fell exactly. 
 
    “It is if the criticism is baseless,” Nakuur said, a dangerous tone in her voice. 
 
    Her golden fur bristled. Her green eyes flashed danger. Her entire mien dared Aaks to continue. 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Par said, putting up a hand as if he could physically ward off this argument, “Grischta Kraal does not carry enough support among the rest of the Council to warrant further discussion of him as a candidate.” 
 
    Nakuur threw up her hands in irritation and sat back in her chair. 
 
    “Does anyone have another suggestion, or shall we resume discussion on previously nominated individuals?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Nakuur said. “We’ll close discussion on the Graur candidate but continue to talk about others no one can agree on.” 
 
    “Please don’t make this about race, Renakh,” Staaf said, exhaustion in her tone. 
 
    “It is about race!” Nakuur shouted. “Pretending that it isn’t is insulting!” 
 
    “If I may,” Cul said, raising her hand. “I have an alternative proposal.” 
 
    “Alternative to what?” Staaf said. 
 
    “To rehashing other candidates we can agree on no more than General Kraal,” she said. “While I do not agree with Renakh that our objections to the general are racial in nature, she is correct that there is no point in continuing to discuss the others we have no hope of agreeing on either.” 
 
    She let her gaze travel fully around the table, as if she could cow everyone with her large, black Elohim eyes. 
 
    “Very well, Hidea,” Par said after several seconds. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “All right, hear me out,” she said. “Both my suggestion and my reasoning are unorthodox.” 
 
    Emello continued to smile. God’s hand was fully at work now. She knew what Hidea Cul would say. She just couldn’t predict fully what the reaction would be. She wanted to be as encouraging as possible without overplaying. 
 
    “While none of us believes Keeper Miic has any authority on this Council, she made an intriguing point yesterday,” Cul continued. “We find ourselves in an extraordinary and historic moment. God’s guidance is more necessary now than perhaps at any other time in the history of the Empire. Therefore, our Emperor needs to be someone whose faith is clearly known and whose dedication to God’s law is unquestioned. 
 
    “On the surface, that would seem to argue, much like the Senate did, in favor of a Keeper of the Faith as our new Emperor. However, I am sure we all agree that the Emperor needs more than strong faith. He must also be grounded in Imperial Law and civic discourse. He must come from a layman’s vocation.” 
 
    Emello studied her fellow Mandra. Staaf sat placidly listening, the rust-red coat of her face betraying no emotion or hinting at any impression. Aaks knitted his brows, clearly uncertain where Cul was going with any of this. 
 
    “Additionally, Renakh is correct that we must have someone who firmly stands behind law and order,” Cul went on. “This strange moment in time has led to the emergence of chaos in our formerly orderly society. So someone from a military or law background makes a lot of sense too. 
 
    “Once again, though, this may rely too heavily on an individual with a policeman’s mindset. An overemphasis on criminal investigation can lead to a police state.” 
 
    Nakuur waved the objection away as if it were the logic of a child. Cul continued, undeterred. 
 
    “I submit that we need someone who can bridge these various concerns,” she said. “A person who is strong in the Faith, invested in law and order, but with enough vision to know how to interpret a situation on the fly to arrive at a just, not merely a legal, solution. 
 
    “Such an individual exists in the person of Idrib Mol.” 
 
    “What?” Nakuur roared. “He’s the one who is responsible for an illegitimate appointee sitting on this Council! Had he had his way, we’d have had four such imposters occupying the other seats instead of only this one!” 
 
    She waved her hand disapprovingly at Emello, who continued to smile. She offered no objection or comment on Nakuur’s criticism. God had told her what to do, and she had done it. Now, she just had to wait for him to work his will. 
 
    “First of all,” Cul said, “Senator Mol voted in favor of the amendment. He did not insist on polluting this body with too many outsiders.” 
 
    “He also voted to confirm Keeper Miic,” Aaks said. 
 
    Contempt ran from his tongue like water over a fall. She drilled Emello with a withering look. 
 
    “Yes, but I do not see that as problematic,” Cul said. “He had no hand in appointing her. He accepted the Faith’s decision. 
 
    “Secondly, his initial proposal for the Senate to appoint temporary Councilors and his acceptance of a compromise to limit the impact of such an outrageous maneuver shows both courage and wisdom. My friends, we were at a total impasse. Without a quorum, we could never appoint an Emperor. As a result of Senator Mol’s outlandish proposal, we now have enough to proceed, and we outnumber Keeper Miic five to one. It is virtually impossible for her to impact the results of our deliberations.” 
 
    Emello shrugged as everyone looked to her. She couldn’t refute Hidea Cul for fear of undermining the Elohiman’s arguments. But Emello didn’t want to lie either. That would be sinful, even if done in the name of God. 
 
    “Idrib Mol is a hardline religious conservative,” Nakuur said. “He has repeatedly moved for restrictive legislation that adopts a stringent and unreasonable reading of scripture. You cannot seriously suggest that he would be a good Emperor. He’d turn the Empire into a punitive theocracy.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Cul said. “First of all, the Emperor doesn’t make law; the Senate does. The Emperor ratifies or vetoes legislation the Senate passes. So it wouldn’t be possible for him to turn the Empire into any sort of theocracy that it already isn’t. 
 
    “Secondly, the throne changes those who sit in it. Ruling God’s people brings wisdom and judgment a person didn’t previously have.” 
 
    “The Kwin Faan would disagree with that sentiment in regard to Emperor Acquineen,” Staaf said. 
 
    “The Kwin Faan was an illegal rebellion that was rightly suppressed,” Par said. 
 
    “Additionally, we need only to look at human beings to see evidence of Acquineen’s judgment,” Cul said. “He could have ruled immediately – either for or against humanity. Instead he chose to let them prove themselves. There was no clear consensus from the Faith, so he reserved making a decision for a later time.” 
 
    “You’ll get a lot of arguments against that being wise,” Staaf said. 
 
    “But it was not rash,” Cul countered. “That in itself shows wisdom.” 
 
    “Or cowardice,” Nakuur said. 
 
    Cul glared at her. Nakuur hardly noticed. She was looking at the table, disgust written all over her face. 
 
    “I don’t know, Hidea,” Aaks said. “Idrib Mol is openly anti-human. The kidnapping of his daughter by the human terrorist group can’t have helped. The question of humanity’s status is still open. If he becomes Emperor, I worry he will allow his personal biases to direct his decision on the Fourth Race.” 
 
    Emello cleared her throat. She didn’t want to speak, knew she wasn’t supposed to. But this was the one objection that could derail Idrib’s candidacy. And she hadn’t prepped anyone to overcome it. 
 
    “If I may, Councilors?” she said. 
 
    “What is it, Keeper?” Par said. 
 
    “Idrib Mol is a former Keeper of the Faith,” Emello said. “He left the Kwin Flaal because he thought he could better serve both God and the Empire in the Senate. Though he left his robes with us, his training went with him. 
 
    “Keepers of the Faith are taught to listen to God first and above all others. Senator Mol’s track record definitely shows evidence of his commitment to those ideals. He walks the path of God and listens to the Almighty’s instructions. I am confident that, should God tell him humanity is the Fourth Race, he will not close his ears and his heart to those words. Whatever his feelings about human beings or the plight of his daughter, he will do what God wills. You can therefore be assured that, should he rule against humanity, it was God who dictated the decision.” 
 
    Emello fell silent. For several moments no one spoke. They all thought about what she had said. 
 
    “I agree,” Par said, breaking the quiet. 
 
    “What?” Nakuur roared. “Are you mad, Glorian?” 
 
    “I am not,” Par said. “I find Idrib Mol distasteful personally, but Hidea’s arguments are sound, and though she has no business being here, our Keeper of the Faith is right about the precepts of the Kwin Flaal. I believe Senator Mol is worth at least considering.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t!” Nakuur shouted. “He is an extremist. That is the last thing we need in an Emperor, especially in these tumultuous times.” 
 
    “Weren’t you arguing for an extremist in the person of General Kraal?” Aaks said. “You insisted we needed an authoritarian lawman to return order to the Empire.” 
 
    “But not like this!” Nakuur cried. 
 
    “Not like what?” Staaf asked, her red face remaining completely placid. “Not religious? Or someone who isn’t Graur?” 
 
    Nakuur’s mouth fell open at the implication. Her eyes grew wide, and she spent several seconds trying to retort but could find no words. 
 
    “Now who is trying to make it racial?” she finally got out. “I complain the Graur candidate is being treated unfairly, and you counter by saying I will only accept a Graur? I’ve half a mind to make you pay for that affront to my honor.” 
 
    “You will do no such thing,” Par said. “This isn’t the Graur Tribal Council. It’s a civilized body. Stop seeing insults where there are none and get back to the discussion at hand.” 
 
    Nakuur stood, fury lighting her golden face. Both she and Par opened their mouths to shout at the other, but Staaf interrupted. 
 
    “Please!” she said. “Renakh, I apologize. My comments were ill-considered and offensive. I withdraw them and ask your forgiveness.” 
 
    Nakuur continued to glare at Par, her muscles coiled, her entire body a threat. 
 
    But then she relaxed and sighed. She slumped into her seat. 
 
    “Apology accepted,” she said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Now,” Staaf said, “I have grave concerns about Senator Mol. I share Renakh’s fears that he is a religious extremist who will implement a rigid and hostile agenda. But I am intrigued both by Hidea’s arguments and Glorian’s support. I move that Senator Mol be formally considered as a candidate for Emperor.” 
 
    “Second,” Hidea said. 
 
    “Very well,” Glorian said, “it is has been moved and seconded. All in favor?” 
 
    Both Elohim and both Mandra voted for the motion. Nakuur was opposed. Emello abstained so as not to rile anyone’s anger. They didn’t want her voting, and there was no need for her to do so. 
 
    “The motion passes,” Par said, banging his gavel. “In the absence of any other supported candidates, I will hear discussion of Idrib Mol’s fitness for the throne.” 
 
    Emello smiled. Once again, she had moved God’s plan forward. Idrib was within reach of the throne. She knew that the Elohim would vote for him. It was now a matter of convincing only one of the Mandra – although both would be preferable – to side with them. She was confident it could be done. 
 
    After all, God had told her it would. 
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    Gwen bit her lip as she rocketed through space towards the shuttlecraft. As far as she could tell, the vessel had been hurled towards Cecilak when it had ripped free from Cataan’s Claw following Captain Kel’s egregiously stupid ploy to fire his thrusters at them. Evidently, it had approached at just the right angle and was now orbiting the planet, held in the grip of its gravity. Her own ship had either collided with it or some other debris, waking her in time to save her life. 
 
    Her heart pounded at the approach. Cecilak grew more enormous in front of her. If she missed the shuttle, if she came in at the wrong angle and the gravity well got her before she reached her goal . . . 
 
    She tried to keep her gaze locked on the shuttle, but even as she got visibly near it, she still feared she would never make it. Somehow, God would smite her before she made it to safety. 
 
    Knock that shit off, Gwen, she told herself. You’re not even sure God is real. And if he is, why would he let you survive getting pulverized by an Imperial battlecruiser only to fuck you over before you could reach safety? That doesn’t make any sense. 
 
    Well, it did if God had a sadistic sense of humor. 
 
    She tried not to think about that. Instead, she kept her eyes glued to the shuttle. She could make it. She just needed to not panic and keep flying. 
 
    As she neared, she could see that Cataan’s Claw’s docking arm was still attached to the shuttle’s underbelly. That was going to complicate things. Assuming the ship had only one airlock, she would have to navigate her way up the tube and in. That was just fine in a vacuum. But orbiting a planet put other forces at work. And what if it was a decaying orbit? What if she was effectively committing suicide by maneuvering close to the dying ship? 
 
    God damn it, shut the fuck up, Gwen! You can do this. Fly like you know you can, and it will be no problem. 
 
    She fired her retro rockets to change course. But as soon as she started on the new heading, she panicked. All she could see before her was the swirling orange of the planet’s gaseous surface. Flying downward felt like falling. The churning vapor looked like a fiery sea, as though she were diving into the magma of an active volcano. 
 
    Gwen fired her retro-rockets and pulled up. Going down was too terrifying. 
 
    She decided instead to approach the shuttle from the top and then climb down. Navigating as close to the side of the hull as she dared, she approached dead-on. 
 
    The shuttle zoomed towards her. The silver and orange hull seemed to inflate rapidly, as though it were a balloon filling with hot air from a pressure valve. Gwen’s heart raced as she realized she was coming in too hot. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she said. 
 
    She fired the braking rockets hard. The sudden decrease in speed savaged her shoulder. Reflexively, she let go of the controls. 
 
    By the time she got her senses back, it was too late to do anything. The ship’s hull filled her vision. Cold panic closed over her mind. She was too close to stop. 
 
    She hit the side of the shuttle straight on. The momentum drove the air tank into her solar plexus, shoving all the wind out of her lungs. She was unable to gasp when her dislocated shoulder flew forward with the impact, driving spikes of pain through her mind. 
 
    Unable to react in any way, she bounced off the hull. Panic exploded through her. Would she fall into the gravity well? 
 
    Instinctively, she fired the rockets again. She shot straight up, heading back at the ship at an oblique angle. She let go of the controls a second time, and curled into a tight ball, narrowly avoiding a second collision. Now, she floated above the shuttle, moving away from it. 
 
    God damn it, Gwen! Quit fucking around here! 
 
    She rolled over to get her bearings. She wasn’t far off the shuttle’s topside. Angling herself towards it, she goosed the rockets just a touch and glided onto the vessel. 
 
    “Thank fucking Christ,” she said. 
 
    She grabbed a handhold and rested for a moment. She just needed to catch her breath and make a plan. 
 
    Examining the ship, she saw that it was typical of Graur design – sleek but with a lot of unnecessary grooves and ridges to make it look badass. Given their warrior culture, the Graur made even their shuttles look like they would fuck you up for looking at them wrong. 
 
    That was in Gwen’s favor. Natural handholds and places to step covered the hull; circumnavigating the hull down to the docking arm should be easy. She smiled weakly. This was about the first break she’d gotten since arriving in the Cecilak system. 
 
    Well, that and not actually being dead after Horay Kel had destroyed her ship. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Gwen set off maneuvering towards the bottom side of the shuttle. She used her left hand to pull herself from ridge to ridge. When she needed a little help, she fired the rocket pack with her right hand, either to move her forward or keep her pinned to the shuttle’s skin. 
 
    It took only a minute or so to reach the disembodied docking arm. She paused to rest again as she considered the best way to handle that problem.  
 
    Unlike the ship, the docking arm was smooth and round. There was no good way to get a handle on it. That made a certain kind of sense. The tube was intended to extend and retract into the body of its mothership. Thus, it needed a sleek, telescoping structure. 
 
    The only real solution was to use the rocket pack to fly along the arm’s surface and then maneuver up into it. Gwen wanted to cry. It would take careful flying, and she was so tired and in so much pain she just wanted to give up and die. 
 
    But Marines didn’t quit. Even though her own will was gone, the training Sergeant Hawkes had beaten into her head long ago on Earth forced her to go on.  
 
    You’re a fucking U.S. Marine, Carter! he would shout. You ain’t allowed to fucking die unless Uncle Sam himself says it’s okay! Get your ass moving before some towel-head motherfucker shoots it off! 
 
    She sighed. If she could keep going wearing full combat gear in the one-hundred-thirty-degree heat of summer in United Persia, crawling along a shuttle suspended over an alien planet should be a piece of cake. 
 
    Putting her left hand on the docking arm to try to stay close to it, she fired the rocket pack and started down the length of the metal tube.  
 
    It was easier than she expected. She would trigger the rockets only when she needed more momentum. Otherwise, she simply glided down the tube, keeping her hand just above it to maintain position. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, she’d reached the mouth. She rocketed to a stop, grabbed the edge of the tube, and maneuvered herself inside. Then she fired the rocket pack once to rise back up until she reached the airlock. 
 
    To Gwen’s great relief, it was already open. Governor Mrahr must not have keyed it shut when he boarded Cataan’s Claw. She pushed her way in quickly, turned around, and then cycled it shut. Dear God, she was almost safe. 
 
    She keyed the sequence to pressurize the chamber. It took twenty agonizing seconds. But at last the light went green. Gwen cycled open the hatch and stepped into the shuttle. 
 
    As soon as she was through the portal, she closed the airlock behind her. The shuttle was dark. She checked the keypad next to the hatch. It contained several options, but they were all specified in Graul, the Graur’s native tongue. 
 
    “Fucking A,” Gwen said. 
 
    She’d studied the language a little. It was used heavily in the military in addition to Imperial. She thought she recognized the word for “lights” and keyed the appropriate button. 
 
    With a loud hum, the interior of the ship lit up. Relieved, she unsealed her helmet and removed it. 
 
    Already, she felt better. For the moment, she was safe, her feet were firmly on the deck, and no one was trying to kill her. 
 
    Now that she was aboard a ship with gravity, though, the rocket pack weighed heavily on her wounded shoulder. She undid the harness and let the straps slide off her. It dragged on her right shoulder, and she screamed again. 
 
    But then the pack hit the deck with a loud clang. Stumbling forward, Gwen nearly fell before regaining her balance. She took several seconds to breathe away the pain. 
 
    “Okay, Gwen,” she said, “let’s get you some help.” 
 
    She staggered down the hallway, looking for a sickbay. Unlike the generally tubular passages of the human and Elohim ships she was used to, the hall swooped and undulated. Tiger-striping accented the walls and bulkheads. Plants with thick leaves were set in self-watering pots at irregular intervals. The place reminded Gwen of a miniature jungle, and she noted that the air was humid and warm. 
 
    After a twist in the passage, she came to a sumptuous sleeping quarters, filled with plants and a large, round bed that looked like it belonged in a playboy’s penthouse instead of spaceship. Attached was a san that seemed more liked a spa, with both a tub and shower. Gwen couldn’t imagine taking a bath in space. What if the artificial gravity went out? 
 
    Past the san, she at last found the medical bay. Practically crying with relief, she stumbled in. 
 
    As soon as Gwen entered, the lights came on. It was less lavishly appointed, looking more sterile with its white walls and lack of plants. A seven-foot-tall robot stepped forward. Like most Graur creations, it was fearsome in appearance. Its body was made of dark steel that gleamed in the artificial light. It had two arms, but each had three separate appendages extending from the elbows. Its head was round, with cat ears atop it and two pale-blue diodes on the face that seemed to function as eyes. There were multiple doors on its chest and legs. The whole thing seemed designed to cause harm, not heal.  
 
    It addressed her in Graul. She winced. 
 
    “Do you speak Imperial?” she asked. 
 
    “I do,” it said in a voice as melodious as any Graur. “Though why you would want me to communicate in an inferior language is difficult to understand.” 
 
    Great, Gwen thought. It’s been programmed with an attitude. 
 
    “Can you help me?” she asked. 
 
    “Perhaps,” it said. “Do you require medical assistance?” 
 
    Gwen stared at the thing in disbelief. Could it not see what sort of shape she was in? 
 
    It stood waiting before her, as though its question were natural and obvious. She wanted to scream. 
 
    “Yes, I fucking need medical attention,” she growled. “You are a medical robot, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” it replied. “I am an SR3 Emergency Medical Attendant. I am fully equipped to deliver a vast array of diagnoses and treatments, including surgical procedures.” 
 
    “Then how about you fucking treat me!” Gwen shouted. 
 
    “First, I must examine you,” it said. “Please come forward.” 
 
    With an exasperated sigh, Gwen stepped closer to the giant android. Fury driven by her pain mixed with a nearly overpowering desire to drop to the deck and weep. She was uncertain how much longer she could stand to go on. 
 
    “Thank you,” the robot said. “Please stand still while I scan you.” 
 
    The blue diodes on its “face” intensified, and she saw beams of light from them run down her body from head to foot. 
 
    “Your right shoulder is dislocated,” it reported. “It will need to be reset.” 
 
    “No shit,” Gwen said. 
 
    The robot stepped closer. Its strange appendages grasped her arm and shoulder and neck. Something wrapped around her ribs. She looked down and saw it was a thick cable. 
 
    “What the hell are you—” 
 
    “This may cause you some discomfort,” the robot said. 
 
    And then it yanked her arm straight. Gwen screamed as the metallic doctor shoved her shoulder joint back where it belonged. 
 
    Relief flooded her. The shoulder still hurt like hell, but it was no longer agony to move it. It felt right again, even if it ached like someone had beaten it with a sledgehammer. 
 
    “The joint is properly reset,” the robot said unnecessarily. “However, it is likely to be sore for several days. I will administer anti-inflammatories and painkillers to speed your recovery.” 
 
    “Wait,” Gwen said.  
 
    But it was too late. One of the android’s forearms injected a needle into her neck where it met the shoulder. A second later, her shoulder went numb, and her mind started floating away. 
 
    “You may experience some lightheadedness from the drugs,” the robot continued. “It would be advisable to lie down.” 
 
    Gwen was vaguely aware of being lifted off the deck and onto an exam table. Her vision was out of focus. Everything felt so far away. 
 
    “There is a cut on your temple that will require cleaning and stitches,” the robot continued. 
 
    But if it said anything else, Gwen didn’t hear it. She was already unconscious. 
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    JaQuan watched as Kitekh lowered herself painfully into her usual seat at the head of the table. Her arm was in a sling, and she wore a cast from her wrist to her elbow. Her green eyes looked unfocused, as though she weren’t entirely aware of where she was. 
 
    The remainder of the crew sat in their usual groups. Aarghun Mrahr had joined the Graur, all sitting to Kitekh’s right. Alan and Lanaliel sat with JaQuan. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Kitekh said. “I’m still a little groggy from the narcotics. 
 
    “JaQuan, why don’t you bring us up to speed, and then we can start our discussion.” 
 
    He sighed. He’d already briefed Kitekh on the basics, but there was a lot to worry about, and not everyone knew the full story. It was hard to know where to begin. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, “if you haven’t heard, Cooressa is a traitor. She helped Brody smuggle Haneeta Mol aboard the ship. She contacted Gwen before we left the Horari Belt to tell her where we were going. When we got to Cecilak, she sent a secret message to the governor’s office, telling them Aarghun was colluding with us and to call the Imperial fleet. 
 
    “She’s part of a cabal that is plotting to put Idrib Mol on the throne, so he can declare humans the enemy of the Empire and order us exterminated. They manipulated Manifest Destiny into being their scapegoat. Haneeta Mol was never kidnapped. This whole thing was a setup, and they put her on this ship to make it look like Kitekh was trying to get revenge on Senator Mol for fucking over her father.” 
 
    “Daaaamn,” Alan said, his voice low. 
 
    “It gets worse,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “That seems hard to fathom,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “While we were in normal space trying to figure out what to do,” JaQuan went on, “Cooressa snuck into the cargo bay. She sedated both Brody and Mol with a needler pistol. Then she strangled Mol and put Brody on his cot, making it look like he had murdered her and then laid down to sleep.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Alan said. “That is one cold, calculating bitch.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why she would do that,” Lanaliel said. 
 
    “She feared if Mol were questioned, the truth might come out,” JaQuan said. “And she figured if Mol had been murdered aboard our ship, we would get no sympathy, no matter what we said.” 
 
    “A highly strategic maneuver,” Lanaliel observed. 
 
    “For an Elohiman,” Kitekh said. “No Graur would consider acting so dishonorably.” 
 
    “That’s their way,” Rischa said. “For them, it does not matter what you do, so long as you win.” 
 
    “It is unwise to attribute a characteristic to an entire race,” Lanaliel said. “Every person is an individual and makes their own decisions. Loving and hating are both learned behaviors.” 
 
    JaQuan bit his lip. He understood what Lanaliel was saying very well. He’d been persecuted on Earth for being black and in space for being human. Strangers of other races prejudged him based on his skin color and species, and it galled him, made him sick. 
 
    He sympathized with the Graur, though, particularly the ones aboard this ship. They had been repeatedly fucked by the machinations of Elohim. It was easy to see oppressors as a singular group. 
 
    “Before we jumped back into hyperspace on our way to Grakur,” JaQuan said, changing the subject, “Cooressa sent a comms buoy back to Cecilak with a broadcast message, telling anyone who was listening where we were going. The message was specifically addressed to Gwen, but since it was set on broadcast mode, it’s a good bet the Imperial battlecruisers heard it too.” 
 
    “Meaning they are surely on their way to Grakur, with the potential to intercept us,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “Correct,” Shinzaa replied. 
 
    “That will make it awfully hard for us to get to the Tribal Council,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “And disincline them to listen even if we can,” Rischa said. 
 
    JaQuan nodded. That was the situation in a nutshell. What the hell could be done about it? 
 
    “Why did she address the communication to the Space Ranger?” Mrahr asked. 
 
    “Two reasons,” JaQuan said. “First, she pretended to be me when she wrote the communiqués. She wanted Gwen to believe that I still loved her and was trying to help her from the inside. 
 
    “Second, she hoped that, if her treachery were discovered, Kitekh would assume I was the traitor, not Cooressa. That would keep her cover intact and enable her to keep sabotaging our escape.” 
 
    “Which appears to have worked,” Kitekh said, her voice full of regret. 
 
    No one said anything for several seconds. JaQuan wasn’t sure how to react to Kitekh’s self-recrimination. He was pleased she felt bad about what she’d done. She should have trusted him.  
 
    But he also understood very well how Cooressa had manipulated her. Gwen hadn’t been in the picture before The Outpost. Running into her was a wild coincidence. But Cooressa was clearly a skilled spy. She saw an opportunity and took full advantage of it. It was hard to blame Kitekh for being fooled. 
 
    “Where is Cooressa now?” Lanaliel asked. 
 
    “In the makeshift brig with Brody,” Shinzaa said. “When I put her in, I said, ‘I hope you have better luck being locked in with him than Haneeta Mol did.’” 
 
    JaQuan smiled, but no one else did. He appreciated the threat, but he didn’t see Brody killing Cooressa. He’d been shaken to his foundations. 
 
    “Given what happened to the senator’s daughter, it might behoove us to construct a separate cell for her,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “It would serve her right,” Rischa said. 
 
    “I was actually thinking Mr. Brody was the one in danger,” Rorgun said. “Given that Cooressa was willing to murder the woman she was supposed to protect to advance their plot, it seems reasonable to believe she would do the same to a man who is a member of the race she hopes to eradicate.” 
 
    “She isn’t strong enough to overpower him,” Shinzaa said. “I searched her thoroughly. She wasn’t armed when I locked her in, and Brody is large enough to defend himself.” 
 
    “Regardless, I don’t want any more mistakes,” Kitekh said. “Shinzaa, sedate them both. I want them unconscious until we get to Grakur. They can’t cause any trouble that way.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” she said, pushing back her chair. “Rischa, please assist me. Since they are to be sedated against their will, I may need help if one or both of them resists.” 
 
    Rischa rose wordlessly. The two of them went out. 
 
    “Speaking of Grakur,” Alan said, “I assume we won’t be going there, now that the Imperials know our plan?” 
 
    “I don’t see that we have any option but to go to Grakur,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “What!” Alan said. “Rorgun, they know we’re coming!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Rorgun said, his voice calm and even. “There is no one else in the universe we can turn to for help. Only the Council would deign to give us a chance.” 
 
    “But if the Empire has already poisoned them against us, they won’t give us that chance,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “I disagree,” Rorgun replied. “We intend to beg for the Tribal Council’s mercy. That compels them to act honorably, to give us a fair hearing. 
 
    “Moreover, we now have two of the known four conspirators in our custody. I believe one of them will tell the truth.” 
 
    “But Mr. Brody did not know the truth at the beginning,” Lanaliel said. “He was as duped as the rest of us. Should Cooressa refute our version of events, should she persist in the lies she told until JaQuan and Shinzaa caught her, it will be her word against ours. And ours is not trusted.” 
 
    JaQuan rubbed his head. The stubble on his scalp tickled his hand. He was due for a shave. 
 
    He wished he knew what to do. All the objections to Rorgun’s plan seemed perfectly valid to him. He didn’t see a way out. 
 
    “Brody can corroborate his part of the story,” Rorgun said. “As for Cooressa, there are ways of making her tell the truth.” 
 
    He let that hang in the air. JaQuan presumed he meant torture, but he wasn’t educated enough to know for sure. He knew the Graur were reputed as savage warriors. Having one as an enemy was dangerous. 
 
    “Look, even if everything you say is true, we’re still fucked,” Alan said. “If they beat us there, we won’t be able to get to the planet. They’ll shoot us down before we can even make contact with the Tribal Council.” 
 
    “We will not approach the planet directly,” Kitekh said. “I had already planned to drop in by the third moon, Korenka, and assess the situation before proceeding. It is the largest of the four moons and the least defended. I know ways to slip past the patrols and sit occluded from the planet’s scans.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Alan said. “And supposing the battlecruisers anticipate that and stake it out.” 
 
    “He will not,” Kitekh said. 
 
    “Who will not?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “This Imperial captain,” she answered. 
 
    “How can you know that?” Alan said. 
 
    “Because,” Kitekh said, “I believe the commander of those ships is the same captain we escaped at Daxal. I have not had ample opportunity to study the data, but what I have examined suggests the same two battlecruisers were at both Daxal Station and Cecilak. 
 
    “And this captain is a brute. He is cunning but not subtle. At Daxal, he allowed us to get between him and his support cruiser, making it impossible to fire on us and enabling us to launch a static bomb to aid our escape. 
 
    “At Cecilak, he jumped in right on top of our position, hoping to surprise and disable us before we could raise our shields. When JaQuan outwitted him by getting too close for him to shoot back, he clumsily used his thrusters to push us away. 
 
    “His solutions are clever but ill-considered. His tactics are sloppy and predictable. 
 
    “He will believe we do not know that we have been betrayed. He will expect us to come in directly through the usual approach used by most trading vessels and traffic from the capital. He might believe we will try the secondary approach used by many supply vendors and come over Korla, the first moon. If this thought occurs to him, he will split his forces, parking a battlecruiser before each likely approach. 
 
    “But he will not anticipate that I know other, better ways to slip into the system. Nor will he consider that, as a former commander in the GDF, I know the weaknesses of our defense grid and can exploit them. 
 
    “No, even if he arrives ahead of us, this oafish clown will set up his blockade in the wrong place. And he is likely to treat the Grakur Defense Force as unqualified underlings, which will garner him zero cooperation. 
 
    “I can get us to Grakur unmolested, Alan. The issue is what happens after that.” 
 
    “Ain’t that still a problem?” JaQuan asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean if this jackass captain beats us there, he can still order the Tribal Council to turn us over to him as soon as we arrive,” JaQuan said. “According to Imperial Law, his authority supersedes the planetary government.” 
 
    “That’s not as rigid as you believe,” Rorgun said. “While the Emperor does have ultimate authority, the Empire is officially a confederation of worlds. Each of the Three Races maintains jurisdiction over its territories, which includes the home planets. The Tribal Council would be within its rights to refuse the Star Force’s orders without a writ from the Emperor.” 
 
    “Which they are unlikely to have, since, so far as we know, there is no emperor right now,” Mrahr said. 
 
    “I do not believe we should assume much, my friends,” Lanaliel said. “In the absence of an emperor, it is entirely possible military commanders will feel comfortable taking the law into their own hands. Moreover, we know of a plot to place Idrib Mol on the throne. It is possible that, by the time we reach Grakur, this conspiracy will have succeeded.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, there is nowhere in the galaxy we can run,” Rorgun said. “Until then, we must proceed as if there is hope.” 
 
    The room fell silent. Everyone contemplated Rorgun’s words and Lanaliel’s. JaQuan shook his head. He couldn’t refute a single point that had been made. It seemed to him they were just as fucked as they’d been when they sat down. 
 
    “Kitekh, we should have you examine all the data to be as certain as possible we are dealing with the same captain. If we’re not, we’re gonna have to re-evaluate your plan,” JaQuan said. 
 
    “It is doubtlessly the same captain,” Rorgun said. “For Cooressa’s message was surely received by them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean it’s the same captain from Daxal,” JaQuan countered. “Or that he won’t call for reinforcements.” 
 
    “Fair points,” Rorgun said. 
 
    “All right,” Kitekh said. “JaQuan, let’s you and I look at those records to see what we can learn. Then I want to see Shinzaa to discuss what gets packed aboard the lander. After that, Aarghun, I have an idea, but I need to discuss it with you. The rest of you . . . do whatever you need to do to get ready. Once we get to Grakur, things are likely to be difficult.” 
 
    “Shit,” Alan said. “We’re so fucked.” 
 
    “Cheer up, Alan,” Kitekh said. “After this is all over, you’ll have a marvelous story for your book.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “If I survive to write it.” 
 
    JaQuan was inclined to agree with his sentiment, although he knew Kitekh was just trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “All right, move out, people,” Rorgun said. “Alan, when you find Shinzaa, tell her Kitekh wants to see her.” 
 
    JaQuan got up and followed Kitekh and Rorgun to the bridge. He hoped his captain knew what she was doing. Even if she did, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were all headed towards their doom. 
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    “You’ve killed us all, Gwen,” JaQuan said, aiming his beamer at her head. 
 
    “JaQuan, listen—” 
 
    “No! You fucking killed us all!” 
 
    He pulled the trigger. Green plasma struck her forehead, burned her brain. 
 
    Gwen awoke with a scream and sat up. Everything was white metal. There were machines she didn’t recognize. Was she dead? Was this Heaven? Hell? 
 
    “You should refrain from sudden movements,” a voice said. “Your shoulder sustained considerable trauma and will benefit from restraint.” 
 
    She turned and saw a massive robot standing next to her. Slowly, reality crept back into her mind. She was aboard Governor Mrahr’s personal shuttle. She hadn’t died. JaQuan hadn’t shot her. That part had been a dream. 
 
    Her shoulder remained sore. She tested it, rolling it forward and back. It hurt, but the pain was down from agony to discomfort. She could live with that. 
 
    She slid forward and pushed off the exam table. 
 
    “You should continue to rest,” the robot said. 
 
    “I don’t have time for that right now,” she said. “I need to find out what’s going on. How long was I out?” 
 
    “Twenty-three hours, forty-two minutes.” 
 
    “What? Holy shit!” 
 
    She’d been out almost a day? And how long had she been unconscious on her own wreck of a ship? How long had it taken to abandon it and get here? 
 
    Anything could have happened in that stretch of time. Cataan’s Claw had been gone for at least a day. Where were they going? And what had that jackass, Horay Kel, done about it? She needed to find out. 
 
    “Which way is the bridge?” she asked. 
 
    “Out the door to your right,” the robot replied. “But you should have your arm in a sling before you go anywhere.” 
 
    She turned to retort, but moving her arm caused a twinge of pain. She sighed. 
 
    “Fine, but make it fast.” 
 
    The robot produced a sling from a cabinet. Gwen tapped her foot as it put it on her. She winced again when it slipped her wrist in. This thing might be programmed to handle any medical emergency, but it didn’t know shit about being gentle. Fucking Graur. Probably figured pain made you tougher, so they didn’t program it with any kind of bedside manner. 
 
    “Have you got a name?” she asked. 
 
    “I am an SR3 Emergency Medical Attendant,” it replied. “That is my designation.” 
 
    “That’s too long to say. You need a name.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “EMA,” Gwen said. “Short for Emergency Medical Attendant. From now on, if I say, ‘EMA,’ I’m speaking to you.” 
 
    “As you wish,” it said. “But I am not a person. Giving me a name is odd.” 
 
    “Well, I’m an odd duck,” Gwen replied. “That’s what my grandmother used to say.” 
 
    “What is a duck?” 
 
    “A bird. Likes the water and goes, ‘Quack.’” 
 
    “But you are a human. Why would your grandmother refer to you as a waterfowl?” 
 
    “It’s just an expression,” Gwen said as she started towards the bridge. “Something my grandmother used to say.” 
 
    Gwen left EMA to her confusion. Right now, she needed to get her bearings. 
 
    She presumed from the lack of alarms and the time she was out, that the ship was in a stable orbit around the planet. That was good at least. But it didn’t tell her anything else. 
 
    When she entered the bridge, the lights automatically came on. Like the rest of the ship, the bridge was sculpted with ridges and lines in keeping the Graur aesthetic. Gwen shook her head. She preferred utilitarian design. 
 
    She dropped into the pilot’s seat and looked over the board. Like the airlock pad, everything was in Graul. Damn, that was going to make it hard. 
 
    Fortunately, the console was similar to the shuttle she’d trained on at the Academy – one of the benefits of the heavy Graur influence on the Imperial fleet and police force. She might not be able to read the labels, but she knew where to find the controls. 
 
    Tapping a few keys, she called up the scanners and ordered them to read the environment around the ship. But when the data came back she couldn’t decipher it. 
 
    “Damn it,” she swore. She keyed the intercom. “EMA, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, the ship’s speakers work perfectly well,” the robot replied. 
 
    Gwen shook her head. She wished she knew how to deprogram the sarcasm from the android. 
 
    “Is there a way to translate the computer output from Graul to Imperial?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Gwen waited for the answer. It didn’t come. 
 
    “Can you tell me?” she said, her irritation growing. 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    Silence followed again. Gwen hung her head. 
 
    “God damn it, EMA, stop being so literal,” she said. “I can’t read the data from the scanners. I need to translate it to Imperial. Please help me.” 
 
    “One moment,” EMA said. 
 
    Gwen drummed the fingers of her good hand on the arm of the chair. She briefly entertained the fantasy of shooting the robot between its pale-blue eyes. 
 
    But then, the readout on her board changed to Imperial. Grateful, she leaned forward to read it. 
 
    “I have altered the ship’s computer and operational systems to display all information in Imperial,” EMA said. “You should have no further trouble reading anything.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Gwen replied. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Gwen examined the data. The ship was in orbit near Cecilak’s north pole. Based on her current speed, she’d made two complete circumlocutions in the time Gwen had been out, despite the planet being a gas giant. The Imperial battlecruisers were nowhere on her scanner, but from her position, they might not be visible if they were in the lower southern hemisphere. 
 
    There was something else out there, though. She directed the scanners towards it and discovered it was a hyperspace comms buoy identical to the one that had led her here. It was broadcasting on a wide spectrum. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she whispered. 
 
    Quickly, she tapped controls to intercept the message. When it downloaded to her board she saw it was encrypted. Just like the last one. 
 
    Gwen tapped in commands to call up a decryption program. She found one after several seconds and set it running. It wasn’t as good as the one on her Space Ranger vessel. 
 
    “Come on!” she demanded when it hadn’t broken the code after a full minute. 
 
    God damn it, the Graur were supposed to be military geniuses. How did they not have a reliable codebreaker? 
 
    She had to wait another two minutes before it finally spit out the message. When she read it, her heart fell into her stomach. 
 
      
 
    Gwen,  
 
      
 
    I am so sorry this has happened. I have little time before we jump again. We are going to Grakur. The captain will ask for mercy from the Tribal Council.  
 
      
 
    Love,  
 
    JaQuan 
 
      
 
    Dear God. Going to Grakur was tantamount to suicide. Everyone in the galaxy was looking for them. Grakur was in the central regions of the Empire. As the Graur home world, it was heavily trafficked. How the hell were they going to get there without being spotted? 
 
    Another thought leaped into her brain: She couldn’t find the Imperials. That comms buoy had jumped in from wherever Cataan’s Claw had gone and started broadcasting on wide spectrum. 
 
    And Gwen had told Horay Kel that was exactly how she’d known to pursue the terrorists here. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she said again. 
 
    There was no telling how long they’d been gone. They’d intercepted the transmission that was intended for Gwen after they’d blasted her and left her for dead. Even if JaQuan and Kitekh made it to Grakur ahead of the Imperials, they’d never be able to present their case to the Tribal Council before Horay Kel had them arrested. 
 
    And all that assumed there was a case to present in the first place. JaQuan had intimated something else was going on. She still didn’t know what it could possibly be. 
 
    But if he was telling the truth, he’d never get a chance to bring it to light if the Imperials snatched them first. The only thing they would be concerned about was getting Haneeta Mol back. 
 
    And given Kel’s moronic stunt of firing his thrusters at Cataan’s Claw, Gwen wasn’t convinced the stupid bastard wouldn’t get her killed in the attempt. 
 
    You’ve killed us all, JaQuan had said in her dream. 
 
    She tried to put that out of her head. She didn’t believe in visions or prophecy. But the imagery was hard to shake. 
 
    Like it or not, Gwen was the only person with a chance to save Haneeta Mol and get to the bottom of whatever was transpiring aboard Cataan’s Claw. She had to get her ass to Grakur. 
 
    “Better strap yourself in, EMA,” she said into the intercom. “We’re going on a little trip.” 
 
    Wincing as she did so, Gwen withdrew her arm from the sling and strapped herself into the pilot’s seat. Then she called up the nav system and ordered it to plot a course to the Graur home world. 
 
    “Where are we going?” EMA asked. 
 
    “Grakur,” she said. “Prepare for a hyperspace jump.” 
 
    The nav system spit out a heading. Gwen powered up the stardrive, and waited for it to come online. 
 
    On a whim, she unzipped the pocket on the EVA suit she still wore. She pulled out the snow globe of Memphis. She shook it and watched as the little white dots floated around the plastic cityscape. 
 
    Be safe, Mama had written. Gwen had no idea how to obey. 
 
    The board told her the engines were fully online. Gwen tapped controls to orient her new vessel to the course the computer had given her. 
 
    As soon as the ship’s maneuvering thrusters fired, an alarm sounded. Gwen checked the board. 
 
      
 
    Release clamps before leaving dock. 
 
      
 
    Of course. Cataan’s Claw’s docking arm was still attached. She tapped a command into the board to release the clamps. A moment later, the computer reported she was clear to navigate. 
 
    Gwen fired thrusters and broke orbit. 
 
    Moments later, the shuttle was speeding away from Cecilak. Gwen was impressed. For a shuttle, it handled well and had a lot of pickup. She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. It was a Graur ship. Even their non-military craft were made to be effective fighters. 
 
    She brought the hyperdrive online and then monitored the controls as she approached the minimum speed of .3C. As soon as she hit it, she engaged the hyperdrive. The jump point opened in front of her, and she was flung across the galaxy. 
 
    Gwen gritted her teeth and prayed she wasn’t already too late. 
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    Emello watched placidly as Glorian Par put his head in his hand. His frustration with Renakh Nakuur and the continuance of the debate grew by the minute. 
 
    “In his first month in office, he introduced legislation to restrict interspecies dating based on an obscure passage in early scripture,” Nakuur said. “His second piece of legislation attempted to make temple worship compulsory on a minimum of a monthly basis. He’s also tried to make law on foul language, government regulation of vice businesses, and abolishing birth control. 
 
    “All of which pales in comparison to his outspoken opposition to humanity’s presence in the Empire, let alone its possible status as the Fourth Race. 
 
    “I repeat: Idrib Mol is a hardline conservative with ambitions to transform the Empire into a restrictive theocracy. We cannot make him Emperor. To do so would be to turn away from our very foundations.” 
 
    “Since when has this not been a theocracy?” Aacks said. “The Empire was founded on an alliance between Zoranda Dul, First Emperor, and the Kwin Flaal.” 
 
    “The Empire was founded on a peace accord between the Graur and the Elohim-Mandra Coalition that brought an end to a vicious and bloody war,” Nakuur countered. “Don’t make this about religion, Paralen. That came after the truce was signed.” 
 
    “The Elohim-Mandra Coalition was forged by the Faith,” Aacks said. “Both races accepted the universal commonalities of the Word of God. There is no truce and no Empire without the Hand of God.” 
 
    “That’s total schrisch, and you know it, Paralen,” Nakuur spat. “The ceasefire came about to prevent further bloodshed. You’re ignoring history so you can claim to be holy.” 
 
    “None of that is relevant to this discussion,” Cul said. “We are bickering over ancient history to avoid a discussion of the present.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Par said. 
 
    “If we ignore history or change it to suit our purposes, we’ll destroy ourselves,” Nakuur said. 
 
    “We are doing no such thing,” Par said. “And I tire of this needless debate. I believe we have heard all there is to say about Idrib Mol. It is time to vote.” 
 
    “What?” Nakuur roared. “You can’t do that. The question has not been called and a motion not made.” 
 
    “I am calling the question and moving us forward!” Par shouted. 
 
    “You can’t do that!” Nakuur protested. “You’re the chair!” 
 
    “The question is called, and a vote is before the table,” Par said. 
 
    Emello smiled in surprise. Glorian Par was determined to finish this now. She couldn’t believe how strongly the magic was working. 
 
    “Hidea, how do you vote?” Par asked. 
 
    “In favor,” she replied. 
 
    “Paralen?” 
 
    “In favor.” 
 
    “Stop!” Nakuur cried, leaping to her feet. “You can’t do this!” 
 
    “Tremolo?” Par asked, ignoring Nakuur. 
 
    Tremolo Staaf paused before answering. Her black eyes stared at nothing. Her golden horns gleamed, as though lighting her thoughts. She stroked her red chin. 
 
    “I am not sure this is the proper way to do it, Glorian,” she said. 
 
    “To Hell with the proper way!” he screamed. “I have enough votes in favor already to close debate and move to a vote. There is no point in going through those formalities. They are wasting everyone’s time, when we know what the results will be. 
 
    “For the record, Tremolo, what is your vote?” 
 
    Staaf stared a moment longer. Then she folded her arms. 
 
    “In favor,” he said. 
 
    “I vote in favor too,” Par said. He slammed his gavel on the table. “The motion passes. Idrib Mol is Emperor.” 
 
    “What?” Nakuur cried. “What about my vote? What about Keeper Miic’s? 
 
    “We know your vote, Renakh. Opposed. And we decided before we started that Keeper Miic is here only to create a quorum. She doesn’t get a vote. The motion carries four-to-one. Idrib Mol is Emperor.” 
 
    Nakuur’s mouth hung open. Staaf looked troubled. Cul smiled. Par glared. 
 
    “You’re elevating a man to Emperor who will bring about civil war!” Nakuur cried. “Do you think the humans will stand for this? Half the Empire will revolt at this clumsy power play by the Kwin Flaal to put their pet Emperor on the throne!” 
 
    “Yes, Renakh,” Par said, sarcasm pouring off his tongue. “We’ll all die in fire as the prophecy says.” 
 
     “Mark me,” Nakuur said. “You have doomed us all. Idrib Mol will be the last emperor. His reign will bring a war not seen since before the founding of the Empire. And the four of you will be responsible.” 
 
     “Choose your next words carefully, Renakh,” Staaf said. “You wouldn’t want them to be treasonous.” 
 
    Nakuur’s eyes grew wide in incredulity. The other Councilors stared at her accusingly. Emello watched, fascinated. What would happen? 
 
    Throwing her chair to the floor, Nakuur stormed out of the chamber. The others watched her go without comment. Emello made a note to report her to the Hierophant at the first opportunity. If the Graur were riled, they would present a fearsome enemy. That needed to be mitigated right away. 
 
    Still, her mission was an overwhelming success. It had been a long, arduous journey. She had made multiple sacrifices along the way and was forced to change course several times.  
 
    But God’s will was done. Idrib was Emperor Over All. Order had returned to the galaxy. 
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   B efore he ascended to Heaven, Jesus promised to return. Over two thousand years passed, and he never came back. Humans wrecked the Earth so badly we had to leave it. We were on our way to Mars when we got diverted way out here to the Empire. 
 
    I wonder a lot about that. Did God do that to save us or punish us? Did he want us here so we’d be able to survive, or was this our final judgment for destroying the planet he made? Maybe the people of the Empire fucked up too, so God decided he was gonna kill everybody. We’re here to fulfill their End Times prophecy. 
 
    I wonder if the reason Jesus didn’t return to Earth is because, after his resurrection, he realized how irredeemable we really are. Maybe he looked down from Heaven and said, “Fuck, I died for them? Fuck this shit. I’m out.” 
 
    Who knows? It doesn’t really matter. We’re all gonna die in fire. The killing won’t stop until there are none of us left. That’s Emperor Idrib XIII’s legacy. 
 
    At least it would be if anyone were left to remember. 
 
      
 
    Will Cataan’s Claw make it safely to Grakur? 
 
    Will Horay Kel convince the Tribal Council to hand them over? 
 
    Does Idrib Mol’s appointment to Emperor spell doom for humanity? 
 
      
 
    Be here for the next pulse-pounding episode of Empire’s End, “Honor and Nobility”! 
 
      
 
    Available June 1, 2018. 
 
    Tap here to preorder and have it autodelivered wirelessly to your Kindle. 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    You can feel the tension mounting, can’t you? Everybody’s heading to Grakur, now – JaQuan, Gwen, and Horay Kel. And you just know things are going to get explosive when everyone arrives. What sort of reception will Kitekh get back home? You get to find out next ep. Be here! 
 
    Thanks for continuing to read, y’all. We’re coming down the home stretch now. I appreciate you sticking with me. Don’t forget to leave a review for Episode 10! 
 
      
 
    Much love, 
 
    JP 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Empire’s End 
 
      
 
    A Science Fiction Serial by: 
 
    JP Raymond 
 
      
 
    Episode 10: 
 
    Resurrection 
 
      
 
    Copyright 2018 JP Raymond 
 
    All Rights Reserved 
 
      
 
    Cover Design by: 
 
    Fleur Camacho 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    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. 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
RAYHOND

J





images/00002.jpeg
e





images/00001.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





