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      Thank you for picking up Layers of Force, the final installment in my Star Kingdom series. I admit that I fell in love with these characters over the course of writing these eight books, and I may return to this universe to tell more stories about them one day, but this wraps up the arc that started way back in Shockwave.

      I appreciate you following along with the series, and I hope you have a lot of fun with the last book. It nudged out Book 6 (Planet Killer) to take its place as the longest Star Kingdom novel. Hey, there were a lot of happily ever afters to get worked out!

      I would also like to thank my beta readers (Rue Silver, Cindy Wilkinson, and Sarah Engelke) for sticking with me throughout the series, as well as my editor, Shelley Holloway, who barely even grimaces when I thunk down a 150,000-word novel onto her desk (we’re all digital these days, so there’s not much actual thunking). Also, thank you to Jeff Brown for the fabulous spaceship cover art for this series. Lastly, thanks to Fred Berman and Podium Publishing for all the work on the Star Kingdom audiobooks.
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      The lights came on brightly and abruptly.

      Casmir flinched, banging his head on the wall of his cell. At five-foot-seven, he was far from a big man, but the hard shelf that his guards optimistically called a bunk had clearly been designed to hold potted plants, not a person. Small potted plants.

      Footsteps sounded in the corridor beyond the translucent forcefield of the cell. Casmir sat up, sneezed, and his left eye blinked twice.

      The air of the warship didn’t smell like it was full of pollen, dust, or other allergens, but his eyes had been watering for the entire week he’d been cooped up in here, leaving him miserable for more reasons than his possibly impending death. Longing and nostalgia filled him for the cozy guest cabin he’d had on Bonita’s Stellar Dragon, where the freighter’s vacuums also kept everything spotless, even in the ventilation ducts.

      He sneezed again.

      Perhaps this was a stress response. Or a response to his complete lack of human—or crusher—companionship. The guards rarely spoke to him, and he couldn’t access a network to reach out to his friends or family. His tools had been taken, so he couldn’t even work on any projects.

      He shook his head and decided he would never make it long-term in solitary confinement. Maybe it didn’t matter. If King Jager truly believed that Casmir had killed his son, his odds of surviving long-term—or short-term—beyond the interrogation were slim.

      The interrogation that was, judging by the two soldiers and the doctor with a medical kit who walked into view, about to happen.

      King Jager strode in behind them. Casmir resisted the urge to groan. He debated on flinging himself to his knees and dropping his head, as he had at their first meeting, which had also involved Casmir in a cell and Jager on the other side looking in. He’d gotten out of that predicament. Was there any chance he could do so again?

      Jager stopped and faced Casmir through the forcefield, his hands clasped behind his back. He wore a black Fleet galaxy suit and, in lieu of any rank, a purple silver-fur-trimmed cloak. Casmir imagined the gravity going out and the man’s head being hopelessly tangled up in the flowing fabric.

      Jager’s flinty gray-blue eyes narrowed as if he could read these irreverent thoughts.

      Casmir pushed himself to his feet and bowed deeply, though he doubted there was any point in trying to ingratiate himself now. He used the gesture to surreptitiously wipe his watering eyes. The last thing he wanted was for the king to believe he was in here weeping. Jager wouldn’t be sympathetic to weakness. Instead, Casmir would project competence, confidence, and maybe even gravitas.

      “Greetings, Your Majesty. Noble guards. Doctor Interrogator.” Unfortunately, his nose rebelled against gravitas, and he sneezed three times and was forced to wipe his eyes again. “There seem to be allergens floating out of the vents here. If you want to let me out for an exercise period, and return my tools, I could take a look at your environmental control unit and give you a tune-up.”

      The king’s cold, craggy expression didn’t change.

      “That’s what you call exercise?” the doctor asked.

      “Keeps my hands in shape.” Casmir held up his fingers, realized he’d gnawed off his nails during his incarceration, and lowered them. “And I like to be useful.”

      “Useful.” Jager grunted. “Is that what you were doing when you helped that traitor kill my son?”

      Helped? Did Jager no longer believe Casmir had done it? That had been his accusation at the beginning of the week.

      It might not matter either way. Judging by his icy tone, Jager didn’t feel Casmir was any less responsible.

      “Which traitor would that be?” he asked, figuring he shouldn’t volunteer information.

      Jager waved for the guards to leave the area. Maybe this chat was about to become top secret.

      They hesitated, but all it took was another narrowing of Jager’s eyes, and they scurried out of sight.

      “Tenebris Rache,” a familiar voice said from off to the side. Lieutenant Meister of Military Intelligence stepped into view with a tablet in hand. “Also known as David Lichtenberg. Also known as your clone brother.”

      “Ah, that traitor. Nice to see you here, Lieutenant. But is Captain Ishii no longer in need of your services on the Osprey?”

      “You’re my new special project,” Meister said.

      “How delightful for me. And I’m sure it’s delighting you as well.”

      “I want you to ask him everything about Rache and how much they’ve been working together,” Jager told Meister. “And see if he knows where Rache is now.”

      Casmir would rather have answered questions about himself. He couldn’t betray any of his friends—like Kim—if he only spoke about himself. “Does this mean you’ve realized that I wasn’t responsible for Prince Jorg’s death and did indeed try to arrive in time to stop it?”

      “You’re responsible for a great many crimes,” Jager said, “including giving that computer virus to Rache so he could render my son’s ship defenseless.”

      Casmir stared bleakly at him. How was it that he had some of the details right but not all of them? Such as that the virus had been used on Dubashi’s ships, not Jorg’s?

      “That’s not what happened, Your Majesty.”

      “We’ll see,” Jager said. “Though I care little at this point. You’ve been a thorn in my side—in the entire Kingdom’s side—for months. You will hang for your crimes.”

      “I guess that means your offer of Princess Oku’s hand in marriage is off the table.” Casmir dearly wished he’d had an opportunity to say more to her, to at least send a goodbye.

      “It has occurred to me that it would be a simple matter to execute you now.” Jager eyed his doctor’s medical kit.

      Meister’s eyebrows lifted, but he didn’t look like he would object.

      Casmir scrambled for something he could say to save himself. Ask for one more chance? To—his mind gagged on the word as surely as his throat would—prove himself?

      “But it’s also occurred to me that he might try to rescue you if the word were put out that there will be a public execution.” Jager’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

      Casmir didn’t have to ask who he was. “We’re not that close.”

      “The fact that you keep showing up in his orbit, and vice versa, suggests otherwise.”

      Casmir wouldn’t point out that Kim was the only reason Rache kept showing up next to him. Meister ought to know that—he’d figured out something back on the Osprey—but if he hadn’t drawn attention to Kim’s possible relationship with Rache to the king… Casmir would do his best to keep it that way. Besides, if Jager wanted a public execution, that would give Casmir more time to possibly come up with something.

      “If we did it on the planet,” Jager mused, gripping his chin, “he wouldn’t be able to skulk in with his camouflaged ship to attack. Not when he knows he could be trapped down there, because his ship would need the launch loop—my launch loop—to once again leave Odin’s gravity. If we set it up right, Rache would have to come on foot with only the weapons he could carry. On our home turf, our people would have no trouble outmaneuvering him, even if he brought along his entire crew of scruffy mercenaries.”

      “You could kill Dabrowski today, Sire,” Meister said, “not tell anyone, and claim there will be a public execution later.”

      Casmir gave him a puzzled look, wondering what he’d done to irk the lieutenant so. Was it because of his association with Rache? Or the fact that he’d used his crushers to keep Meister from questioning Kim? Admittedly, during their last encounter, Casmir and his crushers had fought a bunch of Kingdom troops and forced their way off the Osprey.

      Meister shrugged, as if apologetic. His eyes didn’t gleam with malicious intent. Maybe this efficiency was his way of sucking up to the king, and he was willing to toss Casmir under the rocket thrusters to do it.

      “True. There’s time yet to contemplate it. Our escort, speed, and slydar detector should continue to ensure that if Rache is following us, he won’t risk bothering us while we’re in space. Rache or any of Dabrowski’s other friends.” Jager pinned Casmir with his glare. “It didn’t escape my notice that their dilapidated freighter, not to mention that entire fleet of ships that other governments sent, were very reluctant to leave our system. Numerous captains commed us personally to ask where you’d gone, Dabrowski. Were you gathering a fleet for some ambitious personal purpose?”

      “Just to help the Kingdom with the blockade.” Casmir doubted Jager would believe him.

      “An act that shouldn’t have required suborning two of my knights. Per Baron Farley’s suggestion, and my hearty approval, Sirs William and Bjarke Asger have been removed from the knighthood and exiled from the Kingdom.”

      “They were only trying to help the Kingdom, Your Majesty.” Even though Casmir saw there was no point in arguing on his behalf, he hated that he was taking his friends down with him. “And they were crucial in defeating Dubashi and capturing those Drucker ships for the Kingdom’s use.”

      “For your use, you mean.”

      “I wasn’t even there for that operation.” Casmir kept himself from asking where Asger and Bjarke were now or what had happened to Bonita, Kim, Tristan, Qin, and all of Qin’s sisters. And all of his crushers. Had they all been forced to leave the system?

      Casmir feared there was nobody around to rescue him from this proposed public execution. Maybe it was for the best. If not for him, then for all of them.

      Jager flicked two fingers toward the doctor. “Proceed with the interrogation. I want his version of everything. As I said, I especially want to know what his relationship is with Rache—and if there’s a way to use that to get him too.”

      Casmir closed his eyes and leaned against the wall, hoping he could outsmart the drug enough to keep from babbling about Kim’s involvement with Rache. His own story would likely doom him, but he couldn’t stomach the idea of taking her down with him.

      “I’m ready.” The doctor held up an injector, a dubious orange liquid visible inside the capsule.

      “I trust that’s a drug I’m not allergic to?” If Casmir went into anaphylactic shock, he wouldn’t be able to spill everything he knew about Rache, but since they weren’t in sickbay, he would prefer that not happen. And since Jager seemed on the fence about delaying his execution, he would rather not make the decision easy for him.

      “It’s the one we successfully used on you the last time we interrogated you,” Jager said, as if to remind Casmir of his past miscreant ways.

      The forcefield dropped, and Meister and the doctor walked in. There was nowhere for Casmir to run, no way to avoid his fate.

      The injector pressed against his neck, bit briefly into his skin, and Casmir slowly lost his will to hide the truth.
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      The greenhouse looked more like a tornado-swept office than a place for nurturing plants. It wasn’t because of the bombing earlier in the month—despite the damage to the rest of the city, neither the castle nor its grounds had been struck—but due to Princess Oku’s current obsession.

      Her usual seedlings and various botany projects were around, but stacks of already-perused papers competed for space on the workbenches with graphs, spreadsheets, and reports she hadn’t yet finished reading.

      A woof came from the doorway, where Chasca lay sprawled in a morning sunbeam that stretched across the packed earth floor. Her head lifted, and she perked her gray ears as she looked outside.

      “Who’s coming?” Oku considered trying to hide the reports, since numerous headers of TOP SECRET were in clear view, but she doubted she had time. “Friend or foe?”

      After his collusion with the underground party that had kidnapped—dog-napped—Chasca, Finn had been shipped up to one of the orbital bases to help the Fleet, so Oku wasn’t worried about it being her brother, but there could be other people in the castle who wished her ill.

      Chasca woofed again, but it was a mild noncommittal woof. Had something as nefarious as a squirrel or groundhog been spying on the greenhouse, she would have bayed like the hound she was.

      “There’s something blocking the doorway,” a woman said from outside, a shadow falling across the dog.

      Oku recognized the voice. She wouldn’t consider Chief Van Dijk of Royal Intelligence a staunch supporter or faithful ally, but they had reached an understanding and were sharing information now.

      “That’s my backup bodyguard,” Oku said, suspecting Maddie was still outside.

      Van Dijk bent and patted Chasca’s side. The dog promptly rolled onto her back, all four legs crooked in the air, her gray furry belly available for petting.

      “She’s very fierce,” Van Dijk said.

      “Her main method of defending me is by acting as an impediment to foot traffic.”

      “Somewhat effective.” After a few more pats, Van Dijk stepped around the dog and joined Oku at the workbench.

      After making a protesting noise, Chasca flopped back over on her side.

      Van Dijk opened her mouth to speak but stopped when she noticed the papers. “You printed them out?”

      “Yes.”

      “Those are highly confidential. Only three people in my office have access to them. There are more than four hundred people living and working in the castle.” Van Dijk waved toward the sprawling stone structure looming to the south of the lawn and greenhouse.

      “But only one in here.” Oku pointed to her chest.

      “There’s not a lock on the door. Anyone with access to the grounds could come in anytime.”

      “Did you forget my traffic impediment?” Oku extended a hand toward Chasca.

      Van Dijk, a lean fifty-something woman who’d scraped and clawed her way up the ranks and into her position, did stern and forbidding with effortless ease.

      Oku lowered her hand. “I’m a tactile person. I retain things best when I can hold them and highlight and make notes.” She waved to Princess Tambora’s report. Those three pages had been read more than anything else, as evinced by the dirt smudges all over the corners and margins.

      “I trust you’ll sufficiently shred or preferably incinerate the papers when you’re done fondling them.”

      “Even better.” Oku pointed to her compost tumbler in the corner. “By this time next month, they’ll have joined forces with the kitchen scraps to encourage my seedlings to get off to a robust start in life.”

      “If your father names you as heir, I may have to retire.”

      “He won’t, but I am saddened by your statement. Would you have willingly worked for Jorg?” Oku knew she shouldn’t malign her dead brother, especially when they hadn’t even had his funeral yet, but Van Dijk’s statement had put her on the defensive. She hadn’t the training or the interest to rule the Kingdom, but the idea that she was worse than Jorg made her bristle.

      “No. I was also going to retire if he came to power.”

      “What about Finn?”

      “Retire and move to a different star system. In three more years, I’ll have enough saved for a condo on the beach in Tlaloc’s Balneario del Mar.”

      Oku lifted her eyebrows. “Is that truly your goal?”

      “Just a contingency plan.” Van Dijk pointed to Tambora’s report, the one that detailed everything that had been going on during the time she’d been trapped in System Stymphalia as an invited guest for multinational inter-system gate talks on Stardust Palace Station. She’d sent a neutral third-party report on everything that Casmir Dabrowski and his friends had done there to stop the deceased war instigator Prince Dubashi. Her point of view was refreshingly different from those of the various Kingdom spies and warship commanders. “Have you had any more reports from her?”

      “Just a note asking if it would be safe for us to meet and resume our work on the bee project now that the blockade is down. I told her it’s probably not safe here yet and that I can’t leave until…” Until she figured out a way to get Casmir off her father’s warship and help him clear his name. The latest reports said he was locked in the brig and being interrogated and transported back to Odin. “Things are settled,” Oku finished.

      “Good. I’ve recommended to your mother that you not be allowed to leave the castle for now. We still haven’t nailed down Finn’s dubious allies—those who were trying to use him to get rid of you. They may strike again.”

      “Mother only suggested to me that I shouldn’t plan travel out of the system right now.”

      “Or travel out the front door.”

      “So I’m a prisoner?” How was Oku supposed to help Casmir if she was grounded like a rebellious teenager?

      “You’re being protected for your own good. Temporarily. I’m willing to share one more report with you, from Captain Ishii on the Osprey, but you must agree to have your new chip tagged so we can once again track you. Again, for your own good.”

      Oku winced. She’d been using that as a bargaining chip, to get Van Dijk to give her all the information related to Casmir’s space adventures of the last few months. Her father thought Casmir had been working at odds with the Kingdom, trying to gain allies in the other systems, and perhaps control of that ancient gate for himself. Oku hadn’t believed that, but she had to know the truth.

      And Van Dijk had given her the reports. Even though they had confirmed that Casmir wasn’t obediently doing as her father had requested—even Tambora’s report seemed to suggest that—he had helped the Kingdom on numerous occasions. Several unbiased reports said he’d been responsible for keeping Prince Dubashi from enlarging his fleet to truly threaten the Kingdom, and he had ultimately been responsible for the prince’s death. Surely, Casmir’s assistance in thwarting him trumped some independent thinking in regard to the gate project.

      “Oku?” Van Dijk prompted. “Were you serious when you said you would consider it, or were you prevaricating with me?”

      “No. I was serious. I’ll allow it. I was just concerned you would stop giving me information once the procedure was done.”

      “I won’t. You’re one of your father’s heirs. You have the clearance to see this stuff. In the past, you hadn’t shown any interest.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m pretending your current interest is due to an awakened passion for understanding the political, societal, and interstellar-relations concerns to the Kingdom rather than a crush on a boy.”

      “It’s not a crush.” Heat warmed Oku’s cheeks. “I just don’t want to see him imprisoned or executed when he’s been acting for the good of our people.”

      “Your father believes he was responsible for Jorg’s death.”

      “He wasn’t.”

      “Ambassador Romano’s report says otherwise.”

      “He didn’t do it. He’s not a murderer.”

      “Has he told you that?”

      “No. He hasn’t messaged me since our forces returned to System Lion. I assume he’s not able to message me right now.” Oku hoped that was due to network-muffling technology in the brig, not a forced removal of his chip.

      “Likely not.”

      “What would he have gained from even assisting someone to kill Jorg?”

      “Putting you as next-in-line for your father’s throne.”

      If Oku had been sitting on her stool, she would have fallen off. “I’m positive that’s not a goal of his. It’s certainly not a goal of mine. Even if it were, the Senate would never agree to me as heir to the Kingdom. Father will adjust his will and figure something out when he gets back, something that has nothing to do with me.”

      “We’ll see.” Van Dijk touched Oku’s temple, where her new chip was embedded, sans monitoring capability. “Do you want Captain Ishii’s report?”

      “You know I do.” Even if it said derogatory things about Casmir, or simply backed up everything the ambassador had said, Oku wanted it. She’d been making charts as she pieced together all the reports—finding the commonalities even from those with starkly different viewpoints.

      “Then you’ll let our doctor modify your chip?”

      “Now?”

      “Yes.”

      Oku slumped against the workbench. She knew this not only meant that Royal Intelligence would be able to track her; it meant that they would be able to monitor all of her messages again, even those that were encrypted. If Casmir ever were to escape and contact her… they would know about it.

      “I think you’ll want to read it,” Van Dijk said quietly. “It’s in opposition to most of what Romano sent in his.”

      Oku knew she was being manipulated, but she wanted the report. Especially if it might shine a different light on what had happened with Jorg’s death.

      And, if she ever had to, she ought to be able to take her chip offline to avoid being tracked. Nobody, including Casmir, would be able to message her then, but at least it was an option.

      “Very well,” she said.

      Captain Ishii’s report arrived, the alert popping up on Oku’s contact.

      Before she could start reading, Van Dijk called, “She’s ready,” out the door.

      A familiar doctor from Royal Intelligence leaned inside with a medical bag in hand. He walked around Chasca, whose eyes were closed as she basked in the sun. Some backup bodyguard.

      “Have you had any contact with Scholar Kim Sato?” Van Dijk asked, moving papers aside so the doctor had space for his tools.

      “Not for some time.” Oku had almost forgotten about Kim. She would have guessed that her father had taken her into custody, too, but few of the reports had mentioned her.

      “There are rumors that she and our disgraced knights, the Asgers, didn’t leave the system on their friend’s freighter.” Van Dijk raised her eyebrows. “Your father wants to make sure nobody is going to attempt to rescue Dabrowski.”

      That information made Oku want to contact Kim promptly to see if there was any hope that she and Casmir’s friends did plan to rescue him. But if she did, it would have to be soon. In the next two minutes. As soon as the doctor installed the monitoring software on her chip, Oku wouldn’t dare contact anyone who might be thinking of committing a crime.

      “It wouldn’t be wise,” Van Dijk said softly. “The king’s warship is now outfitted with a slydar detector, so no ship would be able to sneak up on it.”

      Oku couldn’t keep her mouth from twisting with bitterness. She’d read a few reports on the new slydar detectors, enough to learn that Casmir had been the one to replicate the schematics and send them along to the Kingdom so they could start making their own. Another reason he should not be a prisoner, but rather a hero of the Kingdom. Unfair if the detectors were the reason his friends couldn’t now rescue him.

      “Almost ready,” the doctor said, pulling out not a medical device but a wireless chip adjustment tool.

      If Oku planned to contact Kim, she needed to do it now. But there wouldn’t be time to compose much of a message.

      An idea burst into her mind. Possibly a very bad idea.

      As the doctor leaned close, Oku bundled up all of the reports Van Dijk had shared with her—all of the top-secret reports that only a handful of people were cleared to see—and sent them off to Kim Sato with a hasty message of, Use these if you can to help Casmir, but don’t contact me about any of it. My chip is monitored.

      Oku’s heart hammered rapidly against her ribcage. It was an act of treason, and as soon as she did it, she second-guessed herself. If she was caught, her punishment would be far worse than confinement to the castle.

      She also worried that Kim wouldn’t be able to do anything with the reports—it wasn’t as if any of them had blueprints to her father’s warship—and that it had been a foolish risk to take. Kim might not even be in the system.

      The cool tip of the doctor’s tool touched her temple. Oku prayed that she’d guessed right and that the monitoring software would only be able to see messages sent after it was installed.

      “All done,” he said cheerfully.

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Oku made herself say.

      Van Dijk’s expression was impossible to read. All she said, as she headed for the exit, was, “Make sure to destroy all those documents when you’re done with them.”

      “I will,” Oku murmured.
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      The Stellar Dragon flew away from the wormhole gate in System Stymphalia as Bonita sat in navigation, wondering why all roads led back to Stardust Palace Station these days.

      After leaving System Lion more than a week earlier, ordered to do so by the pompous commanders of the Kingdom warships they’d left guarding their gate, she’d picked up a cargo in System Hind, destination Stardust Palace. After she delivered it, she planned to return to System Lion to see if their obnoxious fleet had flown off, and travel was once again allowed into their system. Ideally, she would find a cargo that needed to go that way to give her a legitimate reason to return.

      Given all that had happened, Bonita would have been happy never to see the stars of that system again, but she’d left Qin and all of her sisters there. Qin had insisted. They planned to rescue Casmir.

      A worthwhile goal, but Bonita worried they would get themselves killed. Along with Bjarke and Asger. Even Princess Nalini’s Tristan had joined them, transferring over to Rache’s Fedallah for a stealthy stalking of the Kingdom warship that had taken Casmir. As far as Bonita knew, Tristan didn’t have a reason to help, other than feeling obligated to assist his fellow knights. Ex-knights. Or maybe he felt he owed something to Casmir for helping to defend Stardust Palace.

      But what if they all ended up dead? Bonita would be alone with no crew, no friends.

      She stared bleakly at the stars on the forward display. It was strange to realize that less than a year ago, that had been her normal life. No crew, no friends. Oh, she’d had husbands and lovers now and then over the years, but until Qin had joined her, the ship had regularly been empty, save for her and Viggo.

      “Do you wish me to lay in a course for Stardust Palace, Bonita?” Viggo asked.

      A couple of his vacuums whirred in the corridor behind navigation.

      “I guess. I was just mulling.”

      “Are you considering returning to the Kingdom’s system to help with the rescue of Casmir?” Not surprisingly, Viggo sounded hopeful.

      “I would gladly help if those cranky warships weren’t hovering by their gate, threatening to blow up anyone who isn’t carrying a Kingdom flag.”

      “It is unfortunate that my magnificent flanks do not have a slydar coating so we could have stealthily remained in the system and slipped past them.”

      “Your magnificent what?”

      “Flanks.”

      “You have a hull, not flanks. You’re a ship, not a racehorse.”

      “I am sleek and fast like a racehorse, but one of the definitions of the word is the side of something large, such as a mountain, building, or ship.”

      “I stand corrected.”

      “Yes.”

      Bonita reached for the navigation arm, intending to start them toward the station.

      “Wait a moment,” Viggo said. “There are some ships heading in this direction. We may wish to move off to the side.”

      “We shouldn’t be in the way.” Bonita had already moved them, so they were not in front of the gate, but she checked the scanner display.

      “Let me clarify. We may wish to move the ship to the side to ensure we are not anywhere near what appear to be hostile actions.”

      A freighter more than ten times the size of the Dragon had flown out of the gate behind them. It had been on a heading for the inner system, and Bonita hadn’t thought anything of it, but energy signatures lit up the scanners. Weapons fire?

      Aside from the automated patrol ship that kept people from diddling with the wormhole gate, no other ships appeared to be in the immediate area. Nonetheless, the freighter was under attack.

      As Bonita watched, the freighter fired back with four railguns mounted above and below its rectangular exterior. Each one opened fire in a different direction. In turn, it was being peppered from all sides.

      “I believe it is being attacked by heavily armed ships with slydar hulls,” Viggo explained unnecessarily. “Four, judging by the origins of the weapons fire. The freighter’s shields will fail soon.”

      Bonita flew the Dragon away from the battle. Whatever this was about, she didn’t have the defenses or the firepower to get involved.

      As predicted, the shields failed on the big freighter, and after a few more blasts from enemy ships, its power went out. Even if she’d had the capacity to help, there wouldn’t have been time.

      “Damn, that was fast.”

      “Indeed,” Viggo murmured.

      Worried the camouflaged ships would turn on the Dragon, Bonita held her breath as she flew them farther away. The scanners could not detect anything nearby, save for the broken hull of the freighter, but she expected an ambush any moment. Only as long seconds dribbled past without so much as a comm message did she let herself believe that her ship might not be targeted.

      “Not that I’m ungrateful, but why didn’t they attack us?” Bonita shook her head. Those hidden ships must have watched the Dragon sail out of the gate. “Could they have known we’ve got nothing but grain in our cargo hold?”

      As far as she knew, even the best scanners could only make guesses about a cargo if it didn’t put out an energy signature.

      “I do not know, but I can tell you that they are not carrying grain,” Viggo said.

      “Who’s not? The freighter?”

      “Yes.” Viggo used an exterior camera to put a visual of the freighter on their display. “Despite the ship now being without power, I am reading an energy signature in its hold. A familiar one.”

      As Bonita started to check the scanners again, something flew in front of the freighter, half blocking it from view. All she could see were blurry stars and black space, but because the camouflaged ship was in front of the freighter, Bonita could tell something was there.

      “Something big,” she muttered.

      “Indeed. They’re forcing open the cargo-bay doors.”

      “Pirates stealing cargo then.”

      “Pirates stealing a cargo that gives off the energy signature of one of those gate pieces. Perhaps several of them. It is difficult to tell through the other ship.”

      Bonita had the computer grab the freighter’s identification number and ran it through the database. “They’re out of System Boar, registered to Shango Habitat. According to this, the freighter usually only travels in its own system and picks up and delivers agricultural products for its denizens. I wonder how they got a gate piece. And why they were bringing it here.”

      “Perhaps for study at Stardust Palace? The sultan was hosting those talks about the gate. Perhaps now that Prince Dubashi has been defeated, they are resuming.”

      “You think everyone who got a gate piece was supposed to bring it along for Show and Tell?” Bonita asked.

      “I do not know, but my scanners tell me that the hidden ship has removed four gate pieces from the cargo hold. It is now moving away from the freighter.”

      “Without bothering to close the doors, I see. Rude.”

      “Pirates usually are.”

      Bonita nibbled on the end of her braid, checking the scanners again and hoping the pirates, or whoever they were, neither noticed them nor cared about them. If they decided to eradicate any witnesses, she doubted the Dragon could escape their reach or survive their firepower.

      “I can no longer read the gate power signatures,” Viggo said. “Their hold must have the power to insulate them.”

      A little burst of energy on the scanners made Bonita flinch. But it wasn’t weapons fire. “The gate—the working one—is activating.”

      “Those ships must be leaving the system.”

      “To go where?”

      “I do not know.”

      Once the silvery gate field winked out, Bonita leaned back in her pod, relaxing slightly.

      “Several ships from Sultan Shayban’s fleet are heading in this direction,” Viggo said. “They are a day away, but they may have witnessed that attack.”

      “We can’t get in trouble for this, right? We just happened to be in the area.”

      “I do not know,” he repeated.

      Bonita sighed. “We better comm them preemptively and tell them what we saw. Or what we didn’t see.”

      “A sound idea. I will prepare the footage to share. It is possible that those were pirates, but given how swiftly and effectively they disabled that ship and stole the gate pieces, I believe those may have been astroshaman vessels.”

      “Wonderful.” Reluctantly, Bonita reached for the comm. “I miss the good old days when the Twelve Systems were reasonably normal, nobody major was at war with anybody else, and the astroshamans were happy plugging their heads into computers and leaving everyone alone.”

      “I miss Qin and Casmir.”

      “That too.”
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      Kim Sato sat in Rache’s briefing room, a coffee mug in her hand, and the Kingdom warships the Starhawk, Kestrel, and Eagle on the wall display.

      For the entire trip, the Fedallah had been six hours behind them, out of range of the king’s new slydar detector on the Starhawk. Twelve smaller ships also accompanied the fleet, out of range of the camera’s viewing area. She had seen them earlier on the scanners. Two other warships, the Osprey and the Raven, had also left the gate mop-up to others and were flying a few hours behind the Fedallah.

      It would be suicidal for Rache to attack, or even get closer, so Kim hadn’t suggested it. But she longed to find some brilliant way that they could rescue Casmir.

      Tristan, Bjarke and William Asger, Qin and all of her sisters, and Zee and more than twenty of Casmir’s crushers were aboard, as eager as she was to do something. But Kim and all of her combat-specialist allies could do nothing unless they could get aboard the same ship that Casmir was on.

      At this point, she did not know for certain that he was still alive over there. He hadn’t responded to her messages, so she had been assuming that his cell blocked network access. But it was also possible… Kim swallowed. Jager hated him, and Casmir was horrible at being the meek sycophant he should be around authority figures. He could already be dead.

      Kim pushed her mug forward and let her forehead thunk onto the table.

      The door opened, and Rache walked in. She turned her head enough to look at him, but it seemed too much effort to raise it again.

      As usual, he wore his galaxy suit, mask, and hood. They’d spent time alone together on the trip, and he had taken the costume off then, but despite outing his real name to Jorg in front of his men, he maintained the mysterious facade when anyone was around. Maybe after ten years, it was a hard habit to break.

      “Do you have new information?” Rache asked after the door closed. “Or is your heavy head a sign of continuing distress over the current predicament?”

      “The latter.” Kim lifted her head. “I was realizing that Casmir might not even be alive. Unfortunately, I don’t have any contacts on those ships that I could ask.”

      Kim had thought about reaching out to Dr. Sikou on the Osprey, but she wouldn’t likely know what was happening in the brig on the Starhawk. Besides, if her team did get a chance to stage a rescue operation, it would be better if nobody in the Fleet knew that she or any of the others were still in the system.

      “No word from Casmir?” Rache—one of these days, she should start thinking of him as David—lifted a hand, as if he would touch her on his way by, but he lowered it and simply took a seat beside her.

      “Nothing.”

      “You may have to wait until the Starhawk reaches orbit. If Jager means to keep him alive, he will likely send Casmir down to the planet in a shuttle, at which point, he should have network access again.”

      If.

      “What if they take the whole warship down?” Or what if they got the intel they needed out of Casmir’s brain, and Jager had him executed before they reached Odin? Kim curled her fingers into a fist, aching to catch up and do something now.

      “Those warships aren’t designed to land on a planet. He’ll be transferred in a shuttle.”

      “But will he still be alive for it?” She stared bleakly at the table, unable to get the dark thoughts out of her mind.

      Another man might have wrapped an arm around her shoulders and told her comforting lies. Rache did not. She was glad. Unless he had actual intelligence that promised Casmir was alive and safe, at least for the moment, she wouldn’t have been fooled.

      “I have Amergin monitoring the Starhawk,” Rache said, “and ordered him to let me know if he caught and decrypted any messages related to Casmir. There hasn’t been anything yet.”

      “If it’s feasible, will you help me get him? Casmir?” Kim gazed at his masked face. “I appreciate that you picked us all up to bring to Odin, but you haven’t mentioned if you’ll do more than drop us off and then go pursue your own mission.” She tried to keep any accusation out of her tone, but she wanted to rail at him that there was no point to worrying about assassinating Jager now. Dubashi, the person who’d hired him to do the job, was dead. She knew Rache wanted his revenge on Jager and would happily kill him regardless of payment, but she also knew he didn’t expect to survive the mission, and she wished he would abort it.

      “I’ve been considering options,” he said neutrally.

      What did that mean?

      “Such as giving us a shuttle so we can try to hijack the one you think Casmir will be sent down to Odin in? I have plenty of combat troops.” She waved in the direction of the cargo bay where she’d last seen the crushers, Qin and her sisters, and Tristan, Asger, and Bjarke sparring with each other.

      “Yes, you do. But my shuttles don’t have slydar hulls. If you attack one of Jager’s flagship’s shuttles, the entire planetary defense forces will be on you like ants on a fallen hot dog bun at a picnic.”

      “Clump of rice,” she muttered.

      “What?”

      “My family always brought rice balls and tamagoyaki to picnics.”

      “Were the ants as excited about the droppings?”

      “Ants will eat anything.” Kim tugged at her ponytail, imagining a hundred fighter ships streaking into the sky to attack them before they managed to get Casmir out of his shuttle. “Do you have any better rescue suggestions?”

      “Yes, but you won’t like them.”

      “Do they involve killing legions of people?”

      Casmir would object to people being killed during any effort to rescue him, especially Kingdom people, but she didn’t know if she cared anymore. His brain was worth saving. He was worth saving.

      “Possibly not legions, but I doubt I could execute my plan without killing anyone.”

      He had an actual plan? For rescuing Casmir? And he was willing to set it into motion instead of veering off to assassinate Jager? Or—she squinted at him—did he have something in mind where he would attempt to accomplish both goals in one swoop? And if so, would it be worth helping him, knowing she might end up assisting in assassinating her own king?

      A message came in on Kim’s chip before she could ask him for clarification. It was from Princess Oku.

      Hm, there was a contact that she hadn’t considered. But Oku was on Odin. Would she know anything about Casmir? And if she did, would she share the information?

      Oku and Casmir had been pen pals for the duration of this journey, and Casmir got dreamy eyes whenever he spoke about her, but Kim didn’t truly know if the princess felt anything for him.

      And, after a bunch of files and a warning not to contact her arrived in her inbox, Kim still didn’t know.

      “Kim?” Rache lowered his head so he could peer into her eyes. “I won’t presume to touch you, since you’ve expressed feelings of aversion for that, but you’re ignoring me instead of asking about my plan, so I’m moderately concerned.”

      She sat back in her seat. “Do women usually not ignore you?”

      “It’s not typical, no. Women love a man in a mask.”

      “I’m going to need to see some unbiased data to back that up.” Kim opened the files Oku had sent and sifted through them. “I suspect women are more likely to think a man in a mask is a stalker.”

      “That’s an unknown man in a mask. A known man in a mask is intriguing.”

      “And yet, you’re not sending me any data to validate your assertions.”

      “Dating a scientist is difficult.”

      “I’ve admitted to being complicated.” She held up a finger and lowered her voice. “Princess Oku sent me a bunch of reports. Military reports. From captains in the Kingdom Fleet, all with information pertaining to the gate quest and dealing with Dubashi and Shayban in System Stymphalia. Here are some from Ambassador Romano.” Kim scowled, positive those would be full of lies. “And a couple from Princess Tambora. Remember her from Tiamat Station?”

      “Yes. The girl we hauled out of the wreckage. That all sounds like information that would be top secret and out of Military or Royal Intelligence. It’s surprising Oku has it and even more surprising that she would have the authority to send it to you.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t have the authority. She only wrote one line to go with the files, one that told me not to contact her.”

      “Her chip would be monitored. That’s standard operating procedure for the heirs.”

      “Then she risked a great deal in sending these files?”

      “Likely so.”

      “What does she expect me to do with them?” Kim rested a hand on her chest. “I need to read through everything, but unless there’s something about Jager’s plans for Casmir, I don’t see how this could help me get him out of the brig.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think she likes Casmir? Enough to risk getting in trouble for him?”

      Rache spread a gloved hand. “It’s been more than ten years since I spoke with her, and I never knew her well. She’s a scientist, so she’s probably more complicated than I realized at the time.”

      “As all scientists are.”

      “So I’m learning.” He sounded like he was smiling. “Casmir should try wearing a mask when he communicates with her.”

      “Thus ensuring she would be intrigued by him?”

      “As we’ve discussed.”

      Kim wished she could smile, but it was hard to enjoy this time here with him when Casmir was in trouble and when Rache was likely still on his mission to assassinate Jager. She doubted it was only for her and Casmir’s sake that he was chasing after the king’s flagship while transporting a bunch of knights that he loathed.

      “What’s the plan you mentioned earlier, masked man?” Kim asked.

      “Kidnap Finn and offer him up in trade for Casmir,” he said promptly.

      “Uhm, what?”

      “If Jager stays in orbit with the Fleet, which he may until he’s certain that all threats to the Kingdom have been mopped up, the castle won’t be as heavily guarded and hard to get into as usual. He’ll have a lot of his best troops up there with him. I also have personal knowledge of the castle’s layout and underground tunnels, since I was there a number of times as a boy, and Jorg liked to show off the place. Amergin can probably get me further details on current security. I might be able to get in, collect Finn, and get out again.”

      “But why him?”

      “Jager won’t risk losing his last male heir, and he won’t assume I’m bluffing if I threaten to kill him.”

      “Would you be bluffing?” Kim should reject his plan outright instead of questioning it, since kidnapping and ransom were worse crimes than simply trying to rescue Casmir.

      “Finn is a whiny brat. The Kingdom wouldn’t miss him.”

      Kim dropped her head into her hands. “Rache, you can’t kill the entire line of succession.”

      “It would be difficult to get him, I’ll admit. Even with Jager out of the castle.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “If Jager trades Casmir to me for Finn, then the boy needn’t be killed. At least not by my hand this week. Someone will likely take him out someday.”

      With her head still in her hands, Kim said, “I can’t be a part of that.”

      “I’m not asking you to be. I’ll handle it.”

      “Rache. David… Casmir wouldn’t want it done that way.”

      “Casmir isn’t on the network for consultation.”

      “Will you lend us a shuttle and let us try rescuing him during the transfer first?”

      “That would put you in extreme danger. I’m positive Jager will be ready for rescue attempts. Even if he was half-assed about the transfer, which I doubt he would be, Odin’s airspace is well-defended, especially now. They’ve got double the usual patrols in orbit and in the skies in the aftermath of the attacks.”

      That sounded like it meant he wouldn’t give her a shuttle.

      Sighing, Kim poked into Oku’s files, hoping to find something among the reports that would be useful in retrieving Casmir. But all they did was share the information she already knew, from the viewpoints of all the actors who’d been out there on the stage. There were a few new tidbits, but it was all details of the past, nothing about Jager’s plans for the future. With the information, she could write a book… but not plan a rescue.

      “I will lend you a shuttle,” Rache said quietly. His tone wasn’t grudging or reluctant, but it did convey that he thought it was a bad idea. “If that is what you wish.”

      “Thank you.”

      Kim clasped her hands and stared down at them. Should she start making plans with Asger and the others? Or should she heed Rache’s wisdom in this? Trying to get to the shuttle in Odin’s airspace might very well be suicidal.

      But Rache’s alternative suggestion was too despicable. Too criminal.

      “Your uproarious enthusiasm suggests I’ve made the right choice,” he said dryly.

      “I don’t know how to be uproarious.”

      “You must have been a delight at birthday parties growing up.”

      “I didn’t get invited to that many.” After the words came out, she realized they sounded self-pitying. She wasn’t looking for pity, especially from him, when he’d been through so much. And if she was honest with herself, she’d always preferred privacy and books to awkward social interactions with other people, even as a child.

      “Because of your inability to uproar?” was all he asked.

      “Ha ha.” Kim thumped him on the shoulder, as the teasing comments deserved, but she let her hand drop to his arm, groping for a way to thank him for supporting her in this, even if he thought it was a bad idea. “I don’t have an aversion to touching, by the way. I mean, I do, but it’s not that bad if I know it’s coming.”

      “So I have to warn you before spontaneously touching the back of your head?”

      “Ideally.”

      He lifted his hand as if in offering. She would feel silly getting a head massage or whatever he planned from someone wearing a mask and gloves, but she did appreciate that he was helping her—again. For whatever reason, he’d become a silent guardian for her, assisting her from a distance whenever he could. As much as she preferred being independent and not needing assistance, her life had grown so unpredictable and uncontrollable of late that it was nice to have someone watching out for her.

      She leaned toward him and rested her head on his shoulder. He wrapped his arm around her and brought a hand up to stroke the side of her head.

      “Have you had time—or perhaps the muse—to write another short story?” he asked. “I assume having your best friend’s life at stake dampens creativity.”

      “It has been difficult to do more than worry.”

      “And work out? My men have reported seeing you in the gym, kicking the hanging bags. They say they give you a wide berth, having heard rumors about you kicking Corporal Meatpaw across a submarine a few weeks back.”

      “It’s good to have a place to take out my aggressions.” She smiled, still amused, and a little pleased, that her brutalizing his men seemed to please him. A strange thing to like in a scientist, but Rache must prefer quirky women. “As for the story, you’re right. I haven’t been inspired. I wish we had more time.”

      “Time is short.”

      “It’s a shame because a story written with all this information—” Kim waved at her chip to indicate the reports, “—could be almost as useful for extortion as a kidnapped heir. A novel that one could threaten to distribute widely to the public for free if demands weren’t met.”

      She would love a chance to show that Casmir had been helping the Kingdom—and that Ambassador Romano and Jager were huge assholes. She would find a more literary way to say that, but she was positive she could get the point across.

      “You sell novels, Kim; you don’t distribute them for free. People value things they pay for.”

      “Alas, as you said, there’s not time to do either.”

      “Do let me know if you decide to try. I wasn’t joking when I said I would start a publishing company for you.”

      “I appreciate that,” she whispered, touched anew at the thought.

      If he hadn’t been wearing that mask, she might have kissed him. She turned her face toward his. Maybe he would remove it…

      Before she could suggest it, the door slid open, and Rache dropped his arm. Kim straightened in her seat as one of his men walked in, the intelligence officer with all the cybernetic hardware attached to his face and skull under a wide-brimmed hat.

      “Sorry to interrupt, sir.” The man waved apologetically, then lurched into a bow, as if he thought that might be more appropriate, but it wasn’t an oft-practiced bow. “I’ve got some intel.”

      “On Dabrowski?” Rache’s calm tone didn’t let on whether he was annoyed by the interruption.

      Kim supposed they could have gone to his quarters if they’d wanted privacy.

      “Yes, sir. The word is that when the Starhawk arrives in orbit, Jager is sending him down in a shuttle to a maximum-security prison in Zamek City. Dabrowski is to be kept there for two days and then executed in public at the university where he once worked.”

      “Executed? In public?” Kim couldn’t keep from gaping at the man. “What is this? The Spanish Inquisition on Old Earth? Public executions have never existed in the Kingdom, not even in the early days of the colonization.” Criminals were either rehabilitated or condemned to work the asteroid mines. Kim could see why Jager might want Casmir dead, though she vehemently objected to the idea that he deserved that, but it was against the law. And surely he above all people had to be seen upholding the law. If he wanted Casmir dead, he would—should—make him quietly disappear in the night, poisoned by some henchman. This was madness.

      Horror filled her as she imagined all of Casmir’s colleagues and former students there at the university to witness… What? A hanging? A beheading? What medieval execution method would Jager dredge up? She blinked at incipient tears as she realized Casmir’s parents would also see it. They lived only a few miles from the university. And would it be televised? Like some sporting event?

      “Sorry, ma’am,” the intelligence officer said. “Just reporting what I heard.”

      “You found this by intercepting an encrypted transmission from the Starhawk and decrypting it?” Rache’s tone remained steady, almost indifferent, as if this announcement didn’t horrify him at all.

      “Uh, no, sir. It was on the news.”

      “The news?”

      “We’ve been monitoring the Kingdom media channels as well as transmissions between the Fleet ships. There’s been nothing about Dabrowski that we’ve been able to snag from their communications. This is the first time his name has come up.”

      “I see. Very well. Keep monitoring, and keep me informed.”

      “Yes, sir.” The man hurried out of the briefing room, the door sliding shut again.

      “Not the Spanish Inquisition,” Rache said. “The Art of War.”

      Kim frowned at him, sifting through her memories of Sun Tzu. She’d read it not for any training as a bacteriologist, but before she had written her fantasy novels. Even allegorical battlefield commanders were supposed to act logically, after all.

      “You think it’s a trap?”

      “In a position of this sort,” he quoted, “even though the enemy should offer us an attractive bait, it will be advisable not to stir forth.”

      “Not stirring forth isn’t an option, Rache. I see what you’re saying, that Jager may be announcing the execution publicly to lure Casmir’s friends into rescuing him, but if we do nothing, he may truly kill Casmir.”

      “I didn’t say do nothing.”

      “We’re not kidnapping Finn.”

      She couldn’t see his eyebrows, but she was positive that they twitched. “Do you really think Jager cares enough about the rest of us to arrange some elaborate trap to ensnare us?”

      “To ensnare you? Unlikely. He may be irked enough with his wayward knights to do it, but my gut tells me he’s trying to get me.”

      “You? You think you’ve helped Casmir enough times—and that Intelligence has figured that out—that Jager believes you’ll rescue him?”

      “He may.”

      That was a stretch, but then again… Kim wasn’t positive that Rache was only flying in this direction because of his assassination vendetta. He needn’t have picked them all up if that was all that motivated him.

      “When you hunt through those reports, do let me know if you find mentions of my name. It would be valuable to know what Jager’s officers believe.”

      Kim nodded. “I will.”

      “And also realize that Jager has had Casmir for a week. Plenty of time to run interrogations on him and learn everything he believes.”

      “I doubt Casmir believes you would come rescue him, but I see your point.”

      Rache rose to his feet. “We’ve got two days before we reach Odin’s orbit. I’ll reach out to some contacts who might know more. I suggest you do the same. I will lend you a shuttle, but I ask that you operate under the assumption that this is all a trap and nothing that comes out of those Kingdom warships can be trusted.”

      Kim nodded. “I will.”

      She also had to operate under the assumption that Casmir was still alive. The idea that Jager might have already questioned him and killed him—and that she and Rache and everyone might risk themselves for nothing—plagued her mind.
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      “You have not allowed yourself to get soft, Squirt. That is good.”

      Qin hid her grimace as she pushed herself to her feet. Her back, hip, and shoulder all ached after being hurled into a wall in the cargo hold of Rache’s ship. Again. She and her sisters had been sparring all morning.

      “Thank you, Mouser.” She managed a smile and refused to show that her body ached. This was their sixth day in a row of such exercises, and she reminded herself that they had been her idea. At least she wasn’t facing off against one of the crushers. Asger and Tristan were particularly interested in practicing on them—maybe because they feared they would have to battle enemy crushers again soon. “You’re also not soft.”

      “I know I’m not.” Mouser flashed her fangs and flexed her biceps. Since they weren’t wearing combat armor, the muscles were visible under the thin material of her galaxy suit.

      “Break time,” Asger called over the thumps, clangs, and bangs of the various sparring matches. “Kim is coming down. We’re going to talk about a plan to rescue Casmir.”

      Numerous feminine cheers filled the hold. Though Qin’s sisters hadn’t met Casmir in person yet, they knew that he had been responsible for the computer virus that had allowed Qin, Asger, Bjarke, and the crushers to take over the Drucker pirate ships—and rescue Qin’s sisters. They also knew he had built the crushers that were traveling with them.

      Most of those crushers did not speak much and silently turned their attention toward Asger, but one spoke up. Zee. “This is excellent news. We must rescue Casmir Dabrowski posthaste. I am unable to fulfill my foundational program to protect him when I am not with him. It is egregious that I was forbidden to go along with him.”

      “I agree.” Asger thumped Zee on the back as he headed over to Qin and Mouser. “Are you all right, Qin? I saw that last throw. It was firm.”

      “I’m fine,” Qin said. “I’m not soft.”

      “When I say firm, I mean there’s a dent in that wall. And you’re not wearing your armor.”

      “That dent is from earlier when I threw Mouser twenty feet into that spot.”

      “It’s true.” Mouser nodded and looked Asger up and down. It was assessing, but Qin couldn’t tell if she was determining what fighting him would be like or admiring his physique—which was also not soft. “Do you really have a castle?”

      “On my family’s estate, yes. It’s technically my father’s castle.” Asger’s expression turned glum. “Or it was. Since our superior, Baron Farley, informed both of us that we’ve been removed from the knighthood and may not return home, it’s possible we’ve already been stripped of our noble status. And our citizenship.”

      “Does that mean someone else gets the castle?” Qin imagined some real estate agent listing it for sale.

      “My cousin, I suppose. Or my father’s brother. I’m not sure who he’s officially got down as the next heir. But at one point, he was threatening to disown me and give everything to my cousin.”

      Mouser looked at Qin. “It’s possible his offer to let us stay in his castle was not a genuine promise.”

      “No, it was,” Asger said. “We weren’t in exile at the time. It’s still possible… Well, I don’t know. I’m not ready to give up on getting my good name back.”

      “Is that why you switched sides and helped me against the Druckers?” Qin asked Mouser. “Because you wanted to stay in a castle?”

      “Well, obviously.” Mouser flashed her fangs again, this time with a big grin. “Hanging out on Rache’s ship wasn’t the fantasy I had in mind.”

      “Me either,” Asger said grimly.

      Kim walked in, thankfully sans Rache, and headed toward their group. Bjarke and Tristan, who’d been sparring partners earlier, also came over. The crushers and the rest of Qin’s sisters drew close enough to listen.

      “You’ve heard the news about the public execution?” Kim asked them.

      “Yes, and that Casmir is to be sent down from orbit in a shuttle and that Casmir will be held in a prison in the city until it’s time for it.” Asger raised his eyebrows. “Our options are to attack the shuttle or to wait and break him out of the prison before the execution.”

      “Rache is willing to lend us a shuttle for our combat team—” Kim waved at their large group, “—but he also thinks it’s a trap and that Casmir might not be on the indicated shuttle, nor going to the prison.”

      “I had that thought also,” Bjarke said. “The public execution is unorthodox and without precedent.”

      “And illegal.” Kim frowned.

      Qin didn’t point out that they were all flying around in the very criminal and illegal warship of a notorious mercenary who was wanted dead a thousand times over in this system.

      “Since Jager claimed King’s Authority,” Bjarke said, “he may think himself above the law. Or at least that he can act with impunity.”

      “Do you have any contacts in the Fleet or the castle or Royal Intelligence who might be willing to give us information?” Kim looked at Asger and his father. “Real information?”

      Asger sighed. “I tried getting in touch with Captain Ishii, but he’s revoked permission for me to contact his chip.”

      “I had a similar experience with Baron Farley and my peers in the knighthood that I reached out to,” Bjarke said. “We are personae non gratae.”

      “Worse than that,” Asger said. “They’ve probably all been threatened with punishment if they speak with us. Though, Kim, you might have better luck. Do you know what your status is? Are you exiled?”

      “Nobody’s told me what I am. But I don’t have much of a relationship with Captain Ishii. We never spoke chip-to-chip. There are officers and doctors and nurses who came in and drank from my espresso machine while I was on the Osprey, but I don’t think any of them would have the information we need. Unless…” Her gaze dropped to the deck as she contemplated something. “Lieutenant Grunburg might help.”

      “Is he in Intelligence?” Bjarke asked. “It’s unlikely a lowly lieutenant would have access to top-secret information, especially when Casmir isn’t on their ship.”

      “He’s the Osprey’s ace programmer,” Kim said. “And a former student of Casmir’s. They worked on defeating that virus together. If he could get the information, I bet he would help.”

      “I remember him,” Asger said. “He and Casmir did buddy up on the ship.”

      “Let me see if he’ll accept my contact,” Kim said.

      Qin stepped up to Asger’s side and leaned against his shoulder while they waited. She was eager to help Casmir—and ideally get off this ship. Even if most of Rache’s mercenaries weren’t from the Kingdom and didn’t call her and her sisters freaks, there had been a lot of joking comments about furry clones invading the ship.

      More than a few had also made passes at them. Her sisters could handle themselves, even against cybernetically enhanced mercenaries, but Qin worried they wouldn’t realize that they had the freedom to do so now and no longer had to give in to men’s demands for sex. Later, they all had appointments with Dr. Peshlakai to have the pain chips removed, which would ensure that nobody could hurt them again if they disobeyed orders. Then they should all know that they didn’t have to kowtow to anyone.

      Asger wrapped his arm around Qin’s shoulders. “Are you still going to spend time with me if we lose the castle?”

      “Of course. That’s a silly thing to ask.”

      “I wasn’t sure. I remember telling you about our forest and that you could see it someday.”

      “Wait, you’re losing the forest too? In that case, yes, I revoke all interest in you.” She smiled at him.

      “I’ll still find some trees to show you. For you to run through the branches barefoot in.”

      The conversation had drawn her sisters’ interest, and Asger cleared his throat and looked awkwardly at the deck when he noticed them all looking over. He started to lower his arm, as if he wasn’t sure if they approved of his relationship with Qin, but she wrapped her arm around his waist and held him against her side.

      “They’ll want to see trees too,” she told him. “Liking nature is in our genes.”

      “After we get Casmir back, I hope we can make that happen.”

      Kim lifted her gaze. “Grunburg accepted my contact and replied. He’d already been trying to figure out what’s going on with Casmir and said he’d hoped that I was still in the system and would get in touch. He can’t do anything from the Osprey, which won’t likely ever leave orbit, but he hopes I have the resources to stop the execution.”

      “You do,” Asger said firmly.

      “Does he have any information that’s different from the news?” Tristan asked.

      “Nothing that’s been shared, but he says he was able to poke around in the other Fleet warships’ computers, not just the Osprey’s, and that Jager’s ship has filed flight plans for three shuttles on the day they arrive. One to a prison in Zamek City, one to do a supply run to the lunar station, and one to the landing pad next to the castle. Four fighter craft have been assigned to escort the prison shuttle and the castle shuttle.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily suggest anything different from what’s in the news,” Bjarke said slowly. “Jager could be returning to the castle, or at least visiting his staff and his wife, Casmir could be getting dropped off at the prison, and a couple of supply sergeants could be flying to the moon to pick up food for the warship.”

      “Is it possible it’s not a trap?” Asger asked. “That Jager is convinced we won’t be able to get to Casmir? Or doesn’t care about us at all?”

      “What if the supposed supply shuttle is actually the one that will take him
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