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      The squirrel chattered menacing warnings toward a nesting tiktik bird as it scampered across the thick branch of the native zindi tree with a peanut in its mouth. Kim Sato scattered a few more nuts on top of the fence post before padding to the small patio table to sit and enjoy her coffee.

      While she and Casmir had been away in space, the weather had turned warm, and even though the sun wasn’t high enough to shine on her face yet, she sat back and enjoyed the peace of being home again. She wished life were getting completely back to normal, but today, Casmir had to finish packing and get a ride to the launch loop where a shuttle would take him up to the Kingdom Fleet warship the Osprey, commanded by his old robotics camp nemesis, Captain Ishii. They would head off to who knew where—another system entirely, most likely—and if Casmir couldn’t help Ishii find and reclaim the ancient wormhole gate for the king… Kim didn’t know what would happen.

      The sliding door opened, and Casmir walked out in his socks and Robot Remstar pajamas, while holding a huge mug of steaming coffee in his hands. His hair was an unbrushed tangle that the tiktik bird might consider a suitable nesting spot if he wasn’t careful.

      Kim almost shared the thought aloud, but Casmir’s eyes were bloodshot, and the coffee was an atypical choice for him. He looked like he needed it. Badly.

      “You all right?” she asked as he approached the table.

      Casmir paused in the middle of pulling out a chair to stare at her. “I must look wrecked. You never ask me that.”

      “Only because I’m not good at reading faces. The coffee was my main clue that something’s up.”

      “Ah. Yes.” Casmir finished sitting, took a gulp, and made a face. “Rough night.”

      She waited for him to explain further, assuming he would. Casmir was the chatty one. He loved talking. If there was something he didn’t want to speak about, he would simply find something else to burble about, redirecting the listener’s interest elsewhere. But for once, he didn’t do that. He took another gulp of the coffee.

      “Because of the vault?” Kim finally prompted.

      The night before, they had slipped into the Royal Zamek Seed Bank, descended to a storage vault in the basement, and verified what Kim had guessed earlier and what Casmir had apparently never guessed.

      Three hundred years ago, someone had taken cells from the legendary Admiral Tariq Mikita, and they had been kept safe and viable all that time. Thirty-three years ago, King Jager and Queen Iku had used the sample to have two clones made, one who grew up to become notorious criminal and mercenary Captain Tenebris Rache, and one who’d become robotics professor Casmir Dabrowski.

      Casmir shook his head. “No. That was stunning—to me, at least—” he gave her a quick puzzled look, still seeming to find it odd that she hadn’t been surprised, “—but not horrifying. I’m feeling…” He blew out a slow breath. “I wish I had time to go to the synagogue and pray this morning.”

      Kim arched her eyebrows. She knew he was religious and observed all the holidays—when not locked in a dungeon or being chased by bad guys in space—but for him, it always seemed to be about spending time with his friends and family, rather than sitting alone and seeking divine guidance.

      “I keep having this nightmare.” Casmir took another sip, still holding the mug in both hands, as if for warmth. Or maybe support. It wasn’t that cold. “Technically, it’s not a nightmare since it’s something that really happened. But that makes it worse. And sometimes it morphs into things that didn’t happen, but mostly, I keep seeing this… thing over and over.”

      “You haven’t told me exactly what happened when you were in King Jager’s dungeon.” She considered that Casmir was more likely to be distressed about things that happened to other people than to himself and added, “Or in that terrorist base.”

      Casmir shuddered, and she believed she had guessed right, that something there had disturbed him.

      “Not something Rache did, I hope.” Kim knew he was a criminal and had killed countless Kingdom men, but she wanted to believe… she didn’t know what, exactly. That he wouldn’t have done anything terrible while fulfilling a favor for her. It had meant something to her that he had been willing to risk himself on her behalf—even if it shouldn’t have.

      “Rache did mow down a bunch of people, but there’s not much else he could have done at that point. The terrorists knew we were there, and they were trying to kill us. While he went in the front and fought them straight on, I dragged myself through a crawlspace and knocked out the stealth generator. After I did that, I went looking for him—and my parents, because that was right after you’d messaged me that they had been kidnapped. I was worried they might be inside.” He gazed at the coffee in the mug, not batting an eye as the chubby squirrel returned, jumping from the branch to the fence post, then back to the branch with a new treasure purloined. “Rache had gotten captured—or allowed himself to get captured so he would be taken to the leader.”

      Kim nodded, well aware of the great risk Rache had taken in helping, especially since he loathed King Jager and probably hadn’t been that bothered by the terrorist attacks on a planet he’d abandoned long ago. Or so she assumed. Now that she knew Rache’s real first name, maybe she would dig up more information and figure out what happened to him, how he’d been raised and what had caused him to take up arms against Jager. Or maybe she wouldn’t dig up that information. He was gone now, and she was back on Odin where she belonged. It would be best for her career if she never had anything to do with Rache again.

      “I crawled up to where he was being questioned about me—heard some interesting things about his past if you’re ever curious.” Casmir’s eyebrows rose.

      Kim hesitated. She was curious, but… “No.”

      “Good.” Casmir smiled faintly, but the haunted look never left his eyes. “The men around Rache weren’t in armor so I threw the vials, and that distracted them.”

      Kim almost said that she’d heard about that from Rache but was reluctant to admit they had communicated after the event. She only nodded.

      “Those worked very well. Thank you. The leader was in armor. Alexandre Bernard. I looked him up after the battle. He was a Kingdom man and the former chief superintendent of Royal Intelligence, but something obviously happened to make him change sides big time. He had some implants and seemed to be committed to working with the astroshamans—there were a bunch of them in that base, so the working assumption is that they’ve been behind the terrorist group from the beginning. I need to do some research en route, figure out if the terrorist activity started before or after they could have learned about the gate. I’d assumed the gate was found very recently, but maybe they suspected it was in our system and wanted us distracted at home? Or maybe they wanted us distracted for other reasons and just happened to be in the system when the gate was discovered. I am guessing Royal Intelligence has a mole, maybe someone who used to be loyal to Bernard. Remember how we were given coordinates to land at, and then surprise, we were attacked there?”

      Kim nodded and sipped from her own mug, aware that Casmir was doing what she’d been thinking about earlier, talking about something else to distract his listener from the uncomfortable thing he didn’t want to discuss. Maybe she should let it pass without comment. If he didn’t want to talk about his nightmares, who was she to pry? He was a grown man, two years older than she, even, Robot Remstar pajamas notwithstanding.

      “I hope I’m left alone, preferably in a cabin and not a brig cell, and allowed to do a lot of research on the way to… wherever they take me first. Probably Modi Moon, where I originally hid the cargo ship, so we can double-check to make sure it isn’t there and to see if we can find any clues about where it went. I’m also hoping I can get someone to give me access to the government network. I’ve thought about trying to hack my way in a few times, but if I were caught… I’m already in enough trouble with Jager.”

      “I think,” Kim said, “for the sake of your life, your career, and your friends and family, you should go along meekly with the Fleet on this mission and do exactly what Jager wants. Even if he’s done things of questionable morality, that’s true of almost every political leader that’s ever existed. This is our home, and we can’t do anything about the leadership, not without starting a war. We’re not in the nobility and couldn’t get a seat on the Senate, even if we wished, and there’s only been one king in all of Odin’s history who was so loathsome that the Senate acted to get rid of him.”

      “I know.”

      “Although…” She tilted her head as a new thought stirred. “Are you of the nobility? I’m not sure how much of the Kingdom’s revisionist history to trust when it comes to Admiral Mikita—as you pointed out, that’s not your face in the history books, not in the digital ones, anyway—but he supposedly was born common and through deeds was granted noble status during his military career. We might have to hunt through the legal records to see if there’s a precedent for people cloned from noblemen being granted the rights and status of noblemen. Cloning people hasn’t been going on for long, not here on Odin, and there’s a stigma against it, at least for people.”

      Casmir twitched a shoulder. “Rache seemed to think we would be considered noble, but he also said there wasn’t much, if any, of a precedent. He was probably raised to believe he was noble—I remember Asger making a comment about how he knew how to fight knights. Like maybe he’d been trained to fight as one himself. I don’t care about him, though. He’s blown up his chances to ever have a place here on Odin or in any of the Kingdom habitats.”

      It was silly, but Kim found that thought bleak. Was Rache destined to live and die in the cold of space? Killing for a living and one day meeting a violent end himself? Could a man like that ever change? He’d have to want to change, and Kim had a hard time imagining that.

      “I better finish packing.” Casmir pushed back his chair. “I promised my mother I’d take changes of underwear this time.”

      “I’m sure she’s vastly relieved.”

      As he headed for the door, Kim heard herself ask, “Casmir?”

      “Yeah?” He turned, a hint of wariness in his eyes.

      He had to know she was going to ask about the dream. Even if she shouldn’t pry if he was reluctant to speak of it, she had a hard time setting aside her curiosity. And if it was possible she could offer some advice or say something comforting that might help him, she wanted to do that. She hated to think about it, but there was a possibility this mission would be so dangerous that he wouldn’t survive it, and she would never see him again.

      “What happened after you threw the vials and everyone except Rache and the leader—and you—were exposed?”

      Casmir leaned against the door jamb. “Actually, Rache’s armor had been damaged and his helmet was off, so he was exposed too.”

      Ah, yes. Rache had admitted that in his letter.

      “Probably the only time I’ll ever see him with tears in his eyes.” Casmir looked at the patio, one socked toe prodding a seam where moss grew. “He got some weapons from the sick guards, including a grenade. The other guy—Bernard—had a grenade too. Rache was going to throw his, and I could see it bouncing off Bernard’s armor and not being as effective as if…” Casmir swallowed. “Well, my brain was just trying to solve the problem of something not being effective. I had this duct tape I’d grabbed, and I threw it to Rache and told him to stick it to our enemy.”

      “Oh.” Kim could imagine where this was going.

      “They grappled, and I didn’t see everything, but then the grenades went off. Rache had stuck it to the back of Bernard’s helmet. And when it blew, it was graphic.” Casmir rested a hand on his stomach. “There wasn’t much time to parse it then, since the explosions started a rockfall and I was just trying to stay alive, but that’s the moment I keep seeing again and again. I suggested something—and provided the tool to make it happen—that resulted in a man’s head being blown off.”

      He eyed her warily again, and she realized she might have misread the first look like that he’d given her. Maybe it wasn’t that he hadn’t wanted to talk about it, but that he had feared she would judge him.

      Kim shook her head. She was more likely to judge herself, because she felt he’d done the logical thing. Sometimes, it disturbed her how easy it was for her to rule in favor of logic over emotion.

      “I can see where that would be extremely disturbing, especially for someone like you, but I’m sure Rache was going to kill that man anyway. It was probably a relatively quick and painless way to go. And I assume he was trying to kill you.”

      “Yes, and I know those things, but you arrest criminals, Kim. You don’t blow their heads off. Other people died in there too. All those guys who weren’t armored and were puking on the floor when the ceiling collapsed… They didn’t have a Zee to protect them. Thank you for sending him, by the way.”

      “You’re welcome.” The last she’d seen Zee, he had been standing in the living room next to the coat rack, observing the neighborhood for potential threats. She hoped the Fleet soldiers would allow Casmir to take his stoic bodyguard along on his mission. “And those are the people who were setting bombs, kidnapping your parents, and killing Kingdom citizens. I’m afraid I can’t share your distress at their deaths. If they’d been arrested, Jager would have had them executed or sent to one of the prison asteroid mines. Rehabilitation laws are for citizens, not enemies from another system.”

      “Enemies from another system are supposed to be extradited for their own governments to deal with.”

      Kim waved her hand. She knew the law, but when she’d been doing research for her thriller novel, she’d learned that those laws were usually only obeyed if the prisoners in question were prominent enough in the other nation’s society that returning them might be used as a bargaining chip at a future date. Maybe it hadn’t always been like that, but it was like that under Jager’s rule.

      Casmir started to turn again to go inside, but he paused, his face scrunching in an odd expression. “Someone like me?”

      “I didn’t mean that as an insult. You have a gentle soul, Casmir.” She knew how much it bothered him that the crushers, which he’d helped make out of some notion that they would be deployed as guardians for the planet, were being used to kill people.

      “Well, my parents wouldn’t let me play violent network games as a kid.” The faint smile returned, however fleeting. “My father even lectured me if I slammed the checkers pieces down too hard on the board.”

      “Your parents are good people.”

      “Yeah. I’d hate to turn into someone they were disappointed in.”

      “You won’t. I promise.”

      He gave her another quick smile, but his eyes still looked haunted.

      Kim leaned back in her chair, wondering if she’d helped him at all.

      She also wondered who had raised Rache. Not Jager and Iku, she was fairly certain. If Rache had been a fixture in the castle, she couldn’t imagine that the media would have been unaware of him. Unless he’d been locked in some cell and forbidden to go out where anyone might see him. She doubted that. If Jager had wanted his future war hero to be loyal to him, he wouldn’t have been too much of an ass. At least not initially.

      She drummed her fingers, wishing she’d asked Casmir to tell her what he’d overheard.

      The doorbell rang. Since Casmir had gone inside, she assumed he would answer it. It was probably some Fleet soldier, making sure he didn’t decide at the last minute to flee the city. Poor Casmir. He’d gotten himself into this situation, but only because he was skeptical about Jager’s intentions. Most people wouldn’t put their necks out in front of the king’s carriage—or air bike—but Casmir wasn’t most people.

      “Uhm, Kim?” Casmir stuck his head outside again. “You have visitors.” He winced and mouthed “I’m sorry” before backing into the kitchen.

      Chief Superintendent Van Dijk walked out, trailed by two soldiers. “Scholar Sato? King Jager has decided that you need to personally go on the mission, in case any adjustments to your bacteria are needed to ensure our people can deal with the gate once they find it.”

      Kim slumped back in her chair. So much for life getting back to normal.
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      Casmir’s stomach didn’t like his second trip into space any more than his first.

      He was pressed back into a pod in Sir William Asger’s gleaming purple knight shuttle, with Kim engulfed in the seat beside him. The pods reduced the effects of acceleration as they shot away from the launch loop and into space, where they would rendezvous with the Osprey, so Casmir’s eyes didn’t feel like they were visiting the back of his skull, but his stomach found the whole experience highly suspect.

      He’d taken two kinds of anti-nausea medication. Unfortunately, the combined effect was making him nauseated. The legendary Admiral Mikita had reputedly spent half his life in space, battling enemy ships and winning systems for the Kingdom. Had his stomach protested against every shift in gravity?

      “I may have to take you up on your offer, Kim,” Casmir said.

      Asger, who sat in the pilot’s seat up front, rotated his pod enough to glance back at Casmir. But he didn’t comment. Zee, who gripped a handhold on a bulkhead, also did not comment. He was the only robot helper Casmir had been allowed to bring along. Most of the ones he’d created to raid the terrorist base had been too damaged to travel, anyway, but he was finding that he liked having an army of robots he could hide behind when he faced enemies.

      “Which offer is that?” Kim sounded completely normal, unaffected by space-sickness.

      “To put weird bugs in my stomach to help with my nausea. And high histamine levels.” Casmir’s left eye blinked, and he sneezed. His nostrils hadn’t yet realized that he’d left pollen season behind and that the shuttle’s air was highly filtered. “Didn’t you say you had some that could do that?”

      “My bacteria are not weird.”

      Kim couldn’t look at him over the side of her pod, but Casmir had no doubt he was receiving a glower. Someone in one of the rear seats laughed. A number of large hulking soldiers in combat armor were also on the shuttle. Casmir didn’t know if they were there to defend him or to make sure he didn’t try to escape his fate.

      As if there was anywhere he could go. The blanket of stars on the large forward display was beautiful but also a stark reminder that he was surrounded by a frozen vacuum. Space was a far more effective deterrent to escape than bars on a cell.

      “As I’ve stated before,” Kim said, “I have numerous beneficial bacteria that could help you more efficiently clear histamine from your body, which has been linked to motion-sickness. My bacteria have been tested in many randomized double-blind, placebo-controlled studies, and the efficacy is undeniable. Few side effects were reported, even among patients with intestinal dysbiosis, so I don’t see why you’re hesitant to let me give you some. It’s very likely that I could not only fix your tendency toward motion-sickness but also cure your food and drug allergies with the right immune-regulating mix.”

      “There aren’t any cashews trying to ram themselves down my throat at the moment. I’m only concerned about…” Casmir swallowed and grimaced as the shuttle adjusted course, prompting his nausea also to adjust itself to a higher level. “Puking.”

      “Since I had the leisure to pack this time, I have numerous microorganisms along with me that I thought would prove useful on the mission. Simply let me know when you’re ready and if you’d prefer daily capsules or a more permanent solution.”

      “Who wouldn’t choose the permanent solution?”

      “The capsules contain transitory strains. The permanent solution involves a rectal insertion.”

      Casmir made a face.

      One of the fearsome soldiers behind him said, “Ewww.”

      “Maybe I’ll think about it a bit more first,” Casmir said, grimacing again, for the Osprey had come into view, the great warship large enough to create artificial spin gravity.

      “You should embrace advances in medicine,” Kim said, “not shy away from them. I can see shying away from having your skull opened up and a responsive neurostimulation system installed to rectify your seizures, but there’s no reason to fear such simple and non-invasive work when there’s potential for dramatic health improvements.”

      “The permanent solution sounded somewhat invasive.”

      “Less so than a hole in the skull.”

      “I’m not entirely positive that’s true.”

      One of the soldiers grunted in what might have been agreement.

      Another warship came into view as Asger adjusted their course again. And another. And another.

      Four? Casmir frowned. Just how many warships were coming along on this mission?

      “Asger,” Casmir said. “Are those ships all coming with us, or are they simply here for shore leave?”

      “Nobody’s going on shore leave right now.” Asger glanced back. “Have you been watching the news? Tensions are escalating in the other systems. There have been more attacks on stations and mining facilities, and even though I’m fairly certain the Kingdom wasn’t behind them, we’re being blamed.”

      “So those warships are here to guard Odin?”

      “Others in the system are strategically placed to guard System Lion. Those are going with us.”

      “If we barrel through another system’s gate with so many warships,” Casmir said, “won’t the inhabitants see that as a hostile and aggressive action? If not a threat of invasion?”

      “King Jager is making sure we have the firepower necessary to get the gate back. Further, he may be making a statement. Better to be with the Kingdom than against it.”

      “Oh, yes. Let’s strut around the systems like galactic bullies. That’ll have positive long-term results.”

      Asger slanted him a long look over his shoulder. “I’m sure it’s what Admiral Mikita did.”

      And thus Asger proved something Casmir had suspected, that he knew who Casmir had been cloned from. Asger had once said he’d had a hunch, but at some point, that hunch had turned into a certainty.

      Had Princess Oku told him that she’d helped Casmir get into the Royal Zamek Seed Bank so he could learn the truth? Somehow, the image of Oku and Asger strolling side by side through one of the castle gardens with the sun beaming on their faces disturbed Casmir. It wasn’t that he truly believed he had a shot with the princess—besides, he barely knew her—but imagining Asger as Oku’s confidant was troubling. Surely, Casmir, as a fellow academic, would be a more logical match.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Casmir said, giving his brain a boot to return it to present concerns.

      “He was a war hero. That’s what war heroes do to win wars.”

      “Hm.” Casmir vowed to look up his progenitor as soon as he had time, to dig deeper than what the encyclopedias and online history texts said. If they’d gotten the face wrong, who knew what else was inaccurate?

      He wished he could look in that book about great leaders of the Twelve Systems that Qin had in her quarters on the Stellar Dragon. It hadn’t been published in the Kingdom, and she’d believed he looked “kind of like” Mikita, so maybe it had accurate information.

      He also wished he was going off to help Qin and Bonita with their pirate situation, rather than helping find a powerful ancient relic that Casmir still questioned whether the Kingdom had the right to claim.

      “Captain Ishii is going to want a destination as soon as we get on board,” Asger said. “I hope for your sake that you’ve figured out where that gate went.”

      “Er, not yet.”

      Casmir squirmed under the disapproving look he got. He missed occasionally goofy Asger, who flexed his biceps and talked about having assets that women admired. Maybe he’d been lectured for helping Casmir the last time they had been in space together.

      “I was going to suggest starting at Modi Moon to see if any clues were left behind.” Casmir hoped that the entire stealthed cargo ship with the ancient gate inside had been left behind, and that the Fleet ship that had searched for it had simply missed finding it. But Royal Intelligence had confirmed that the wormhole gate out of the system had been activated by an invisible ship, so Casmir feared it was long gone.

      Twin shuttle-bay doors came into view as Asger guided them closer, along the rotating hull of the warship. As their craft slowed, leaving them in zero-g, Casmir decided he looked forward to the Osprey’s relatively stable partial gravity. Even if he looked forward to little else about his assigned task.

      The doors yawned open, and Asger timed their entry perfectly. They settled to a magnetic deck, and with a lurch, the shuttle had gravity again. Casmir’s stomach also lurched, and he took several slow breaths. He was the last one out of his pod.

      The soldiers filed out quickly. Asger, wearing his silver liquid armor instead of a galaxy suit like Kim and Casmir, waited for them by the hatch. Kim unstrapped the luggage rack and started pulling off her several cases of belongings.

      “I’m guessing that’s not make-up,” Asger remarked as Casmir joined him.

      Kim, whom Casmir had rarely seen wear make-up, shot him a flat look. “I assume the captain will give me a laboratory where I can store my tools and specimens.”

      “I assume the captain will give me a brig cell,” Casmir said.

      Kim tossed Casmir’s tool satchel and travel case to him, the latter full of a suitable amount of clean clothing, almost as much as his mother had insisted on.

      “If you irk him, he will.” Asger spread his hand, inviting Casmir to exit the shuttle next. “You might not want to bring up his nicknames from robotics camp.”

      “Right. Good advice.”

      Though he had an urge to make Asger go first, so he could hide behind his tall, broad-shouldered figure, Casmir shouldered his bags and hopped down to the deck. Captain Ishii waited in his Fleet galaxy suit with a stunner on his belt. Was that a typical precaution, or did he think Casmir would attack him?

      Ishii eyed Zee, who walked behind Casmir, as they approached. That was the physical threat he was likely more worried about, but a stun bolt wouldn’t affect Zee.

      “Professor Dabrowski,” Ishii said with a quick stiff bow. “You are here in the capacity of civilian advisor. You will interact as little as possible with the crew, report directly to me, take orders from any officer that gives them, and work on the solution to our mutual problem during all hours outside of meal and sleep time. Neither of those had better be leisurely.”

      “Civilian advisor?” Casmir did his best to offer a friendly smile—he would prefer to turn Ishii into an ally, or at least a colleague with a good working relationship, rather than to continue on as antagonists. “That sounds like the role of civilian lackey.”

      “The king, when he commed me directly to remind me of the importance of this mission, was imprecise on your actual designation and job duties. I gather I have some leeway.”

      Casmir glanced at Asger. “The brig scenario is looking more likely.”

      Ishii shifted his focus as Kim stepped out, porting two boxes that looked like they would have squished her in the full gravity of Odin. He bowed much more deeply to her.

      “Welcome back to the Osprey, Scholar Sato. You also have the title of civilian advisor while you’re here. You’ll find that Dr. Sikou has cleared a dedicated laboratory for you. You have full access to the ship’s fitness and recreation areas. My soldiers will carry your cases.” Ishii waved for some of the men to hurry forward and take them from her. “If you need anything, you can ask any of my crew for assistance.”

      “Thank you,” Kim said.

      “Is it just me,” Casmir said to her, “or are the parameters of our positions vastly different, given that we have the exact same job title?”

      “I bet she’s getting paid more too.” Asger thumped him on the shoulder as Ishii headed for the exit, waving for them to follow.

      Casmir stared at Kim. “You’re getting paid?”

      “You’re not?” She sounded surprised.

      “No, I’m proving myself to the king.”

      “Does that come with benefits and time off?” Kim asked, her delivery as deadpan as usual, even though he knew her well enough to recognize it as a joke.

      “It doesn’t even come with leisurely lunches.”

      “I won’t be obnoxious and point out that you got yourself into this situation,” she said as they trailed Ishii and his men into a wide corridor.

      “That’s very considerate of you.”

      Ishii took them first to sickbay, where he waved Kim into Dr. Sikou’s waiting hands—she was the doctor that Kim had worked with on the research vessel Machu Picchu to find a cure for the pseudo radiation so many of them had been afflicted with while hunting for the ancient wormhole gate.

      Casmir wondered if he would get to see Kim at all during this mission. He felt the urge to blurt an apology through the doorway after her, since he highly doubted she would be stuck up here if he hadn’t hidden the gate from the government.

      But the presence of Ishii and the soldiers kept his tongue still. The next stop was guest quarters, where Asger was given a cabin of decent size. Casmir hoped for one nearby, but Ishii took him another level up and toward the bridge. He stopped before reaching it and waved open a door to a room packed with servers and monitoring systems.

      “Your quarters.” Ishii extended a hand toward a display- and technical manual-filled desk with a chair locked to the deck.

      “Uh, there’s no bed.”

      “You’ll be so busy researching that you won’t need one. You have all the computer power you need to find the gate, and your robot can plug in over there if he needs to.”

      “While the crushers can plug into an outlet, Zee typically absorbs and breaks down simple inorganic material in his environment. He’s kind of like a big autotroph, but instead of producing complex organic compounds, he creates pure energy.”

      Casmir expected Ishii to say “Whatever” and shove him into the little cabin, but he raised his eyebrows.

      “Really? Will you send me the schematics? I’ve been curious about the crushers.” Maybe Ishii hadn’t completely given up on his childhood passions.

      “Yes.” Casmir saw little point in withholding the schematics since the government already had them. Oh, they were supposed to be top secret, and he’d signed paperwork agreeing to that, but Ishii worked for that government, and now that terrorists and who knew who else had the crushers, did it matter? Maybe it would help prompt Ishii to see him as less of an enemy.

      Ishii’s eyebrows rose even higher, as if he hadn’t expected that answer. “Good.”

      Ishii sent a quick, admiring look toward Zee, but then his face closed off again. “Sit down and get to work, Dabrowski. No screwing around. Scour the networks and find out where the gate is. We’ve got Intelligence people looking now, but Jager presumably sent you along because he thinks you’ll see something they won’t.” Ishii’s lips twisted with skepticism. “Don’t even think of having a seizure or getting sick. We’re depending on you. I was reprimanded with demerits going into my record after you disappeared with the gate. This time, we’re going to drop it on the castle doorstep and be blasted heroes.”

      Ishii spun on his heel and stalked away. The door closed automatically, sealing Casmir inside the computer cabin with Zee.

      He feared his thoughts of befriending Ishii were in vain, and he regretted that his actions had resulted in the man getting in trouble.

      “I guess I better get to work,” Casmir murmured. So Ishii could be a hero. Or at least redeem himself in the eyes of his chain of command.

      “Do you know where to look for this gate, Casmir Dabrowski?” Zee took up a guard position by the door, his six-and-a-half feet in height seeming even larger than usual in the tight quarters.

      “I have some ideas.”

      “I have observed that when humans say that, the answer is truly no.”

      Casmir sighed. “You’re more intuitive than you look, my friend.”
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      Dr. Yas Peshlakai stepped onto the bridge of the Fedallah and headed toward the briefing room at the back. He paused when he spotted Captain Rache speaking with Lieutenant Amergin, his security officer who specialized in hacking networks and gathering intelligence.

      The four other men working on the bridge only glanced at Yas before their gazes returned to the forward display or their own stations. Their shoulders were hunched, tense. And Yas saw the reason on the display. The Fedallah was trailing four Kingdom warships through space. It was from a distance, but he wouldn’t call it a safe distance. Rache’s ship had a slydar hull coating that should keep those ships from detecting its heat signature or spotting it on a camera, but… this seemed a blatant flirtation with trouble.

      “Briefing room, Doctor.” Rache pointed a thumb toward the sliding doors, and he and Amergin headed that way, Amergin’s face a smiling combination of biological and cybernetic parts under a broad-brimmed cowboy hat, and Rache’s face, as always, hidden under his black mask.

      “Yes, sir.” Yas followed them.

      He didn’t yet know why he’d been invited to the briefing, as he wasn’t usually a part of the mercenaries’ missions, other than patching people up afterward. He hoped it had something to do with the research Amergin had been doing about Tiamat Station—Yas’s home—and the murder of President Bakas. The murder Yas had been framed for…

      A vain hope, most likely, since Rache was surely following those warships for another reason. Maybe he thought the Kingdom Fleet would lead him to the ancient wormhole gate that he’d almost had in his grasp the previous month. If it did, would he attack all four warships in an attempt to wrest it away? Yas would need to do more than a little patching up, if that was the case.

      Two of Rache’s senior officers were seated at the large briefing room table, along with the assassin Chaplain and Chief Jess Khonsari. She lounged sideways in her seat, one arm slung over the back, and one boot on the table.

      Rache looked at her, looked at the leg, and looked back at her. When one couldn’t see his face, it was hard to tell if he was glowering, but Jess grinned broadly, one of the few crew who never seemed intimidated by him, before lowering her leg to the deck.

      Yas’s stomach did a little flipflop when their eyes met, but then he winced, for her smile faded and she only gave him a wary nod. Because he kept trying to get her to agree to an exam and to look for alternatives to the addictive painkiller she didn’t want to give up?

      He resisted the urge to sit next to her, not wanting to make her uncomfortable, but a large part of him wished he weren’t her doctor. If he were just her friend, maybe he wouldn’t feel so compelled to look after her health, when she clearly didn’t want to confront it herself.

      No, he decided. He would still want to help her.

      Rache waved at a display on the wall, and the same view of the four warships came up. “Amergin has ferreted out proof that those ships are being sent to find the gate that slipped through the Kingdom’s fingers.” His tone cooled. “And my fingers.”

      He didn’t mention his genetic twin, Casmir Dabrowski, the one who’d been responsible for all that slippage.

      “We’re following them,” Rache continued, “since, from what I gathered down on Odin, we have to head out of the system to find the gate anyway.”

      Yas was curious what Rache had been doing down on Odin for several days. Questioning Dabrowski? He’d returned to the ship with numerous injuries and combat armor that had looked like someone had dropped a mountain on it. As usual, he hadn’t allowed Yas to treat those injuries, saying his enhanced immune system would handle them.

      These mercenaries all fell into one of two camps: people who would take a bullet to the chest, deal with the pain, and wave it off as a mere scratch; or people who would get a scratch and act like they’d taken a bullet to the chest. There was absolutely nobody on the ship who treated health and injuries with an amount of gravitas appropriate to the situation.

      “We’re monitoring their communications and doing our best to decrypt encoded transmissions.” Rache nodded to Amergin. “It’s possible they’ll report their destination to their headquarters, and we’ll catch it, but I would prefer to figure out where the cargo ship carrying the gate went before the Fleet does. We know astroshamans were, before they died, piloting it and were likely the ones to steal the gate pieces from Skadi Moon. Amergin, you’re the one who’s been researching them. Where are the most likely places astroshamans would have taken the gate, assuming they didn’t want anyone to find it?”

      Yas sank back in his seat. This briefing definitely didn’t have anything to do with his problem. He was disappointed, but he shouldn’t have been. Rache had told him he would focus on finding the gate first and then help him. Assuming they survived this gate hunt. Yas couldn’t help but eye the heavily armed and armored warships with concern.

      “The astroshamans have bases and a presence in all the systems except this one,” Amergin said from his seat. “The Kingdom doesn’t forbid the blending of biological and machine components, such as almost all astroshamans embrace, but it’s known to be unfriendly to all except pure humans.”

      “The astroshamans were the ones that seemed to be in charge of the bombings that took place on Odin,” Rache offered. “There was a terrorist group down there led by a former Royal Intelligence chief superintendent who’d gotten a few noticeable cybernetic implants since he stepped down from his position.”

      Amergin hesitated, then nodded and adjusted his hat. “I read about those terrorists in my intelligence gathering, Captain. It was implied that you’d been to their base and had something to do with its destruction.”

      “It’s not important.” Rache flicked dismissive fingers. “Go on about potential locations.”

      “Yes, sir. Like I said, they’ve got bases all over, and a lot of the followers of their religion are normal citizens living in the various habitats and colonies around the systems. Usually, they don’t make trouble or get involved in squabbles over resources or what they consider mundane things. At the core of their belief is the idea that ultimate enlightenment comes from leaving one’s human body behind and embedding one’s consciousness into a droid or computer. I don’t know about that myself. Machine bits have their uses, but I’m fond of my human bits too.”

      Amergin smiled at Jess.

      Yas frowned. Was that a flirtatious smile?

      “Nobody wants to know about your human bits,” she told him.

      “That’s disappointing.” Amergin faced Rache again. “Despite them being pretty integrated into a lot of societies, there are rumors that the astroshamans have a secret headquarters that’s part shrine and part laboratory where they test out human-machine interfaces and new cybernetic implants before sending out the schematics to the rest of their followers. The majority of the astroshamans exist as humans or hybrids until they near death, and then they seek that ultimate enlightenment of continuing on without their biological bodies. That secret testing headquarters seems a likely spot where they would take the gate to study.”

      Rache nodded. “Rumors of locations?”

      “Oh, quite a few. I’m surprised I had trouble pinpointing it, given how many people must know. I’d figured the shrine was a place any of their followers could visit—but it seems that their high shamans are the only ones to know the location and go there, along with the devotees that work inside. I have been sorting through the rumors and trying to narrow things down. Something that keeps coming up is the idea that you can only get there with a submarine.”

      Yas sat up straighter, his interest rekindling. System Hydra, his home system, had two water worlds. Several of the other systems had planets with land and oceans, but a high number of astroshamans lived on and passed through Tiamat Station, which was centrally located in the system.

      “That still leaves quite a few possibilities,” Amergin went on, “but I’m assuming it’s somewhere sparsely populated, since they’re secretive with their comings and goings. They probably didn’t hide their base on the continental shelf in front of the resort islands of Tlaloc. So I’ve got three likely possibilities. Planet Oceanus in System Stymphalia, an underwater facility on the stormy side of the water world of Nabia, or under the ice on Xolas Moon. There’s a whole ocean under the moon’s frozen surface, and it hasn’t been visited much, except by science teams. At least that’s what the public records say.”

      Rache looked at Yas. “Two of those possibilities are in your system. Have you heard any rumors of the existence of this shrine?”

      Yas wished he had, so he could urge the Fedallah toward System Hydra. Maybe then, as long as they were in the neighborhood, Rache would send a team to Tiamat Station to help him investigate the president’s death.

      “I haven’t heard of that shrine or laboratory before,” Yas said slowly, raking through his brain just in case he’d forgotten some useful tidbits. “There is a relatively high population of astroshamans in the system.”

      Amergin nodded. “About two percent of the population in System Hydra, compared to .5 to one percent in other systems, barring System Lion here.” He waved toward the display and the stars outside.

      “If two out of three likely possibilities are there,” Rache said, “it makes sense to start our search in Hydra.”

      “What happens if the Kingdom warships are going to System Hydra?” Chaplain asked, speaking for the first time, his hands folded neatly on the table. He never did anything so assassinly as picking his teeth with his knife or sharpening the blade in public, but his eyes were intent as he gazed at Rache, and Yas had the feeling he wanted a fight. A bloody fight that resulted in a lot of dead bodies.

      “We’ll attempt to get to and obtain the gate before they arrive,” Rache said.

      “And if we don’t?” Amergin asked.

      “We’ll find a way to get it anyway. As I said weeks ago, I’m not letting Jager squirrel away something so powerful.” Rache waved toward the exit. “Dismissed, everyone. Except you, Doctor.”

      Yas paused, halfway out of his seat. Was he about to learn why he’d been called to this briefing?

      “Does something ail you, Captain?” Yas hadn’t seen him limping or favoring any body parts, not the way he had been when he’d first returned from Odin, but for normal people, such injuries would take a while to heal.

      “No.” After the door shut, Rache said, “Do you know of any poisons or bacteria that would have deleterious effects on humans with mechanical interfaces?”

      Yas grimaced. He knew of a lot of poisons that would have deleterious—also known as deadly—effects on anybody. But he’d studied them so he could save people from them, not make recommendations to killers.

      “If Amergin is right,” Rache said, “and this base is underwater, we won’t be able to bring the entire might of the Fedallah down to deal with the inhabitants. We’ll likely be dealing with a lot of loaded droids and robot defenders. It would be advantageous to have a way to entice those with human parts to cooperate.”

      “I understand, Captain, but I’m not comfortable recommending poisons.”

      Rache gazed steadily at him. Yas waited for him to point out that he’d offered to help Yas with his problem, or maybe to suggest that he would only do so if Yas helped him first. But all he did was stare wordlessly. Somehow, that was worse.

      “I’ll look and see if there’s anything in the toxicology dictionaries.” Maybe Yas could find something that would inconvenience their enemies without killing them.

      “Good. If there’s time on the way or after, we’ll stop by Tiamat Station. Did you see this?” Rache faced the display, sending some command with his chip, and the image changed from the warships to a news clip.

      Yas recognized Vice President—no, he was President now—Chronis. And also… “Is that King Jager?”

      They were standing together on a beach and shaking hands as they faced the camera, a clear blue sky behind them. That definitely wasn’t Tiamat Station.

      “Yes.” Rache froze the image on the display. “The media is reporting that he visited Odin personally two weeks ago and is on his way back home to announce news of an alliance.”

      Yas grimaced. “At least half of Tiamat Station is going to be very unhappy about that.”

      “It’s something that wouldn’t have happened if President Bakas had been alive and in charge, I presume.”

      “No, she was vehemently opposed to the old-fashioned mindset of the Kingdom and any sniff of a tyrannical regime encroaching in our system. There could be some major upheaval over this. All of the citizens who have genetic modifications or who are in non-traditional marriages wouldn’t be welcome in their own home if the Kingdom were to gain control of Tiamat Station. A lot of people will fight to prevent that. Tiamat Station is over three hundred years old, and many citizens trace their heritage back to the founders. They won’t simply leave.”

      “If System Hydra is distracted by upheaval on one of its most populous habitats, that’ll be a good time for us to slip in unnoticed and explore the moon and water world.” Rache nodded and headed for the door. “Let me know what you find regarding poisons, Doctor.”

      As Yas stared at the image of his new president shaking hands with Jager, the only poison he could think about was the one that had killed President Bakas.
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      The door to Kim’s lab slid open, and the Osprey’s chief surgeon, Dr. Angelico, leaned in, knocking on the jamb.

      “The glorious Kim Sato hath returned to our modest sickbay,” he said with a cheery smile. “I’m delighted.”

      Kim turned in time to catch him checking out her ass. She sighed. The fact that galaxy suits were form fitting made them prized over the bulky spacesuits of earlier centuries, but she wouldn’t have minded some bulk at that moment. She also wouldn’t have minded if Angelico had been transferred to another ship in the weeks since she’d last seen him.

      “I was never on the Osprey,” Kim said. “We worked together on the Machu Picchu.”

      “Ah, but you’re here now. Perhaps we can have a drink together? It’s well into the night shift, you know. You should take off for the day. The R and R deck isn’t as appealing as the café on that orbital station I was telling you about, but we do have coffee.” He wrinkled his nose. “If you persist in being addicted to it. Did I, by chance, convince you that a green smoothie would be a far superior health choice?”

      “No.”

      Not only that, but she’d brought bags of her own beans along this time, as well as a portable espresso machine and milk steamer. There was no way she would have gone into space unprepared a second time. She pointed to a corner of the counter where she’d set them up, carefully securing the accoutrements so they wouldn’t float off if there were hiccups in the ship’s gravity.

      Angelico wrinkled his nose again. “I’d have to check the regs, but I don’t think that’s allowed. If there’s an inspection, Captain Ishii may insist that you put that in your cabin or in the mess hall.”

      “Captain Ishii can try.”

      Angelico snorted and smiled. “Why don’t you let me show you around the ship later? Have you seen the hydroponics gardens? We’re able to grow fresh vegetables and fruit.”

      “I’m busy.” That wasn’t really true. Kim had refined the bacteria that fed on the pseudo radiation before she’d left Odin. There had been little point in her being dragged along on this mission, as she’d informed Chief Superintendent Van Dijk, but the military was certain they needed her along in case there were any medical surprises related to the gate. “And also, I am not interested in spending recreational time with you or having intercourse.”

      She should have made that clear from the beginning.

      Angelico blinked, his lips parting in surprise—or bafflement?—but he recovered quickly, and the smile returned. “You only think you don’t want to have intercourse with me, but that’s because you haven’t seen me naked yet.”

      He winked and stepped out into the corridor before she could issue a retort.

      Kim shook her head in disgust, missing her lab back home at Parvus Biologia Corporation headquarters where all of the men were old and married. Not that she was usually hit on left and right during her regular life. She wasn’t sure how she’d managed to get two men asking her to dinners in the same month. Though who truly knew what Rache’s intentions were? The idea of someone like him having intentions was still mind-boggling. Surely, some of his fellow space mercenaries or outlaw pirates would be more logical choices for his affections.

      Though maybe not. If he was as book-loving as he seemed, he might have trouble finding kindred spirits in that crowd. If such things mattered. Men seemed to care less about common interests, at least some men. She couldn’t imagine Casmir having a relationship with someone purely based on physical attraction. Though it was hard to believe Rache could want a relationship. How could that even work if he was constantly switching systems and always in hiding? Always putting his life in danger? Wouldn’t casual sex be a lot safer for him? Or abstinence, for that matter. Rache had mentioned that someone had sent a female assassin to seduce and kill him. She was surprised he wasn’t completely soured on relationships.

      Kim pushed away the thoughts as she realized she’d been staring at her computer display for several minutes without seeing it. She was trying to think of what else besides bacteria might be used to protect people who came in contact with the gate and that pseudo radiation. But she kept coming back to what she’d suggested to Van Dijk as the most logical action, sending in Casmir, since he was immune, to see if the gate’s defensive mechanisms could be deactivated.

      Maybe she should suggest the idea to Captain Ishii. He seemed to be in charge of the mission. Perhaps he would be more logical.

      She closed down her workstation and left the quiet lab—aside from a curly-haired female nurse on duty, the rest of the sickbay staff had departed for the night—and headed to the lift. She would see if Captain Ishii was on the bridge and make the suggestion to him. Maybe it was moot, since they hadn’t found the gate yet, but she felt like she should be working on something, since she was, as Asger had pointed out, being paid by the military to be here.

      Casmir’s computer cabin—computer closet was a more accurate term—was on the way, so she stopped and knocked. She had little doubt that he would be there and doing research. It wasn’t as if Ishii had given him the option of recreation, though Kim considered it inhumane to deny him exercise time. In the ship’s low gravity, they all needed to spend time with the gym equipment on a daily basis.

      The door slid open to reveal Zee filling the entryway.

      Kim jumped. Even though she had grown accustomed to the crusher in the days he’d been her bodyguard, she hadn’t seen him since arriving on the ship earlier in the week, and it was easy to forget how large, dark, and intimidating he was.

      “Casmir, are you in there?” Kim asked. “I can’t see around your butler.”

      Zee shifted aside and pressed his back to the wall. It still didn’t leave a lot of room to maneuver past, but when she spotted Casmir rising from the cabin’s only seat, Kim stepped inside.

      The door closed automatically behind her, making the space feel claustrophobic. Heat radiated from the banks of computer equipment, and the air smelled faintly of ozone.

      “Greetings, Kim.” Delight blossomed on Casmir’s face, and his arms twitched upward, as if he wanted to hug her. He turned it into a deep bow.

      “I’m guessing you haven’t seen many people these last few days.” Kim felt bad that she hadn’t come by to visit sooner. She hadn’t been certain it would be permitted. She could envision Ishii storming in and dragging her out, saying that nobody was allowed to distract Casmir.

      “Just Ishii.” He smiled ruefully. “Hourly. And Zee of course.”

      “I don’t think Zee counts as a people.”

      The stolid crusher did not react to the comment.

      “How can you say such things? He’s delightful company.”

      “I still think you need to get him a pink bow tie.”

      “I thought we agreed on periwinkle.” Casmir stepped to the side and offered her the sole seat.

      She declined and leaned against a rack of servers, careful not to bump anything. “I’m going to try to find the captain and suggest something to him, but I thought I should run it by you first.”

      “And here I thought you just came to visit. I brought my dice.” Casmir waved to his tool satchel and personal bag—had he truly not been given any quarters?—hunkering under a console. “We could play a game.”

      “Are you allowed to do that?”

      “No, but I would rebel for a chance at human interaction.” He arched his eyebrows. “What do you want to run by me?”

      “I think you’re the best bet to figure out how to get those gate pieces to stop emitting the pseudo radiation. It doesn’t make sense to keep trying to find treatments to help people who are exposed to it when it could presumably be turned off somehow. And since you’re immune and an engineer, who better to do it?”

      “Someone who’s extensively studied the gate technology?” Casmir smiled self-deprecatingly, but he also rubbed the back of his neck and looked like he was considering it.

      “Name someone who’s done that and might be immune, and I’ll suggest him or her to the captain. I doubt it’s one of Rache’s hobbies.”

      “Probably not. He’s too busy reading about ancient whales. Does your mother have an engineering background at all?”

      “No, archaeology and anthropology.” Kim supposed she could mention her mother to Ishii—Casmir might do better if he had someone with knowledge of the gates at his side—but was reluctant to bring Kingdom attention to her. As she’d learned earlier, Jager was aware of her mother and aware that she had many friends outside of System Lion. It hadn’t sounded like he trusted her. “You’re good at figuring out mechanical things, whether you have a background in them or not. I think you could do it.”

      “I’d be willing to try. I’m still not sure…” Casmir glanced toward the ceiling—toward some hidden camera?—and adjusted what he’d intended to say. “It would be good to keep anyone else from dying, especially since everyone is determined to go cozy up with the gate pieces, so I’d take a shot.”

      Kim suspected he’d kept himself from saying he still didn’t want the Kingdom to end up with the gate. She hoped he would give up on that idea and work wholeheartedly for Jager. Maybe it wasn’t ideal for the entire Twelve Systems, but if he insisted on opposing the king, he would end up exiled—or worse.

      “Good. I’ll tell the captain.”

      Casmir leaned against the console, his expression glum, and Kim waved at the row of displays behind him. She was reluctant to leave so soon when he was starved for company.

      “How’s the search going? Have you found anything?”

      “I’ve been researching the astroshamans themselves and have some possible places they might have taken the gate to hide it, but I find myself wondering if they would have taken it to a home base—I found information on secret laboratories and shrines in underwater locations few can get to—or if they’re handing it off to someone else.”

      “You found evidence to suggest they’re working for another party?”

      “Not evidence, no. The astroshamans have their own private satellite network in most of the systems, so they leave a minuscule footprint on the public networks. I’m just debating why a religious order would want an ancient wormhole gate. Maybe they want to explore the rest of the galaxy or leave the Twelve Systems and find a new place to live, but why the terrorist stuff on Odin then? And why would they have cared about me helping Jager? Only people planning to stick around in the Twelve Systems would care about that.”

      “Weren’t you hypothesizing that the terrorist activity was to distract the Kingdom so the astroshamans could slip in and get the gate in the first place?”

      “That could be part of it, but I was also debating if the timeline matched up. The terrorist activity began months ago, before the gate was discovered and reported to our government. The crushers started coming after me about the same time it was unearthed, but it’s not like that would have affected the government or military in a significant way. I feel like we’re dealing with two separate events and two separate motivations. I wish we’d been able to question that ex-chief superintendent.” Casmir grimaced, perhaps seeing the nightmare he’d shared—or the real event—over again. “I’m reluctant to tell Ishii to spend months hunting down all the astroshaman bases if ultimately, someone else is in charge. Though I don’t know how that would work either. The astroshamans aren’t mercenaries—not en masse, anyway. They’re not known to have a lot of alliances or allegiances to humans outside of their religion. Who would think of them as the likely people to hire?”

      “There were astroshamans in the cargo ship you boarded and astroshamans in the terrorist base, right? Whether they’re responsible or not, they know something.”

      “True.”

      “So if you find someone high up in their organization—they have high shamans as spiritual leaders, don’t they?—the captain could question him or her with a truth drug.”

      “I suppose. I’d just like to be able to point Ishii right to the spot where the gate is. Even though I have mixed feelings on whether we’re the rightful holders of it, I… like being efficient.” Casmir shrugged, almost appearing embarrassed. “You know, good.”

      “Well—” A faint hiss reached Kim’s ears, and she broke off. “What is that? That’s not a computer noise.”

      “It sounds like air blowing.” Casmir glanced toward a small vent high on a wall. “Put your helmet up.”

      Kim held her breath and tapped the small control patch on the chest of her galaxy suit, and her Glasnax helmet unfolded from its pouch below the back of her neck, pausing only when it encountered her braid. She hurried to tuck it inside so the helmet could seal. The heads-up display came on, and she ordered it to check the atmosphere for unexpected elements.

      The hiss was probably indicative of an innocuous leak or transfer of air somewhere—surely a Fleet warship had to be at the top of the list of safest places in space—but Casmir was doing the same thing.

      “My suit is reading nitrous oxide in the air,” he said quietly.

      An instant later, her display flashed a similar warning. “That’s a sedative, and it can be deadly if you inhale too much.”

      “Sounds like a good time to break for a non-leisurely lunch.” Casmir headed for the door.

      “Wait.” Kim gripped his arm. “Someone may be trying to flush you out. If they assumed you would hear that and get your helmet on in time…”

      “Who here would want me knocked out?” Casmir asked, but he didn’t try to pull away from Kim. “Zee, check the corridor, please.”

      Zee took a step, coming right up to the door, but it didn’t open.

      “The door is not opening,” Zee said needlessly. “Shall I force it aside?”

      “Uhm. I don’t know. This is weird. I’m going to comm the bridge.” Casmir stepped back to the console, bumping Kim in the tiny space, and tapped the comm controls.

      Kim eyed the door, expecting a couple of men in combat armor to stomp in at any second. She didn’t have a weapon. She’d assumed she wouldn’t need weapons here on a Kingdom ship.

      “The comm isn’t working.” Casmir scowled at the control panel. “Give me a minute. I have access to all the systems from in here…”

      “Do you have any weapons in your tool satchel? Or tools suitable to be turned into weapons?”

      “That’s Zee’s job, but my power drill is vaguely intimidating if you want it.” His back was to her, fingers flying across the interface.

      A faint scuff sounded in the corridor outside.

      Kim thought about lunging for his drill, but it wouldn’t do anything against someone in combat armor.

      Her helmet display flashed another warning, letting her know that she needed to hook up an oxygen tank if she wanted to continue enjoying air unaffected by the environment around them, an environment now filled with nitrous oxide.

      Someone or something bumped against the door. A would-be attacker? Or someone coming to help them?

      “Hah,” Casmir said. “Figured out the override. That was some kludgy hacking. Bridge, I need to report—”

      The door slid open, and two armored men lunged inside.

      Zee blocked them, throwing his weight into it, and they bounced back into the corridor. Zee sprang after them, attacking them and denying entry to the cabin at the same time.

      Casmir lunged to a side wall and pulled Kim back with him.

      “Do you want your tool satchel?” She grabbed it as cracks, slams, and wrenching noises came from the corridor. Something clattered to the deck.

      “No, I want to hide out of sight of the door.”

      “I’m not good at hiding.” She poked into his satchel for the drill.

      “I can give you pointers later.”

      A DEW-Tek weapon fired, and a crimson bolt sizzled into the cabin and slammed into a computer display. It exploded, tiny shards of metal pinging off the walls and Kim’s and Casmir’s galaxy suits.

      Casmir cursed. “Are they trying to kill us?”

      “You sure you don’t want the drill?” Kim offered it to him.

      “Pin them down, Zee!” Casmir yelled, even though they couldn’t see the corridor from their spot against the wall. “Get them out of their suits! And get rid of their weapons, please!”

      “Do you think he’ll do better work if you add the please whenever you give an order?”

      “Wouldn’t you?”

      Casmir grabbed his satchel and peered inside, but before he could find whatever he had in mind, thunderous footsteps rang above the cacophony in the corridor.

      “Drop your weapons!” a female voice ordered.

      Clatters sounded.

      “Professor Dabrowski?” the woman called. “Are you all right in there?”

      “Should I admit that my hands are shaking and I’m trying to remember if I took my seizure medication this morning?” Casmir whispered.

      “No,” Kim said.

      “Right.” He raised his voice. “I’m fine. We’re all fine in here. Thank you.”

      “Could you, uhm, call off your robot?”

      Casmir walked warily to the door. Kim was right behind him, though she hoped this intervention meant she wouldn’t need to find out if his drill was powerful enough to break through the seam of some thug’s combat armor.

      Six armored and armed men and women stood in the corridor, pointing their weapons toward the deck at Zee’s feet instead of directly at him or at the two armored men he held by the backs of their necks. One man hung limply and appeared unconscious. The other was squirming. Two DEW-Tek pistols lay on the deck under their feet.

      Casmir retracted his helmet and pushed a hand through his hair. “Is anyone else confused by the fact that all of the people are wearing the same blue armor?”

      “Don’t worry, Professor,” the woman said. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      The gas had dissipated when the door opened, but Kim left her helmet on.

      “Zee,” Casmir said, “thank you for apprehending those men. Hand them to the nice…” He looked at the woman’s armor, but none of the suits had insignia. “Soldier.”

      “Sergeant Sekimoto,” she supplied.

      Zee lowered the men to the deck and thrust them toward the soldiers without letting go of their armored necks. It wasn’t until the two attackers were surrounded and gripped by multiple people that he released them. He stepped back and loomed in the doorway, leaving Kim without much of a view.

      “The captain has been informed of this incident,” Sekimoto told Casmir. “I’m sure these men will be questioned under a truth drug, and we’ll figure out what happened.”

      “Thank you,” Casmir said.

      “What happened,” Kim murmured as the armored soldiers tramped off, “is that someone is still trying to kill you. The Black Star terrorists? Someone else?”

      Casmir slumped against the wall. “Is it selfish of me to hope that there isn’t more than one group?”

      “No, that seems reasonable. Some people might hope there weren’t any groups.”

      “I don’t think I get to be that lucky.” He closed his eyes.

      Kim tried to determine if this was an occasion when the rules of friendship required a hug—would a hug make him feel better? He wasn’t injured. After all he’d been through these last couple of months, he ought to be somewhat inured to danger. He looked more tired than overly distraught. She ended up patting him clumsily on the shoulder and wondering what it would be like to simply know what was appropriate and not need to go over a flow chart in her mind to determine the most human action.

      Casmir smiled wanly and opened his eyes. “Thanks. I think I’ll send a note off to Bonita.”

      “Are you hoping Viggo and his robot vacuums are in the area and will come to your rescue?”

      Casmir snorted. “Is it strange to wish for that? I asked the king if I could ride on the Stellar Dragon instead of on a Fleet warship for this mission. Sadly, he said no. Granted, I don’t know if Bonita would have agreed to come, but I knew even then that I would feel safer if I wasn’t sleeping on the deck in Ishii’s computer closet.”

      “You knew about the closet in advance?”

      “I knew I wouldn’t receive the luxury yacht experience. It’s better than the brig, at least. Or it was until that attack.” He shook his head. “I’m going to ask her if she can check for bounties. I wouldn’t have thought I had to fear bounty hunters on a Fleet warship, but… otherwise, I really irked those two men. Whoever they were.”

      “That seems unlikely. You haven’t been out of your closet.”

      “I don’t know. I’ve been managing to annoy a lot of people lately. Jager is irked with me. Ishii is irked with me.” His expression grew contemplative. “I do think I’m finally on better terms with Rache. We parted with a handshake.”

      “The underwear gift must have worked.”

      “Technically, those were from my mother. My point is that I’ve made progress with him. Maybe I shouldn’t yet give up on my relationship with Ishii. If he starts to like me, maybe he’ll try harder to keep his men from killing me.”

      “That shouldn’t happen, regardless. Make sure to get the details of that interrogation.”

      “I will, but I think Bonita may be more forthcoming with me than Ishii or his sergeant. She finds me charming.”

      “Charming? I think useful may be the better adjective.”

      “Viggo and his robots find me charming.”

      “That sounds more plausible.”
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