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      Professor Casmir Dabrowski banged his toe on the lip of the hatchway as he stepped into navigation. He was surprised at the size of the research vessel they were approaching, the display showing its cylindrical length and three large rings, all spinning to create artificial gravity as it orbited the frozen moon of Skadi. The Machu Picchu, its identification transmitter said.

      “Morning, Casmir,” Captain Bonita “Laser” Lopez said from the pilot’s pod, the seat cupping her like an egg. “We’re less than a half hour away now.”

      “How did you know it was me?”

      “Nobody else trips going through the hatchways.”

      “They’re not uniform. The lip on the hatchway going into the lounge is at least a centimeter higher, and there isn’t one at all when you walk into my cabin. In engineering, it’s like stepping up into a bathtub.”

      “Facts that do not negate my statement.”

      Casmir, not in the mood to explain that his strabismus impaired his depth perception, pointed at the ship ahead of them. “Have they responded to your attempts to comm them yet?”

      “No.”

      Casmir could think of a lot of reasons a research vessel wouldn’t respond to their comms. Unfortunately, none of them were good.

      “They’re not answering the Kingdom warships, either, if that makes you feel less rejected,” Bonita said.

      “I wasn’t feeling rejected. Not for that. Give me a minute, and I can come up with a list that applies to life in general.”

      “You and me both, kid.”

      Casmir patted her on the shoulder.

      He couldn’t say that the bounty-hunter-and-smuggler Bonita Lopez reminded him of his loving and supportive physical-therapist mother, beyond their shared lack of interest in coloring their gray hair, but he felt a kinship toward Bonita since she’d helped him escape from Tenebris Rache and his nefarious band of pirate-mercenaries. Actually, the pirate-mercenaries were probably run-of-the-mill. Rache was nefarious. And apparently, Casmir’s identical twin. A full day later, the revelation was still mind-boggling.

      He wished he could talk to his mother about it, not that his adoptive mother would have any knowledge of Rache. She hadn’t known where Casmir had come from, beyond whatever the placement agency in Zamek had told her, the agency that had disappeared when he’d been little. Still, he found himself missing Shabbat dinners with his parents and spilling the details of his life to them. He hadn’t dared answer their messages these past weeks, other than a brief note to say he was fine, off-planet, and that he would explain it all when he got home. He was too worried that crushers would show up on their doorstep if whoever wanted him dead learned how close he still was with them.

      “Remember those three Kingdom warships that were heading out to Saga to check on the destroyed refineries?” Bonita waved to the scanner display. “Two of them are still on course.”

      “I don’t suppose the third decided the mission was boring and turned for home.”

      “It’s veered off and is on course for the same research vessel you’ve talked me into visiting.” Bonita gave him a frank look over her shoulder. “Perhaps this would be a good time to remind you that we didn’t leave Forseti Station under the best of circumstances and may be wanted by the Kingdom Guard.”

      “I haven’t forgotten.” Casmir had personally disabled the station’s torpedoes so the Stellar Dragon could escape. “How far away is that warship?”

      “We’ll get there a good ten hours before them, which gives us some time to figure out if anyone on the research vessel is left alive.”

      Casmir stared at her. “Why wouldn’t they be alive?”

      “You tell me. What else could explain their comm silence?”

      “I assumed they didn’t want to talk to us because we’re… dubious.”

      Bonita snorted. “Maybe.”

      That, however, wouldn’t explain why the researchers weren’t speaking with the warship. Casmir rubbed his shaggy hair, contemplating the conundrum and wondering if Laser Lopez could wield trimmers. Kim had already told him that bacteriologists who’d endured eight years of higher education did not cut hair.

      “Should we dock with their ship and go see if they’re all right?” Casmir asked. “Maybe they need help.”

      “How would you give it? By fixing their robot vacuums?”

      “I do have a few more skills than that.”

      “Medical skills?”

      “Well, no.” Casmir almost pointed out that Kim had medical skills, but she was a researcher, not a doctor. She made customized strains of bacteria; she didn’t bandage owies.

      “I know you were thinking of asking for a ride with those guys,” Bonita said, “but we might want to abort this. If the crew is gone or dead, the Kingdom Fleet may think we’re on an illegal salvage mission and give chase when we try to leave. Or they could simply comm the Kingdom ships guarding the gate to tell them not to let us through. I’m afraid the Dragon doesn’t have a slydar-coated hull. But if we leave now, while the Kingdom ships are preoccupied with Rache’s destruction of those refineries…”

      Casmir blew out a slow breath. “I need to stay in the system and figure out who wants me dead. And then convince them not to want that.”

      “And remind me how visiting this research ship orbiting a moon in the armpit end of your system is going to convince anyone of anything?”

      “It’s not, but Kim’s mother is missing, and we believe she was last seen in a video recorded on that very moon by archaeologists from that ship. She’s my friend, and I have to help her.”

      Casmir also hoped the research ship would give him and Kim sanctuary. Bonita had burned some bridges and wanted to leave the system, so he didn’t expect her to stay longer than it took to drop them off.

      “Kim’s mother, formerly a person and now a person’s brain inside an android monkey.”

      “Technically, there was a transfer of memory and consciousness. No actual brain matter is inserted into the computer chips and circuits. That would be messy.”

      “Whatever,” Bonita said. “How much trouble can she truly be in? Androids are fairly indestructible.”

      “Fairly.” The crushers could disassemble one quickly enough, though Casmir didn’t have a reason to suspect the archaeological mission had anything to do with the person or organization that kept sending the killer robots after him. “But she hasn’t responded to Kim’s network messages, just as this ship hasn’t responded to our comm attempts.”

      “If she was last seen on the moon, can’t we skip visiting this ship and go straight down there?”

      “We can if you find an ancient wreck down there for us to investigate.” Casmir had looked earlier and knew nothing showed up on the scanners.

      Bonita shook her head. “If there’s a ship, it’s probably buried under a glacier. I can only imagine how a team of archaeologists found it to start with.”

      “The answer could be on the Machu Picchu.”

      “Think you could find it in ten hours before the warship arrives and arrests us for snooping?”

      “That would be ideal.” Casmir’s nerves tangled like wires stored in a junk drawer as he glanced at the scanner display. He’d been cavalier about the warships when he first talked Bonita into taking them to the research vessel, but at the time, he’d been certain they would head straight after Rache and ignore her little freighter. He didn’t want to get Bonita in trouble. More trouble. “Has that warship commed us?”

      “No.”

      “Do you mind if we comm them?”

      Bonita peered over the side of her pod at him. “Do I need to remind you that the Kingdom authorities know we fled Forseti Station with a bioweapon in the hold? And that they have no way to know that Captain Rache took it from us and that he may or may not be in possession of it now?”

      “No, I have an excellent memory.” Casmir smiled, though Rache was the last thing he wanted to think about. He pointedly hadn’t asked if the mercenary shuttle, which had left the destroyed refinery shortly after they had, was still heading in the same direction as they were. “But in order to ensure the Kingdom doesn’t think we’re scavenging that ship, I can have a chat with the captain.”

      “Captains don’t chat with fugitives. You’ll be lucky to get the sub-lieutenant in charge of pots and pans in the mess.”

      “Just comm them, please. Let’s find out now if I can schmooze them into working with us. Otherwise, you can drop Kim, Zee, and me off and head out of the system. I know you were interested in the gate mystery and possibly capitalizing on it to make some money, but there must be less-dangerous gigs.”

      “Trust me, I’ve been thinking about that. Fine. I’m contacting them and requesting a chat.”

      “How are you going to get them to believe we don’t have the bioweapon and never wanted it in the first place?” Kim asked quietly.

      Casmir jumped. “I didn’t hear you back there.”

      “That’s because she doesn’t trip over the hatchway,” Bonita said.

      Kim ignored her and merely focused on Casmir, raising her eyebrows in inquiry.

      Remember that message I left in the torpedo launchers that we sabotaged? he asked, switching to chip-to-chip communication, since he hadn’t told Bonita about that attempt to save his own ass. To be fair, she’d been trying to collect his bounty then.

      Yes. But what are the odds they believed it? The station tech who found it, if it was found, may have erased it without informing anyone.

      Casmir shrugged. I’m going to volunteer for truth drugs. That’s probably the only way to clear our names.

      Eslevoamytal, the drug the military uses for interrogations, has an eighty-five percent efficacy rate. Some people can beat it, so juries are instructed not to base their verdicts entirely on testimony given under its influence.

      Are you sure? It always seems to work wonderfully in the police procedurals.

      She gave him the flat look the comment deserved.

      “They’re accepting our comm,” Bonita said. “Get ready to schmooze.”

      Casmir faced the display as the view of the Machu Picchu minimized, replaced by a man in a blue military galaxy suit with gold trim. It was the captain, not a pot-scrubber, and Casmir recognized him. Given how few interactions he’d ever had with Fleet officers, that surprised him, and not in a good way. His left eye blinked three times in his habitual nervous tic.

      “Casmir Dabrowski,” the captain said coolly. “It really is you. I recognize the eye.”

      Casmir cleared his throat. “I’m so glad it made an impression on you, Sora Ishii. Though I was hoping you’d remember me more for my ability to annihilate your robots with my robots.”

      “It’s Captain Ishii, and I remember you getting lucky once. I remember you crying a lot more often than that.”

      “Then it’s Professor Dabrowski, or Scholar if you prefer the general academic title for someone with an advanced degree, and I was lucky in all of our encounters but the last. And for the record, those were victory tears.” Casmir grew aware of Kim and Bonita gaping at him, but he couldn’t keep from adding, “That’s why they were accompanied by whooping.”

      Ishii’s eyes narrowed.

      “If this is how you schmooze people, Casmir,” Bonita whispered, “you’re not doing it right.”

      “The original Yiddish definition of that word conveys only that it’s an intimate chat,” he murmured while wondering if Ishii’s bridge officers were also gaping at their captain in puzzlement at the odd conversation. The video pickup only focused on his face.

      “I understand you’ve turned criminal of late, Professor,” Ishii said. “Upset by the paltriness of your university pay?”

      Casmir took a deep breath, worried Kim was right and that the message he’d left on Forseti Station hadn’t been seen by anyone in authority. Or if it had been seen, it had been ignored.

      “Actually, no. A pair of crushers appeared at the university, tried to kill me, and a knight warned me to flee the planet. The entire system, actually. Since then, all I’ve been doing is trying to stay alive and figure out what’s going on. I’d love to tell you about it.” Casmir worried Ishii would turn him down, deeming his confession too lowly to bother obtaining—it was true this was more a matter for the Kingdom Guard than the military. Hoping to pique his interest, Casmir added, “I also have some intelligence on Captain Rache that you may find useful. He blew up a couple of refineries, you may have noticed.”

      Kim stirred behind him, but Casmir kept his attention on the display.

      Ishii’s face hadn’t been warm before, but now it turned to ice. “You’ll tell me everything you know. From the brig of my Great Raptor 7 warship.” His chin came up, as if he were bragging. Maybe he was. Letting Casmir know he’d gotten a toy far snazzier than the robots they’d made at camp that summer?

      “The brig wouldn’t be my first choice for a tête-à-tête, but I volunteer to answer any questions you have while under the influence of one of your truth drugs. I’m eager to clear my name.” Casmir smiled as warmly as he could, hoping that twenty-odd years and a lot of growing up would keep Ishii from holding a grudge.

      Any questions? Kim’s text scrolled down his contact. Such as that you and Rache apparently share faces? And all of your DNA?

      Casmir kept his smile locked in place, though alarm charged through his veins at the reminder. He hadn’t forgotten about that, but it hadn’t occurred to him that it might come up. Which it should have, since he’d just volunteered to share information on Rache’s recent activities.

      “I’m sure you are,” Ishii said, his dark eyes closing to slits. Suspicious slits. “We’ll be there soon. If you want me to look favorably upon your transgressions, present and past, you’ll stay away from that research vessel. Is that freighter’s captain present?”

      Casmir looked to Bonita, silently asking if she wanted to admit to being present.

      “Captain Laser Lopez here,” she said.

      Ishii snorted. “Laser, right. Listen, Lopez. That research vessel has just been declared off limits due to a medical quarantine. You will not dock with it and will not go aboard. If you do, we will blow up your ship and everyone on it, as will be our right per Kingdom Military Command Procedures, Chapter 12, Quarantines, Section 3, Failure to Comply. Do you understand?”

      He was speaking to Bonita, but his icy gaze remained locked on Casmir.

      Casmir didn’t allow himself to squirm under it. Or believe that Ishii truly wanted to kill him. He did allow himself to realize that twenty-odd years might not have been long enough for memories of harsh emotions from rivalries to fade.

      “We’re not to dock with the research vessel,” Bonita said. “Got it, Captain.”

      She made a circle with her finger and thumb that likely referenced one of Ishii’s orifices in an uncomplimentary way, but she kept her hand out of sight under the console.

      The comm closed, Ishii’s face disappearing, and the view of the research vessel returned. The quarantined research vessel. Or so Ishii claimed. Was he lying or exaggerating the truth to make Casmir and his allies too fearful to visit it before the warship arrived?

      “Transgressions present and past?” Kim asked. “What did that refer to?”

      “Robotics camp.” Casmir clasped his hands behind his back. “When we were ten, we spent a summer doing weekly battles with new robots we constructed and perfected during the days leading up to the competitions. Robot Wars, we called them. I loved it. We competed as teams. He was the leader of his team, and I was the leader of mine, so we sniped back and forth a lot. My team’s robot won every week except for one—he’s the one who got lucky that last week—and I suspected him or someone on his team of cheating, because we saw afterward that ours had been damaged, inside the casing where it couldn’t have been an accident. He always accused me of cheating.”

      “I assume you didn’t,” Kim said.

      “No, of course not, but thank you for assuming that. He’s noble, from a rich family, and he was a snot at that age. Maybe he still is.”

      Bonita leaned forward in her pod and dropped her face in her palm. “Robot Wars. Of all the military officers in the Kingdom Fleet, I get one with a grudge against my passenger, due to Robot Wars.”

      A hum vibrated through the deck, and Casmir felt the shift in gravity as the Stellar Dragon increased its deceleration.

      “Wait.” He lifted a hand. “Don’t stop.”

      “We can’t dock now,” Bonita said. “I’m not giving that smug ass a reason to fire on us.”

      “We won’t dock, but there must be a way we can still check out that ship before they get here. What if Kim’s mother is on there? As a droid, she wouldn’t show up on a life-detector scan. But if they’re going to blow up the ship…”

      Casmir looked over his shoulder and met Kim’s grave eyes.

      “They said they’d blow us up,” Bonita said, “not the research ship.”

      “If they’re willing to blow us up for docking with a quarantined ship, I’m betting they already have orders to blow it up. If it truly is quarantined.” Casmir shrugged. “It’s possible he was trying to scare us, but I wouldn’t think a Kingdom ship captain would lie in front of his crew, and it looked like he was on the bridge, didn’t it?”

      “It did,” Bonita said.

      “You may be correct, Casmir,” Viggo, the ship’s computer and a previous owner who’d uploaded his consciousness into the Dragon, said. “I just read the chapter on quarantines that the captain quoted, and the military has the right to destroy both military and civilian vessels suspected of a virus outbreak if the crew and passengers are believed to be deceased. I am currently reading no life forms over there.”

      “Wait, what virus?” Bonita lifted both hands. “This can’t have anything to do with the bioweapon we had. We didn’t come by here. Even if those vials and Rache somehow made it off that refinery, he hasn’t had time to get over here either.”

      Casmir spread his hands. “I don’t know. That’s why we should investigate. Or send someone impervious to viruses to investigate.”

      “Zee?” Kim asked.

      “Zee.” Casmir nodded. “He’s capable of recording what he sees. We can send him over without docking and disobeying Ishii, and he can come back before anyone even notices him. We’ll run him through the Dragon’s decontamination chamber just in case.”

      Kim closed her eyes and nodded slightly. Casmir doubted she’d wanted to ask anyone to get into trouble on her behalf, but she had to be worried that her mother might be over there—and in danger of being blown up. And then there was the mystery of where the rest of the crew had gone. What was going on out here, in the armpit of the system, as Bonita had called it?

      “Me parece una mala idea,” Bonita grumbled as she adjusted their speed again. “I should know better than to listen to passengers.”

      “Even delightful passengers who fix your ship’s robot vacuums?” Casmir asked.

      “Especially them.”
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      Dr. Yas Peshlakai sat shoulder to shoulder with Chief Jess Khonsari in the middle row of one of the Fedallah’s two combat shuttles. A harness belted him in, but he felt the g-forces shift as Rache switched from accelerating to decelerating toward Saga’s icy moon, Skadi. Or maybe he was targeting the escaped smuggler ship and his quirky twin that nobody else knew about. Or even the research vessel orbiting the moon. Rache hadn’t said anything of their plans or their destination, just that he needed his doctor along.

      Apparently, he also needed two giant cyborg mercenaries and his assassin along. The hulking men in their combat armor took up the back row of seats. The man named Chaplain was Rache’s size, barely over five and a half feet tall, and sat on Yas’s other side, also in full combat armor, save for his helmet.

      Yas hadn’t seen the man in sickbay yet and didn’t know if he had any cybernetic implants, but he barely looked human, with tattoos swirling and throbbing as they danced across his face with every movement. When he opened his mouth, sharpened metal teeth glinted where human ones should have been.

      Jess’s gloved fingers tapped restlessly on her thigh. Yas wondered when she’d taken her last dose of the trylochanix she’d stolen from sickbay. Knowing she was likely addicted to the potent painkiller and antidepressant had only disturbed him on moral and humanitarian levels when they had been on the Fedallah, a large warship with numerous engineers and numerous failsafes; now that Jess was likely the only one here who knew how to fix mechanical issues, he wished he’d spoken to her about her problem earlier.

      Yas shook his head. With a murderer on one side, a drug addict on the other, and a bunch of gun-stroking meatheads behind him, he had little confidence in his ability to survive the near future. Whatever it would entail.

      “Captain,” Yas said, since none of the others had addressed their putative leader during the first half of the trip, “will you be briefing us before we reach our destination? Or telling us what our destination is?”

      Rache looked over his shoulder, his hair covered and his face masked, as usual.

      Yas did not point out that he knew what the man looked like now, in part because he doubted anyone else in the shuttle did, and in part because it was possible he didn’t truly know. He’d seen Rache’s twin brother, Casmir Dabrowski, but Rache might be hiding some disfigurement that had nothing to do with genetics. The mystery around Rache’s origins puzzled Yas. The fact that he had some Odinese robotics professor for a twin brother didn’t seem that significant. Especially since they apparently hadn’t been raised together and hadn’t known of each other’s existence until recently.

      Was it the fact that the brother was from Odin? Because it implied Rache was from Odin? Or at least the Kingdom? That wasn’t surprising. Rache had a Kingdom accent, so Yas suspected his origins were common knowledge. What Odin had done to kindle such hatred in him was another story. Yas could only guess.

      “With luck,” Rache said, “we’re going to retrieve something before that research vessel sends a team down to get it or that warship gets here and sends soldiers down to get it.”

      “That circuit board thing?” Yas asked before considering if Rache would be irritated that he’d hinted of the video they had watched together. “Aren’t we assuming they already pulled it up? And it’s what they were killed for?”

      Jess eyed him curiously.

      “That particular piece I’m sure they took. But I’m guessing there’s a lot more down there.” Rache tapped the control console, and the display shifted from the frosty white moon to an image of the monkey-droid holding up her find. He zoomed in until the screen filled with just the circuit board. Then it zoomed out, far out, and a great circular shape filled a dark background.

      Yas had no trouble recognizing that. It was one of the twelve stationary wormhole gates that linked the Twelve Systems humanity had colonized two thousand years earlier.

      “Shit,” Jess said. “Is that a piece of one of the gates?”

      “A piece of a gate,” Rache said. “Probably. We’re only going by the video. Videos can be faked. But I suspect this one was not.”

      Yas made a strangled noise. Yes, probably not, given that he’d pulled the chip containing it out of a capsule in a man’s colon. The engineer clearly hadn’t wanted the information to fall into the wrong hands. Such as Rache’s?

      Yas grimaced, not wanting to see that. He’d promised to serve as the mercenary’s ship doctor for five years, in exchange for Rache saving his life, but he hadn’t promised his loyalty beyond that.

      “That first picture looked like it was taken in a ship,” Jess said. “Is there a wreck down there, sir? A very old wreck?”

      “We’re going to find out. The Fedallah needs extensive repairs and to hide from the Kingdom warships while it undergoes them. It’ll be four or five days before it can leave the system. I’m giving us that much time to find the wreck and anything valuable it might contain.”

      “I didn’t know treasure hunting was one of your hobbies, Captain,” Yas said, keeping his tone polite.

      As much as he didn’t want to bow and scrape before the man, he’d fallen into addressing him in the same respectful manner that his mercenaries did. It seemed safest. Rache always had an air of danger around him, like an old-fashioned stick of dynamite ready to explode if mishandled. Someday, when he did snap, Yas didn’t want to be standing next to him.

      Back home, Yas had been a respected surgeon and toxicologist. Until he’d been framed for murder. Here, he was… not nothing, but certainly nobody with resources and friends to stand up for him. It was depressing to admit, but all he had was Rache.

      “I’ll do much to keep King Jager from getting ahold of the gate technology,” Rache said. “The Kingdom is not going to duplicate the gates, build new routes to new systems, and colonize and spread their antiquated beliefs and prejudices to the rest of the galaxy. Nor will they turn it into a weapon to be used against people in other systems. They have enough weapons already.”

      “Nobody knows who made the gates or how to replicate the technology, right?” Yas whispered to Jess. As a doctor, he wasn’t the most up-to-date person when it came to space-travel technology.

      “That’s right, Doc,” she replied, not bothering to whisper. “Some people think it was aliens that have been hiding ever since humans have had telescopes strong enough to see other planets.” She lifted her hands, fingers curling like claws, as if to emulate some evil predatory aliens—or maybe boogeymen from children’s closets. “Others think humans were the ones to make and place the gates before sending out the colony ships, and that we’ve since lost the technology. Disassembling the existing gates to try to better understand them is strictly forbidden since if we broke something, we’d be cutting off an entire system from the other eleven. It’s possible that breaking one could even bring down the entire network.”

      “But if we had a spare…”

      “We might be able to reverse-engineer it and finally learn the technology. There’s no known physics, such as we understand it, that would allow for wormholes. And yet…” Jess waved a hand toward the stars. “Three weeks ago, we were in System Hind, ten thousand light years away.”

      Jess leaned forward in her seat and tapped a display built into the hull beside her. “Sir, how are we going to find the wreck? Nothing shows up on the scanners except for a couple of crashed robotic explorers that look as dusty and old as the Kingdom’s beliefs.”

      “I’ve got a search algorithm crosschecking publicly available references to the moon with the existing maps of Skadi, looking for trenches and fissures in the icy surface large enough to hide a ship. It’s compiling a list of some likely spots to check first. If there are too many for us to search quickly, we’ll try the research ship in orbit. The Machu Picchu, its ident transmitter says.”

      “If they’re the ones who originally sent that team to the surface, it seems like they must know where the wreck is.” Yas didn’t want to recommend Rache go interrogate people, but he was a little surprised the mercenary hadn’t opted for that from the start.

      “If they’re alive, I’m sure they do.”

      If they’re alive. Yas remembered the mysteriously dead team on the refinery. Did Rache believe the crew of the research vessel had suffered the same malady? Was that why he wanted to avoid it?

      “You think the people we found dead on the refinery originally came from there?” Yas asked.

      “They were in a short-range shuttle. It had to come from somewhere, and I don’t see any other research vessels in the area.”

      “Probably because there are other less inhospitable and boring places in the system to research,” Jess suggested.

      Chaplain watched the exchange but said nothing. The grunts might as well have been sleeping for all the input they gave.

      “If we find this wrecked ship on the moon,” Yas said slowly, “we could still have to deal with whatever killed those researchers.”

      Rache glanced back. “Do you deem that likely?”

      Yas hesitated. He had never identified a pathogen or poison or anything else under the microscope. He’d only seen the cellular damage itself. Damage that had killed all of those people within days. But had it originated at their dig site? Or was it that they’d found something important, and someone else had killed them in a creative way so they could take the secret for themselves without anyone linking the murders to them?

      “It’s two hundred degrees below zero on the surface of Skadi,” Rache added, “and there’s never been any life discovered there.”

      “I agree it’s unlikely that there’s a virus or bacterium down there,” Yas said.

      “It looks like your two prisoners are heading to the research ship, Captain,” Jess said, tapping the scanner display.

      “I know,” Rache said.

      “I admit, sir, I thought we were going after them when you ordered us all to the shuttle.” Jess waved toward the big armed men in the back row and at Chaplain. “To pay them back for all that damage the ship took before we got out of there.”

      Chaplain flashed a fang-filled grin. Someone in the back cracked his knuckles. The grunts were awake, after all.

      “It crossed my mind,” Rache said.

      His tone wasn’t as icy as it got when he talked about the Kingdom. Yas didn’t know if Sato and Dabrowski had been responsible for the premature explosions on the refinery—he hadn’t been there—or if the crew of the smuggler ship had handled that as part of a rescue attempt, but he’d witnessed Rache grow irked before at his own mistakes. He seemed more inclined to blame himself than whoever had bested him, whether smuggler captain or robot sentry. Which again made Yas wonder how the Kingdom had gotten so deeply under his skin. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be something that Rache considered at least partially his fault.

      “We’ll capture them and interrogate them if we need to,” Rache said. “That’s a Kingdom research vessel, and the dead on the team hiding in the refinery were Kingdom engineers and archaeologists. And like I said, I’m not letting the Kingdom claim the secrets of the gate for itself.”
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      Kim caught herself clenching a fist as she stood at Casmir’s shoulder in navigation, watching the video footage transmitted back to them from the crusher he’d made and dubbed Zee.

      The six-and-a-half-foot tar-colored and nearly indestructible robot existed as a liquid or a solid, depending on its needs, and was currently in humanoid form. It—he, Casmir always called it—had timed the spin of the research vessel, sprung from the Dragon’s airlock chamber, arrowed hundreds of meters over to the other ship, and forced open a hatch to gain access. He had done it in less than thirty seconds, fast enough that the Kingdom warship, still some eight hours away, may not have noticed.

      On the video, the empty corridors of the Machu Picchu passed quickly, the crusher running instead of walking, the ship’s spin gravity making it easy. Zee reached the bridge—and the first body.

      Kim’s shoulders slumped. She’d had a niggling suspicion they would find everyone dead.

      Was this the captain or first mate? Whoever it was had died on the deck next to a command chair. The woman wore a galaxy suit with the helmet on.

      “I was afraid of that,” Casmir whispered. “I wasn’t being rejected earlier. They weren’t answering the comm because they’re dead.” He rubbed his face. “Maybe there is a deadly virus.”

      He looked at Kim.

      She could only shrug. “You should have asked Rache more questions when you were chatting with him.”

      “I was distracted by his doctor shoving a giant needle in my jugular to take a blood sample.”

      Bonita looked back at him, and he fell silent, waving a dismissive hand.

      Casmir had told Kim all about his new knowledge of the twin brother he’d never known he had, but she didn’t think he’d told the captain or her assistant, Qin. Who wanted to admit to sharing identical DNA with an infamous pirate loathed by the entire Kingdom?

      The crusher walked around the bridge, recording everything.

      Kim didn’t see any other bodies. “You’d think there would be more people up there if they all died at their duty stations.”

      “Maybe they died in their bunks,” Bonita said. “Or puking out their guts in the lav.” She slanted Kim a hard look.

      Kim refused to feel bad that she’d infected her with a virus, not when Bonita had been in the middle of enacting her plan to hand Casmir over to Rache for two-hundred-thousand crowns.

      “Zee, please check the computer banks for logs and to see if the Machu Picchu has shuttles that were launched.” Casmir glanced at Kim. “Also keep your eye out for a monkey-shaped droid.”

      The crusher was capable of speech, but it complied without comment. The robots seemed designed to be silent killers rather than conversationalists. Kim hadn’t known the things could speak at all until Casmir created Zee, and he had introduced himself.

      She noticed something as Zee walked near the command chair again. “That dead woman is wearing an oxygen tank. Isn’t the life support working on the ship?”

      “Ah?” Casmir held up a finger as he checked something—he was linked to the crusher through his embedded chip. “Zee shows the temperature is a pleasant twenty degrees Celsius over there, with the air set to the same mix as in Odin’s atmosphere. Environmental controls appear to be working fine.”

      “So, for some reason, she was relying on independent oxygen.” Kim grimaced, afraid the virus scenario looked more and more likely. But why hadn’t that woman’s galaxy suit protected her? Had she donned it too late? Kim hadn’t noticed any damage that would have allowed an airborne pathogen to penetrate the self-contained suit.

      “The ship’s computers are protected by passwords and require retina scans,” Zee said. “I am unable to gain access.”

      “Right.” Casmir didn’t sound surprised. “Head to the shuttle bay and do a manual check to see if they were launched. And then check sickbay and engineering to see if anything is amiss. I guess we’ll do a check of crew quarters last if there’s time.” He met Kim’s eyes. “I don’t suppose your mother is the type to keep a diary.”

      “She has a computer brain, so she remembers everything she sees.”

      “I guess that’s a no.”

      “I don’t even know if she ever did.” Kim shrugged. “She’s my mother, but… she had me delivered in an artificial womb after she—her human body—died. And she handed me over to my father for care when I was young. She visited regularly, but I honestly don’t know her well. My father says I’m like her, or like she was when she was human, but—”

      She shrugged again. She was here, trying to find her mother out of a familial sense of obligation, not because she felt great love for the woman. She wasn’t sure she’d ever loved anyone. She never felt completely comfortable around her father and half-brothers even though she usually saw them every week. That, she also did out of a sense of obligation. And because it pleased her father when she came to workouts at the dojo. She’d long suspected that part of her was broken, the part that felt love and other strong human emotions. Sometimes, she felt like the one in an android body.

      “Odd,” Casmir murmured.

      For a confused second, Kim thought he’d read her thoughts somehow, but he waved at the video. The crusher was striding through engineering, where there weren’t any alarms showing, and everything appeared to be operating within normal parameters.

      “There haven’t been any other bodies,” he added. “It’s a big ship. You’d expect…” He paused, accessing the network. “For that model, it looks like a crew of thirty or forty is typical, and then it can hold hundreds of research scientists and their equipment. There are levels and levels of laboratories devoted to the various sciences. Zee passed a bunch of them on the way to engineering, and I didn’t see any bodies.”

      Kim focused on the display, not admitting that her thoughts had wandered and she hadn’t noticed. “At least one team went to the moon, we know.”

      “Days ago, yes. It would have to have been days ago. I wonder where Rache got the footage that you liberated.”

      “I am unable to access the systems in engineering,” Zee said. “I will check the shuttle bay next.”

      “Good,” Casmir said. “Thank you, Zee.”

      “You’re the only one I’ve met who says please and thank-you to robots,” Bonita told him, drumming her fingers on the control console and watching the warship approach on the scanner display.

      “I doubt that’s true,” Casmir said.

      “He also apologizes to the furniture at home.” Kim tried a smile, though she wasn’t in the mood, and it was a half-hearted attempt at a joke.

      “I try not to make enemies of humans, robots, or furnishings.”

      “Just fellow students in robotics camps?” Kim couldn’t believe they’d run into the one person in the Kingdom Fleet that knew Casmir—and didn’t like him. She vowed to stand next to him and watch out for him in that interrogation.

      “I hadn’t yet fully developed my life policies at ten,” Casmir said.

      “One shuttle has been launched,” Zee announced from the threshold of the bay, “and three remain docked.”

      “Captain Laser,” Casmir said, “now that we’re closer, can you search the moon to see if there’s any sign of that shuttle?”

      “Checking.” Bonita smiled slightly.

      Maybe she was pleased that Casmir had agreed to use her nickname.

      “I don’t suppose there’s anything in that bay that would suggest where the shuttle went?” Casmir asked.

      “Negative,” Zee said.

      “Doesn’t anybody leave handwritten diaries around?”

      “I was not programmed with instructions for journaling,” Zee stated.

      “We can try adding that code in the future.” Casmir smiled faintly, but he looked tense. He also kept glancing at the approaching warship. “Check sickbay next, please, Zee.”

      The crusher jogged off again.

      “That may be ugly,” Kim said quietly.

      “You think that’s where all the bodies of the missing crew will be?” Casmir asked. “All except the one person who stayed to die on the bridge?”

      “That would be my guess.”

      The crusher strode into sickbay. There were a couple of bodies under sheets but not as many as Kim expected. The crusher strode deeper into what turned out to be a facility full of laboratories as well as patient-care areas. He came to a large well-lit room in the back, sectioned off with a thick Glasnax wall. Several bodies lay on temporary cots while others sprawled on the deck. They weren’t in galaxy suits but instead wore a mishmash of civilian clothing and what had to be ship’s uniforms.

      A big sign on the transparent wall read: Quarantine Chamber.

      “There’s your dead crew,” Bonita said.

      As the crusher stopped in front of the locked Glasnax door, one of the “bodies” sat up and stared at it. A woman. She poked someone beside her, and other people sat up.

      “Or not so dead,” Bonita said as Casmir gaped.

      A few of the people rose to their feet, frowning and pointing at the crusher. One pulled out a stunner. They were speaking, but the crusher either wasn’t recording audio, or the quarantine wall was soundproof.

      “Are they sick?” Casmir asked. “Or protecting themselves from those who were sick on their ship?”

      Kim shook her head. There wasn’t any way to know without speaking with them.

      “Can you have Zee ask them questions?” she asked.

      “They don’t show up on my scans,” Bonita said, running a new one. “I mean, it’s hard to pick out individuals under any circumstances, but from this close, I ought to be able to read their body heat. Viggo’s scanners are fairly sensitive.”

      “Correction,” Viggo said. “My scanners are exquisite. They were upgraded less than five years ago.”

      “Maybe the quarantine chamber insulates them,” Casmir said. “Sickbay is already right in the center of the ship, according to the schematic I pulled up.”

      “That could be,” Bonita said.

      “Say hello to them, Zee,” Casmir said.

      “Hello,” Zee announced, his voice coming over the link without trouble. “I am a Z-6000, programmed to protect Kim Sato and Casmir Dabrowski.”

      “Why does he always say my name first when he does his intro?” Kim asked.

      Casmir gave her a lopsided smile. “I prioritized you.”

      That was sweet, and she appreciated it, but the other way around would have been more logical. “You do know I’m more likely to survive a fight than you are, right?”

      The smile turned into a grin. “I have no doubt. But your work is more likely to change the world—the systems—for the better than mine. If I had to pick, I’d rather you make it.”

      Kim swallowed a lump of emotion. She should have hugged him, but she’d never been that comfortable with physical contact, even with old friends. There was a part of her that sometimes wished she had romantic feelings for him, but aside from vaguely admiring the agile interplay of muscles of men at the dojo now and then, she’d never been attracted to anyone. She doubted she was capable of such feelings. They were wrapped up with love, and as she’d just been thinking, she hadn’t ever experienced that.

      “You’re a good man, Casmir,” she managed to say.

      His grin widened, and he gave her a quick bow before returning his focus to the camera display. “A good man who can’t hear what those people are saying.”

      Fortunately, she’d never gotten the sense that he harbored some secret romantic feelings for her. He was the best friend she’d ever had, and she would hate for anything to get in the way of that.

      “It doesn’t look like they heard the crusher’s proclamation,” Bonita said.

      “Is there a speaker somewhere?” Kim asked. “There must be a way to communicate with those people.”

      “It might be easier to go over there in person.” Casmir waved at them. They’d all stood up—at least thirty of them—and backed to the far wall. A couple more stunners appeared, and they pointed nervously at Zee.

      Kim wondered if they’d seen the news from Odin about the crushers destroying the university parking garage and killing a knight. Even if they hadn’t, Casmir’s robots looked like pure evil. She would also find one alarming if it appeared out of nowhere on her ship.

      “If there’s a virus, that’s not a good idea,” Kim said.

      “If there’s a warship planning to blow them up, it’s definitely not a good idea.” Bonita glanced again at the approaching vessel.

      Casmir frowned. “If Viggo’s exquisite scanners can’t detect those people on board from right next door, then the warship won’t have sensed them either. If they have orders to destroy that ship…”

      “We better comm them again and let them know there are people alive there,” Kim said.

      “Or we could rescue everyone and bring them back here to safety.” Casmir’s eyes glinted with enthusiasm for this heroic notion.

      Kim was starting to miss the days when he’d been too space sick to leave his bunk.

      “Virus,” Kim said.

      “Warship,” Bonita said.

      Casmir sighed. “Right. Those are definitely problems. Captain, will you comm Ishii, please?”

      “Only if you promise to let someone else do the talking and robotics camp doesn’t come up.”

      Indignation flashed in Casmir’s eyes, but he bowed again, this time in acquiescence. “Kim might be a better choice to explain a quarantine situation.”

      “Or any situation,” Bonita muttered, looking at her.

      Maybe she also longed for the days when Casmir had been space sick.

      “I’ll do my best.” Kim waved to the comm panel.

      A moment later, a face appeared on the display. It wasn’t the dyspeptic captain. Kim didn’t know if that was good or not. She was fairly certain the lone star on the young man’s galaxy suit denoted him as an ensign.

      “I’m Kim Sato,” she announced, not bothering with pleasantries. “A medical researcher on Odin. Look up my credentials. I have them. We haven’t docked with the research vessel, but we’re close enough to read that there are people aboard. If you truly were intending to nuke the ship, I suggest you don’t, as you would be murdering thirty civilian scientists.”

      The ensign had the grace to wince and appear alarmed. That was good. Kim would have been disturbed if it turned out the military knew there were people on board and planned to destroy the ship regardless.

      “I’m willing to volunteer myself to go over and assess the situation as a medical researcher if your captain wishes it,” Kim added, not reacting when Casmir looked sharply at her. “Viruses aren’t my area of specialization, but I have experience dealing with deleterious bacteria and quarantine situations.”

      “I’ll tell him,” the ensign said, and a hold screen with a logo featuring the warship came up.

      “Kim,” Casmir said, his voice distressed. “Zee can’t protect you from microbes.”

      “A design flaw?”

      “I should have equipped him with laser eyes that could sterilize a ship.”

      Kim clasped her hands behind her back and waited for the captain’s response. She didn’t want to put herself into a quarantine situation, but the thought of unqualified people handling it—or murdering innocent civilians to avoid handling it—sent chills through her. If the warship had been sent out to deal with Rache, she feared it would not have the specialized medical personnel required for this task. She hoped she was wrong. Maybe it would turn out that the captain had known about the quarantine situation from the beginning and had a team of experienced experts.

      “What is your area of specialization?” Bonita asked her. “You had that virus along that made Qin and me sick enough to feel like we were going to die.”

      “I happened to be delivering some virus specimens for a friend at work when all this started,” Kim said. “I specialize in bacteria that have, or can be made to have, a symbiotic and mutually beneficial relationship with humans.”

      Bonita’s forehead creased as she parsed that. “And that involves quarantine situations?”

      “Not my work specifically, though I do sometimes start with antagonist strains of bacteria with desirable attributes and alter them, but some of my colleagues work with viruses, so I have familiarity with procedures. Further, since our facility is well-outfitted for dealing with biological hazards, we occasionally get surprise deliveries that the government wants us to neutralize. Everyone on our campus has training to handle those instances.”

      “Huh.”

      The hold screen disappeared, and Captain Ishii’s charming face appeared. He scowled briefly at Casmir before focusing on Kim.

      “I was told everyone on that ship is dead and that it simply needed to be checked for evidence and then destroyed,” Ishii said without preamble.

      Evidence? Of a virus? Or did they know about the piece of a gate that was found? Presumably, the archaeology team had been keeping someone up-to-date back on Odin. Had that someone been speaking to the government?

      “We’re not reading anyone alive on there now,” the captain added, squinting.

      “Approximately thirty people are in a quarantine room in sickbay,” Kim said. “We believe it may be insulated enough that scanners can’t pick up their signatures.”

      “How did you pick them up?”

      Kim opened her mouth to suggest it was because their ship was closer—she didn’t want the captain to have a reason to punish Bonita or take shots at the Dragon—but Casmir spoke first.

      “I sent a robot over,” he said, then shrugged at Kim. “It was going to come out sooner or later when they question me.”

      Ishii ground his teeth. “To look for top-secret military intel?”

      Kim decided the captain definitely knew about the gate piece. And didn’t want anyone else to know.

      “To look for Kim’s mother,” Casmir said. “If you have the roster of the scientists that were on that ship, an Erin Kelsey-Sato should be on the list. She’s missing.”

      “I’m sure a lot of those scientists are missing. As in dead.”

      “I’m positive a virus didn’t get her,” Casmir said.

      The hold screen came up again.

      “Sorry,” Casmir told Kim. “I don’t know if you wanted them to know, but I think we’re going to have to be very honest with the military if we don’t want to end up in prison. The authorities have gotten some odd notions about us lately.”

      Bonita snorted.

      “It’s fine,” Kim said. “I don’t disagree.”

      Ishii’s face returned. “She was on the roster, yes. Retrieve your robot, Dabrowski. Send any footage it recorded, and then destroy your copy of that footage. If you don’t, we’ll find out about it.”

      “Uh, all right.” Casmir looked like he was trying to sound puzzled, but Kim knew he followed right along. The military didn’t want them to have footage that contained clues about what the archaeologists had found.

      “I will speak with my chief medical officer,” Ishii said, “and get back with you on your offer, Scholar Sato. In the meantime, stay the hell off that ship and get your captain to back away from it.” He looked at someone off to the side of the vid pickup. “If they don’t move at least ten klicks away, shoot them as soon as they’re in range.”

      A woman’s emotionless “Yes, sir” was audible.

      “Ishii, out.”

      “Get your robot back here, Casmir,” Bonita said. “I’m not delaying. They’ll be in firing range soon. They could send a long-range missile any time.”

      Bonita grumbled under her breath, and Kim had a feeling she regretted not leaving the system right after they’d escaped the refinery.

      Kim closed her eyes. She just wanted to make sure her mother was safe, make sure people were done trying to kill Casmir, and go back to her work on Odin.

      After seeing that video, she had sent numerous messages to her mother, but they’d all gone unanswered. She hated the idea of having to tell her father that she had been destroyed and lost forever. Even though her parents had
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