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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Red warning lights. Smoke. Earsplitting klaxons.

      Lon Strong regained consciousness gradually, a series of memories flashing like starbursts inside his mind. His beloved ship going up in flames around him. Watching her burn from inside his escape pod.

      The explosion that had engulfed the Crimson Star and raced across space to engulf him too.

      He jolted at that memory. He struggled to open his eyes and sit up, but his body refused to cooperate. Something near his head was beeping frantically.

      Speaking of his head … Lon winced as a sharp, stabbing pain arced across his temples. He managed to open his eyes to slits, but the lights were too bright and that infernal beeping kept going.

      “Sir?” A soft female voice broke through the haze and the pain. “Sir, please calm down. Everything is all right. You’re in the hospital.”

      Hospital? He supposed that made sense. He had to swallow twice before he could speak; his throat felt like it was lined with sandpaper. “What — ”

      Cool, gentle hands pressed him back down against his hospital bed, smoothed his sweat-dampened sandy hair back from his forehead. “You were in an accident, but you’re going to be just fine.”

      His head was still throbbing. It didn’t help that the nurse pulled his eyes open to check his pupils.

      “Sir?” She continued to keep her voice calm and soothing. “Can you tell me your name? You didn’t have any ID on you when you were brought in.”

      That made sense too; Lon usually carried his wallet in his ISF for safekeeping. That interdimensional storage field‌—‌a byproduct of the nanite infusion process he had undergone to become a Guardian‌—‌meant he never had to worry about pickpockets. He tried to open his eyes again, but quickly squeezed them shut again when the pain intensified. “My name is‌—‌my name is Lon‌—‌Strong. Can you‌—‌can you call my‌—‌grandfather?”

      “What’s his name? Sir? Sir?”

      He tried to answer, but numbing blackness swallowed him before he could get the words out.
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        * * *

      

      Lon came awake slowly, surfacing from a dark, dreamless sleep. Vague bits of memory assailed him; this time he knew when he opened his eyes he would find himself in a hospital bed. He held off, however, choosing instead to take stock of himself first.

      Head still hurts, but the pain’s less, which means either I’m better or they’ve got me on some strong pain meds. He wiggled his toes and then his fingers, and felt a sharp pain shoot up his right arm. “Ouch.” He opened his eyes to scowl down at his arm, which was encased in a protective cast. “Great. Broke my arm.” Kevin’s going to love that‌—‌I won’t be flying until I get this thing off.

      Speaking of Kevin … Lon turned his head to look at the room around him, fully expecting to find one or more of his siblings camped in chairs at his bedside. No one was there; the sterile room was empty. Disappointment flooded him, but he tried to stave it off. They’re probably getting something to eat.

      Or maybe they’d had to make a run in his absence, since —

      Lon inhaled sharply. They can’t be out making a run. The Star is space dust. Shield Control closed the shield on us. Grief engulfed him, making his chest physically ache. He shut his eyes and focused on breathing through the pain and the urge to weep over the loss of their freighter.

      When he had control of himself again, Lon shifted in his bed and attempted to lever himself up into a sitting position with his good arm, but he found his movements restricted. He turned to look‌…‌and gaped at the restraint fastening his left wrist to the bed rail. “What the heck?”

      Alarm jolted through him, his change in pulse dutifully recorded on the machines he was hooked up to beside the bed. Why am I handcuffed to the bed?

      Just then, the door to his hospital room slid open, and a pretty nurse in a crisp white uniform stepped inside. “Oh, good,” she said pleasantly. “You are awake.”

      His brain was still foggy from the pain meds he had no doubt been given, but things grew clearer by the second‌—‌and Lon did not like the picture they formed. He clanged his restraint against the bed rail. “Nurse, why am I cuffed to the bed?” He tried to keep his voice level, but a hard edge slipped in. “I’m not a criminal.”

      The nurse offered him an apologetic smile as she approached and began checking his vital signs. She had red-brown skin, black hair, and dark, luminous eyes. “I’m sorry. You had a bad reaction to some of your medicine and we had to restrain you for your own safety.”

      I did? Lon racked his brain, trying to remember a scrap of‌…‌anything‌…‌that would corroborate that. He vaguely remembered waking a few times, but he had little memory of the last day‌—‌or days‌—‌since … He abruptly frowned. “How long have I been here?”

      The nurse paused. “I’m not sure — ”

      “Tell me.” He softened his voice. “Please.”

      “A week.”

      “A week?” He almost couldn’t believe his ears.

      “You were hurt badly, Mr. Strong.” She gave him a sideways glance. “In fact, you are very fortunate to be alive.”

      “I’ll say.” Lon fell back against his pillow, green eyes stark and his stubbled face pale. I’ve been here for a week … He drew in a deep breath. It must have been really bad. He nodded to the restraint. “Can you take this off now?”

      “I will speak to the doctor.”

      Lon frowned at that‌—‌he wanted his hand back now‌—‌but his mind moved on to other matters. “Is my family here?” He could not imagine why they wouldn’t be, but waking up to an empty room had been less than a pleasant experience. “Could you page them for me, please?” He was sure they were worried sick. I’d be worried too, if it was one of them lying here.

      “The doctor needs to see you first, and then we will call them.” With one last smile, the nurse headed for the door.

      Lon watched her go, still frowning, but this time for an entirely different reason. He knew his head was still muzzy, but something about her was off. His puzzled frown deepened. Her mouth … it was all wrong. The nurse had been speaking‌—‌and he had heard what she said in Sta’Gloan‌—‌but what he heard did not match the words her lips had been forming.

      It’s like a really bad dub.

      He smiled at his own foolishness, gingerly shaking his head. I must be on more painkillers than I thought. Why in the galaxy would I think her voice had been dubbed?

      The answer struck him in an instant‌—‌and every muscle in his body froze. Lon almost couldn’t even breathe, the possibility that had just occurred to him was so horrible. It can’t be‌—‌I can’t have been …

      He couldn’t even bring himself to finish the thought.

      Staring up at the ceiling, Lon sucked in a deep breath and tried not to panic. Okay, Lon. Hang in there. First things first. He shook his head at his own forgetfulness. You don’t actually need the nurse to page anybody.

      His four siblings had joined the Nanotech Coalition Defense Corp to become Guardians as well‌…‌which meant he could communicate with them via mental comm channels facilitated by the nanites that had formed communications hubs in their brains. He opened Nancom channels in his mind to every single one of them‌—‌and waited for someone to answer and assure him he was being ridiculous.

      Nothing happened.

      Lon tried again, but the rapidly sinking feeling in his stomach told him it would do no good. They’re either ignoring me, which is crazy in this situation, or they’re out of range. Which meant they were off-world.

      That left only one possibility. Lon swallowed. I need to see if they stuck a translator in my ear.

      It would be difficult to check, with his right arm basically useless and his left chained to the bed, but he had to know.

      Gritting his teeth, he twisted his upper body and bent his head down toward his left hand by the railing. His fingers brushed his ear, but found nothing. Well, he thought sarcastically, aren’t they clever? It had to be in his right ear then, where he wouldn’t easily find it.

      It was much more difficult to investigate his right ear. His chest and ribs felt like they were on fire by the time his questing fingers touched the tiny device tucked into his ear canal. Grim satisfaction flooded him, followed almost immediately by nausea and a wave of fear so intense he broke out into a cold sweat.

      He was so accustomed to shipboard life that he had not registered it earlier, but now he heard the faint thrumming vibration caused by a ship’s engines. Make that a big ship’s engines. And his hospital room‌…‌his room had no windows, not even ones that were barred.

      Lon tried to keep his stomach from rebelling. I punched out of the Crimson Star outside of Sta’Gloa’s shield. If I’m on Sta’Gloa, the nurse would be speaking Sta’Gloan; she wouldn’t need a translator. He froze again. Especially since she used my name.

      His head jerked up as the door to his room slid open again to admit the nurse and a man in a long white coat.

      “Ah, Mr. Strong,” the man said briskly. “You are finally awake.” He was bald, with olive-tone skin and dark eyes, but Lon placed him in his mid-thirties.

      Lon forced his vocal chords to produce sound. “Captain Strong.” Captain of a freighter that no longer existed, but a captain nonetheless. Even if half the time Kevin and I forgot to use the term. “Where am I?”

      Doctor and nurse exchanged glances at the hostility in his voice. “The hospital, of course,” the doctor said smoothly.

      “What world?”

      “World? Why, Captain Strong, what world do you think you’re on?” The doctor lifted his eyebrows, his tone an infuriating blend of confused and placating.

      “I don’t think I’m planetside at all.”

      The doctor had the gall to look amused. “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah.” If he concentrated and blocked out the autotranslater, Lon heard the doctor’s original language. The fingers of his good hand curled into a fist. He’s speaking Tarynian. Not that he was about to tell the doctor that‌—‌if this was what he was beginning to fear it was, he’d need all the extra edge he could get. “And you are not speaking Sta’Gloan.”

      “I see.” The doctor studied Lon for a few second before flicking a dismissive hand to the nurse, who turned and departed the room. “Do you remember what happened to you?”

      “Enough,” Lon said curtly.

      “Then you are aware that we saved your life.”

      “Is that so?” The longer Lon stared at this man, the more familiar he seemed. I’d swear I’ve seen him somewhere before, but I can’t for the life of me remember where it was. Of course, given what had happened to him a week previous, perhaps it wasn’t so astonishing that his brain was still a little fuzzy. He wished fervently he was not chained to his bed.

      To his astonishment, the doctor proceeded to strip off his white coat and carelessly toss it over the foot of the bed before dragging up a chair and settling into it. He draped one pinstriped black suit-jacket-clad arm over the back of the chair and regarded Lon steadily.

      After a long pause, Lon said dryly, “You’re not a doctor, are you?”

      The man smiled, revealing gleaming white teeth. “I am afraid not.”

      Uh huh. Lon narrowed his eyes. “Then who are you?”

      “My name is Leo Kedis, and I have been waiting very anxiously for you to wake up, Captain Strong.”

      Lon regarded him coolly‌—‌until the name registered in his mind and his jaw dropped. Wait — “Kedis? As in Galactic Union Ambassador Kedis?”

      “The one and the same.” Kedis smiled again as Lon rocked back against his hospital bed, the machines faithfully recording the rise in his pulse.

      Kedis, Lon thought, reeling. If he’s here, that means … He knew exactly where he was. I’m on the Winds of Change, not some random battlecruiser. The blockade commander’s flagship.

      He thought for a second he might be violently ill.

      Kedis continued to watch him. “You have figured out where you are.” He nodded approvingly. “I thought you might. You seem like an intelligent young man‌…‌all things considered.”

      I’m not dignifying that with a response. Desperately attempting to gather the shreds of his composure, Lon squared his jaw. “I have nothing to say to you.”

      “Ah, ah, I would not be so hasty, if I were you.” Kedis shook his head as though he was scolding a young child. “Your freighter was destroyed. Without a doubt, your family believes you to be dead.”

      Lon’s breath hitched in his throat; he could only imagine what his sister, three brothers, and grandfather were going through right now. Oh, God. He’d never intended to put them through that.

      He came back to himself with an effort; Kedis continued to study him, his brow furrowed in thought. The ambassador’s dark eyes flicked to the machines beside Lon’s bed, which were recording his less-than-regular pulse. God only knew what the man was thinking.

      To distract him, Lon asked bluntly, “Why am I here instead of in a cell?” Other than the fact that you were obviously hoping to trick me into giving information away.

      “I should think that was obvious.” Kedis waved a hand. “You required medical attention. Besides, I think you and I can help each other, Captain Strong.”

      “I doubt it,” Lon muttered.

      He continued to speak in Sta’Gloan; Kedis was wearing an autotranslator and he was not about to reveal that he was fluent in Tarynian. He almost gave the ambassador a predatory, teeth-baring grin, but held it back. You think I’m just some spacer‌—‌you have no idea that I’ve been around politicians before.

      Kedis smiled. “It’s clear you care little for politics.” He spread his hands, indicating the hospital room. “I am sure you would not like to live out the remainder of your days on this battlecruiser.”

      No, Lon would not care for that at all, but he merely scowled. An ache had formed in his chest and was rising up to choke him. My family thinks I’m dead. They had to think that, with the Crimson Star destroyed and him a prisoner. Unless… A tiny sliver of hope sprouted inside him. “You haven’t announced that you saved anybody from that convoy, have you?”

      “Not yet,” Kedis said easily.

      Then they do think I’m dead. Lon tasted acid; the backs of his eyes burned. If the twins ever even got back to Sta’Gloa. He almost laughed hopelessly; he still didn’t know how they had ended up off-world in the first place.

      Kedis correctly read his line of thought‌—‌or at least part of it. “Yes, Captain, in all likelihood, your family is mourning your untimely demise. However, it does not have to remain that way.”

      He wants something. Lon gritted his teeth, before consciously forcing himself to relax. Of course he wants something. He’s a politician. “Right.” He leveled Kedis with a flat look. “What do you want?”

      “Information.”

      Lon blinked at the prompt response; he’d expected the other man to dither. “What kind of information?”

      Kedis did not move, but something about him seemed to sharpen. “I want to know what has been happening in the Coalition since Admiral Chesnee arrived in-system. I want to know how your people felt about the cease-fire.” He paused. “I would also like to know how they reacted to your Triumvirate deciding against opening peace talks. And how they reacted to Sta’Gloa’s shield being closed on your convoy.”

      That reminder was a swift punch to the gut, but Lon did not let it faze him. Something in him rebelled at the idea of letting his captor know how uncomfortable he was. “You don’t want much.” He settled back against his bed. “What do I get?”

      “I will inform the Coalition of your survival‌—‌which will no doubt get back to your family‌—‌and we’ll arrange for a prisoner transfer.”

      Something in his chest unclenched; Lon laughed shortly. He doesn’t know Grandfather’s a Representative on the Triumvirate. “Won’t happen.” He knew his grandfather loved him, but he also knew his grandfather would not risk the Coalition’s safety. And I don’t want him to do that.

      Kedis raised an eyebrow. “You think they will still refuse?”

      “Yep.”

      The calm surety in his voice seemed to intrigue the Ambassador. “Are you refusing my offer?”

      “Yes.” Lon spared Kedis a glance before fixing his attention on the bulkhead opposite the end of his bed. “Respectfully, sir, I won’t tell you a damn thing.”

      Instead of nettling him, Kedis seemed to take this pronouncement in stride. “Is that so?” When Lon did not reply, he made a show of standing up and brushing off his pants. “There are ways of making men talk, Captain Strong.”

      The prospect of torture formed a cold ball of terror in the pit of his stomach, but Lon stubbornly set his jaw and remained silent.

      “We’ll speak again,” Kedis promised, before he swept out the door.

      Lon did not relax in his absence; he now was certain they had cams in this room, recording his every move. That leaves accessing my ISF completely out the question. He broke out in a cold sweat again as he realized how close he had come to revealing his Guardian status to the Tarynians. It’s a good thing I’ve been mostly unconscious, or I could have done something I’d regret.

      Unfortunately, it meant he was now well and fully trapped on aboard the Change. Even if I could free myself, where would I go?

      Not to mention the fact that, as far as he knew, the Winds of Change was still orbiting Lanx, which meant that his chances of making a Nancom connection with any of the Guardians he knew were practically nil.

      Shutting his eyes, Lon dropped his head back against his pillow. I’m sorry, guys, he said silently. I’m sorry, Grandfather. I don’t know what to do.
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      Lon’s been dead a week.

      The thought drifted across Lilia Strong’s mind like a mournful pennant fluttering on a breeze, and for a second she couldn’t breathe. It was three days after the funeral, and the reality of his death was still sinking in. She shut her eyes. In some respects, it didn’t feel like it had been that long‌…‌and in other respects, it felt like it had been an eternity.

      What should have been a simple favor for a couple of scientists she and Kevin had helped rescue three months earlier had turned into a nightmare. Instead of merely helping to test the galaxy’s first wormhole-based transporter, they had spent a solid week being bounced around the Coalition’s three inhabited worlds‌—‌with the bulk of their time spent separated in dangerous territory on Glo’Stea occupied by the Galactic Union. Finding out the Crimson Star had been blown to smithereens the day they finally made it home in one piece was the icing on the cake.

      Now that the flurry of activity was over‌—‌Lon’s funeral and its aftermath, telling their two surviving older brothers the truth behind their unexpected disappearance‌—‌Lilia realized how exhausted she was; a kind of bone-weary fatigue mixed with devastated grief. She wanted to go to sleep and just not wake up for a long, long time.

      Sleeping was easier than dealing with the fact that their penthouse in Sonela, Sta’Gloa’s capital city, felt empty and bereft. Lilia kept expecting Lon to breeze through the room and ask a question, or make some teasing comment, but he never did. His seat at the dinner table remained empty. They were missing a brother, and they hadn’t even started to recover yet.

      She was already wondering if they ever would recover.

      On top of it all, the interplanetary shipping business she, Kevin, and Lon had started was effectively out of business. Without a freighter, they had no means of continuing to serve their clients. Neither of the twins knew what they were going to do now.

      Lilia was in the living room, curled up on one of the long blue couches with a fluffy blanket and a cup of coffee she had yet to actually drink, when she heard the penthouse door open and close.

      “Mail’s here,” Kevin called from the foyer.

      She nodded, but forced herself to reply, “Anything interesting?”

      “Nah. The usual. And — ”

      Lilia dropped her eyes back to the carpet she had been studying intently, but when her brother did not finish, a trickle of concern niggled in the back of her mind. “Kevin?”

      He did not answer.

      Alarmed, Lilia threw off the blanket and padded through the living room to the doorway to find her brother standing frozen in the middle of the foyer, a package in his hands. Her dark brown braid swayed behind her like a cat’s tail. “Kevin? What’s wrong?”

      His violet eyes‌—‌identical to hers‌—‌snapped to her face without really seeing her. “It’s for Lon.”

      Lilia inhaled sharply, feeling as though she had been sucker-punched. “What?”

      “He must have‌…‌ordered it before he left.” Kevin turned the package over in his hands, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat as he swallowed. “What do we‌—‌what do we do with it?”

      Seeing the way his face twisted in grief brought fresh tears to Lilia’s eyes. Without thinking, she crossed the foyer to her brother and held out her hands. “I’ll take it.”

      They couldn’t put it in the room Kevin had shared with Lon; she couldn’t make her twin look at it every day knowing that Lon would never come back to open it. He was already face-to-face with half a room full of his brother’s belongings.

      Kevin swallowed again, before nodding and surrendering the package. “Yeah.” His eyes were wet. “You take it. I’m gonna go — ” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward the kitchen. “Tea.”

      Lilia just nodded in response; her throat was too thick for her to speak. Kevin disappeared into the kitchen and she sucked in a ragged breath, letting it out slowly to keep it from turning into a sob. Brushing away a few stray tears with her arm, she stared down at the package.

      I can’t throw it away‌—‌we don’t know what it is. Part of her wanted to shove it under her bed, or in the closet, where none of them would have to deal with it until they were ready. And who knows how long that will take? she thought wryly. Another part of her‌—‌the curious part‌—‌wanted to know what was inside.

      Just to make sure it wasn’t anything time-sensitive, or something they actually needed.

      Slowly, Lilia pivoted on the balls of her feet and stalked down the hall toward her room. The return address was innocuous; there was no telling what was actually inside. Stepping into her room, she hit the door release with her elbow. The door slid shut behind her and she sank down onto her bed.

      Grief and curiosity struggled for the upper hand in her mind. Curiosity came out on top. I’d better see what it is before I shove it under the bed, she decided at last.

      Sliding a hand into her ISF for her knife, Lilia pulled it out and flipped it open before slitting the packing tape holding the box closed. The blade sliced through it cleanly, which felt wrong. Feels like it should have been harder.

      The box contained nothing but a small bottle nestled in packing material. Lilia pulled it out to read the label‌—‌and promptly burst into tears.

      The bottle was a practical joke: temporary hair dye to be slipped into someone’s shampoo.

      Pink hair dye.

      Lon had been planning to prank Michael. Other than Lon himself, their oldest brother was the only one of them with hair light enough for it to really have a good effect.

      Still clutching the bottle, Lilia buried her face in her pillow to muffle the sound of her sobs.
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        * * *

      

      When she had finally cried herself out, Lilia made herself sit up and put the bottle back into the box. She then proceeded to shove it unceremoniously under the bed. Out of sight, out of mind.

      For a moment, she just sat on the side of her bed, grimly willing herself not to start crying again. Her nose was running, and her eyes felt swollen, and she just felt so tired. Bone tired, the kind of exhaustion where even breathing feels like it takes too much of an effort.

      Blindly, she reached for a tissue and blew her nose. Then she forced herself to get up. At least splash some cold water on your face, she told herself. Then you can go to bed.

      Opening her door, Lilia stepped out into the hall and stumbled down to the hygiene unit. Avoiding the mirror, as it would only verify that she looked as horrible as she felt, she splashed cold water on her face until her eyes felt a little less swollen. As she dried her face, she opened a Nancom channel to Kevin. [I’m taking a nap.]

      [Fine,] he replied dully.

      On her way back to her room, Lilia paused at the door to the game room long enough to hear the sounds from within. Kevin had shut the door, though whether out of habit or because he had needed to grieve too, she didn’t know. And it really doesn’t matter.

      He would play his game, she would take a nap, and somehow, they would all live through this. She closed her eyes. Please, dear Lord, help us live through this.
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        * * *

      

      A pressing channel request woke Lilia an hour later. She bolted upright as soon as she recognized the frequency. Riley Callahan, their handler at the Sonela branch office of the NCDC. It had been at his request that they visited Dr. Cait and Dr. Jayce and helped them test the transporter.

      She was not terribly surprised to hear from him‌—‌she and Kevin had been waiting for him to contact them since Lon’s funeral ended. The only surprise is that he’s waited as long as he has. She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes‌—‌they still felt puffy from her crying jag earlier‌—‌and sent up a silent prayer of thanks that they didn’t have to actually face the man. Then she opened a Nancom channel to Kevin.

      [I know,] he said instantly.

      Lilia swallowed; Callahan’s channel request still tingled urgently in the back of her mind. [I don’t really want to talk to him. He’s going to want details‌—‌details we can’t give him.]

      And, frankly, if she never had to think about that week again, she would be just fine with it.

      [We don’t have to tell him everything.]

      [We can’t tell him everything.]

      A pause. [You know what I mean, Lil. Let’s just get this over with. Meet me in the living room.]

      Less than a minute later found the twins seated in the living room‌—‌Kevin in their grandfather’s recliner, and Lilia curled up in a corner of one long couch. They shared a nod across the room and opened joint channels to Callahan.

      [Good afternoon,] their handler said promptly. He made no mention of the delay it had taken them to answer him. [Again, you have my condolences on the loss of your brother.]

      [Thanks,] Lilia responded, picking at a piece of lint on her sock. She cast a glance at Kevin; his face had gone stony. She felt obligated to add, [And thank you for waiting as long as you have to debrief us.]

      [Well,] Callahan said lightly, [given the circumstances, I could hardly press. Now, I do need you to tell me what happened after you went through the portal for Cait and Jayce.]

      Lilia frowned. That is a long story. She bit her lip; there were parts she did not want to revisit any time soon.

      Kevin tipped his head back in his chair. [We don’t need to tell you the whole story‌—‌you know most of it already, Mr. Callahan.]

      [Humor me, Mr. Strong.]

      Lilia and Kevin traded another look across the room. [With all due respect, Mr. Callahan,] Lilia said tightly, [we were just doing you‌—‌and Cait and Jayce‌—‌a favor. Because you asked.]

      [I am well aware of that, Miss Strong. I’m just trying to understand how that simple favor resulted in the two of you bouncing around the Coalition for a solid week.]

      [So are we,] Kevin said dryly. [Have Cait and Jayce made any breakthroughs yet?]

      Lilia held her breath; they knew the truth, but they were hoping the scientists‌—‌and Callahan‌—‌had not yet figured it out. She grimaced. I don’t know how we’re going to explain the fact that we’ve got portable transporters in our nanites.

      Especially when only a handful of people in the entire Coalition knew the scientists’ transporters existed in the first place.

      She had a brief‌—‌but intense‌—‌vision of the two of them locked up in a windowless lab, being poked and prodded by a bevy of faceless doctors and scientists. A fine shudder worked its way down her spine; she forced the vision away.

      [They’re still working on it,] Callahan said, [but so far, they have no idea how Dr. Banx’s program managed to make the transporters open independent portals to you. It’s caused quite a bit of a furor, I can assure you.]

      Ah, Dr. Banx. Lilia clenched her fingers in her lap. The turncoat who kept on causing problems, even though his betrayal on Lanx months before had ultimately cost him his life.

      [Shouldn’t I be asking you that?] Callahan’s Nancom voice was bland. [I’m sure you could tell us a great deal about those locations.] He paused. [Especially those inside occupied territory.]

      Lilia grimaced; she didn’t even want to think about the nerve-wracking hours‌—‌and days‌—‌she’d spent in occupied territory. She also didn’t want to think about what would happen if Callahan‌—‌or one of the scientists‌—‌mentioned their little excursion to someone in the Internal Affairs department.

      “Kev, we can’t,” she said softly, in the privacy of the living room. “There’s too much we just can’t tell anybody, really. Especially if they haven’t realized — ”

      “I know.” Kevin switched back to Nancom. [Afraid there’s not much to say. We spent most of our time hiding, waiting for the next portal to open.]

      [Humor me, Mr. Strong,] Callahan repeated.

      Kevin scrubbed a hand through his dark hair, making a frustrated sound in the back of his throat. [Look, Mr. Callahan, it’s a long story only in that it took us a while to get home. We kept our heads down and managed to stay out of trouble.]

      A brief pause, and then … [If you think I haven’t heard about the Guardian who took out a Tarynian mini-submarine breaching Glo’Stea’s ocean shield line in an attempt to destroy a shield station, and then kept the bulk of the Tarynian sailors from being killed by Resistance fighters, you’ve got another think coming.]

      The twins shared another wide-eyed look. Kevin gulped. “I didn’t think anyone would — ”

      Lilia did not hear the rest of his sentence; Callahan was talking again. [You disappeared afterwards, Mr. Strong, but I have no doubts you were the Guardian in question.]

      [So what if I was?] Kevin shifted in the recliner. [It doesn’t matter who I was; I don’t have a rational explanation as to how I got there.]

      [Oh, the NCDC would like to know, don’t kid yourself, but we all know this is a‌…‌delicate situation.]

      Lilia could almost see Callahan carefully choosing his words.

      [You figured out how to bypass Glo’Stea’s shield. That’s‌…‌impressive.]

      Kevin shrugged, even though Callahan couldn’t see him. [I only made it because I was a Guardian. Couldn’t have done it otherwise.]

      [I take it you escaped occupied territory in a similar fashion?]

      It took Lilia a second to realize he was addressing her now. [I — ] She thought back to her escape, but her mind skittered away from it. She frowned; the only image she remembered clearly was waking up on the Mansion’s front lawn in the middle of a rainstorm. She shook her head; it didn’t matter. She’d escaped. [Yeah. Pretty much. I didn’t run into anybody else trying to breach a shield, though.]

      [Your attention to detail is astonishing,] Callahan said after a long moment, his Nancom voice dripping sarcasm.

      Lilia bristled, but Kevin just snorted. [We were severely sleep-deprived and under a great deal of stress for a solid week, Mr. Callahan. Be happy we remember anything at all.]

      [How did you return to Sta’Gloa?]

      The twins shared another look. This part was relatively easy‌…‌so long as Callahan did not actually attempt to verify their arrival. They’d had to work out a cover story; only their brothers knew the truth.

      They had opened portals of their own.

      [It helps to have friends on Glo’Stea,] Kevin lied. [I found Lilia and then we got passage back home.]

      Lilia tasted ash. [Right before Chesnee blew up that convoy.]

      [I see.]

      Kevin swiftly changed the subject. [What about those coordinate strings? Do they have any idea why Banx chose those specific places?] He met Lilia’s eyes across the room. “They have to have noticed the pattern.”

      Lilia spread her hands in mute helplessness.

      Half of those coordinates were in Glo’Stean cities in occupied territory‌—‌cities that were meant to have been shield cities before the blockade. The Galactic Union had attacked before their shield generators were finished, however, resulting in a quarter of Glo’Stea being cut off from the rest of the world for over two decades. A mysterious group known only as Freedom’s Children seemed bent on changing this.

      [So far, they still appear to be random.] They could hear the frown in Callahan’s Nancom voice. [You’re sure you never saw anything at any of these places that could explain it?]

      Images flashed in front of both the twins’ minds‌—‌of half-built shield generators and people claiming to belong to an underground organization called Freedom’s Children. They simultaneously shook their heads.

      [No.]

      [Nothing.]

      Callahan asked them a few more questions, before swearing them to silence. His Nancom voice turned wry again. [Blame your week-long disappearance on the NCDC, if you like, but please make sure nobody actually contacts them to verify it.]

      [Don’t worry,] Kevin assured him, [our family — ]

      [ — will understand,] Lilia finished.

      [Good.] They expected him to close his channel to them, but to their surprise, he switched subjects. [I understand you lost your ship along with your brother. What are the two of you going to do now?]

      Kevin’s eyes met Lilia’s briefly before sliding away. [We don’t know yet.]

      [I’m sorry to hear that.]

      [So are we,] Lilia replied.

      [You’re smart, the pair of you. I’m sure you’ll figure something out,] Callahan said, before closing his channel.

      The twins both slumped back in their seats. “I hate lying,” Kevin grumbled, “but I don’t know what else to do. We saw too much crazy stuff and we don’t have actual proof of any of it.”

      “Yeah.” Lilia rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Like the underground tournament you stumbled into that somehow got their hands on nanoblades.”

      “Yes. That. Exactly.” Kevin waved a hand. “Or the whole Freedom’s Children thing, and the shield generators they’re building in occupied territory.”

      Brother and sister shared a grim look. They had yet to break that news to their grandfather.

      Lilia drew her legs up to her chest and locked her arms around her knees. “Callahan can’t actually say anything, though, or he has to admit that he asked us to help the scientists‌—‌and then it’ll come out that he knows what their top-secret project is.”

      “I don’t know what to think.” Kevin leaned forward abruptly in his chair to cradle his head in his hands. “This whole thing makes my brain hurt. At least we don’t have to worry about anybody else knowing about the transporters and what happened.” He frowned. “Other than Greg, of course.”

      Lilia flinched, despite herself. “That was not my fault.”

      “Didn’t say it was.”

      Greg. She shut her eyes. Guess I’m still a little sore about that.

      One of her portals had opened up on Kyman‌—‌the island medcenter where she had worked as a receptionist up until the NCDC recalled them to Sta’Gloa six months earlier and sent them on that fateful rescue mission to Lanx. Greg was a doctor there, and a friend. She’d bumped into him shortly after the portal dropped her on the beach. He’d been out for a walk to clear his head after losing a patient‌…‌and when her next portal opened, he’d followed her through it.

      They had landed in occupied territory and she’d managed to keep them both out of trouble until another portal took them to Sta’Gloa. From there, they’d bounced into occupied territory once more until a third portal dropped them not far from Glo’Stea’s capital city. She had ditched Greg there, confident he would be able to get back to Kyman on his own.

      Lilia still felt guilty about it. It was for his own good, she reminded herself. I didn’t want his death on my conscience.

      “It’s just as well Lon wasn’t around to hear that story,” Kevin said after a moment. “You wouldn’t have heard the end of it for weeks.”

      A lump formed in her throat. Lon had taken great delight in teasing her about the redheaded doctor’s crush on her. Lilia tried to smile, but it deflated quickly. “Yeah, one less thing to worry about.”

      They were both thankful when her comlink buzzed with an incoming message.

      Lilia took one look at it and her heart sank. “It’s Nadia Sulamon.”

      Kevin’s mouth twisted unhappily. Sulamon’s family owned a fruit plantation on Glo’Stea; they had been one of Three Cords Shipping’s first regular clients. “What does she say?”

      “She’s sorry again about Lon and the Star, and she hopes we’re able to get back on our feet soon. In the meantime, she’s going to have to find another freighter to make deliveries.”

      “Not like she’s got much of a choice.” Kevin sprawled backwards in the recliner and directed a baleful stare up at the ceiling. “I don’t know what we’re going to do about another ship, Lil.”

      Lilia tightened her fingers on her comlink. “And even if we do find one, Grandfather’s — ”

      “— not going to be happy about it. I know.”

      Heavy silence fell over the living room. Eventually, Kevin roused himself with an effort. “It’s Thursday. Erik’ll be waiting on us.”

      A police officer on Sonela’s 19th precinct bomb squad, Erik Holt was also a Guardian and had been assigned to the Lanx rescue mission. After they returned to Sta’Gloa, the three had kept in touch. Under normal circumstances, Lilia wouldn’t have dreamed of missing their weekly meal, but today the mere thought of venturing beyond the confines of the penthouse into Sonela‌—‌risking media scrutiny and the gray rain that had been falling all day‌—‌was enough to sink her deeper into the couch with exhaustion.

      “I can’t.” She shook her head listlessly. “Not tonight.”

      Kevin blew out a breath. “Yeah, me either. I’ll tell him.”
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      The Sta’Gloans might have altered their methods of micro-jumping smuggling ships from one Coalition planet to another to avoid his ships, but Admiral Giles Chesnee was determined his people would break their pattern again. As commander of the Galactic Union Blockade Division, he was responsible for cordoning the Sta’Gloan star system off from the rest of the galaxy until they decided to cooperate with the G.U.‌—‌and in the past few months he had accomplished more in that respect than nearly twenty years’ worth of his predecessors’ efforts combined. It was a shame the Senate had decided to reward his success by sending him a politician to muck things up.

      Kedis succeeded in negotiating a ceasefire, I’ll give him that. Chesnee suppressed a snort. He supposed he couldn’t blame the Ambassador for the fact that it had barely lasted a week. That was entirely the Triumvirate’s fault.

      Chesnee looked up from the data he was perusing to cast an assessing glance over his Flag Tactical Command Center. His staff occupied their stations, hard at work. Fingers flew over console panels, multicolored lights flickered, and low chatter filled the compartment. His gaze traveled to the wide viewport forming the compartment’s starboard side, where Lanx, the fourth world in the Sta’Gloan system, served as a backdrop. A translucent blue planetary shield covered its striated, mountainous surface‌—‌save for an unprotected sliver near the equator where his forces held Lanx’s capital city.

      It had been three months since they breached Lanx’s shield and the sight still filled him with fierce pride.

      “Admiral?”

      Chesnee glanced to his right to find his chief aide crossing the compartment toward him, datapad in hand. From the slight twitch in Lieutenant Josef Armal’s right eye, he surmised this had something to do with Kedis. “Is the prisoner conscious yet?”

      “Yes, sir.” Armal came to a halt and saluted, snapping the palm of his right hand to his left shoulder. His olive face was impassive. “Ambassador Kedis has already talked to him.”

      “I’m sure the Ambassador is delighted about that,” Chesnee said dryly.

      “He is.” Armal waved the datapad in his left hand. “He managed to get a name out of the prisoner and has put in a request to use our mainframe to run him through all of our Coalition databases. The Ambassador doesn’t have an exact age, but he thinks he can approximate.”

      Chesnee considered it for only a moment. After all, the entire reason he had given the prisoner to Kedis was to keep him from meddling in things that were none of his concern. “Fine. Set it up for him. But I want to be kept apprised of whatever he turns up.” He shook his graying blond head; he’d seen pictures of the prisoner. “If that young man is in the system, it’ll be just barely. He can’t have been very old when the blockade began.”

      “Aye, aye, Admiral.”
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        * * *

      

      Late that afternoon, Chesnee received a high-priority transmission from General Ira Deam, commander of the 5th Division ground forces on Lanx and Glo’Stea. He took the holo-call in his office inside his quarters, which were adjacent to his Flag Tactical Command Center. He felt a flicker of trepidation, but ignored it; in all likelihood, this was simply a standard report. Nothing out of the ordinary —

      — and nothing to do with murky, inexplicable rumors he had yet to report to High Command.

      Seating himself behind his desk, Chesnee accepted the incoming transmission. A holograph of a wiry man with close-cropped salt and pepper hair appeared in front of his desk. He nodded affably. “General Deam.”

      “Admiral Chesnee.” Deam returned the nod, his expression stoic.

      That was normal; Chesnee could count on one hand the number of times he’d seen the other man crack a smile. He tried to relax. “How go things on Lanx and Glo’Stea?”

      “It’s been an eventful week. The ceasefire got everybody’s hopes up, and when it crashed and burned, we had a few riots on our hands in places.” Deam shrugged. “Nothing we couldn’t handle.”

      Chesnee’s gut twisted again. A handful of paltry riots was hardly reason enough for Deam to call in person instead of simply vmailing an official report. “Something else on your mind, Ira?”

      Deam’s dark eyes flicked off-cam before coming back to rest on Chesnee. “I lost a mini-submarine to the Glo’Stean Resistance the day you called off the ceasefire.”

      “I remember reading the report.” Most of the crew was either dead or the Glo’Steans’ prisoners.

      “Well, it took us a week to finally salvage her.” Deam’s expression tightened. “Damn Glo’Steans kept getting in the way. Nearly lost another sub in the recovery process.” His jaw worked once, then again, as though he was having trouble dredging up words.

      Mystified, Chesnee waited for the General to pull himself together.

      “It’s pretty ugly, but we’ve determined she wasn’t sunk by a torpedo,” Deam said at last. “In fact, she wasn’t sunk by anything used by anyone in naval warfare.”

      Chesnee blinked at him. “What do you mean?” He wracked his brain for the details of Deam’s report. “I was under the impression the mini-submarine was damaged underwater.”

      “Oh, she was,” Deam said grimly. “Something‌—‌or someone‌—‌sliced her open like a hot knife through butter.”

      Sliced her open … Chesnee took a deep breath; he had a sudden and distinct impression he knew where this was headed. His mind flashed to the sword box locked up in his safe. “You think this is tied in with the Guardian scuttlebutt.”

      Deam clenched his jaw, running a hand over his short hair. “I hate to give credence to scuttlebutt, Admiral, but the Glo’Stean ships are accounted for, and none of my people can come up with any other theories as to how it sustained that kind of damage.”

      His expression turned knowing. “And according to more recent scuttlebutt, the blades, at least, are real‌—‌and you’re holding one aboard the Change.”

      Brown met blue in a challenging stare, and then Chesnee inclined his head. “That much is true.” He explained how the sword had been found aboard a captured Coalition blockade runner, but finished with, “That does not make the rest of the stories true.”

      “They’re starting to make more sense,” Deam said grimly. He looked away again, before pinning Chesnee with a somber look. “Have you informed High Command about the‌…‌other matter?”

      Chesnee did not flinch. “No. Not yet.” He arched an eyebrow at the General. “Have you any other information to pass along?”

      “No. Haven’t been able to find anything else.”

      “Then there’s no reason to concern High Command.”

      A brief pause ensued; finally, one corner of Deam’s mouth curved into a smirk. “I suppose you’re right. They’re busy enough dealing with the Senate’s investigation into the Blockade Division’s previous command history. Telling them the Coalition might have invented a teleportation device would send them all into a panic.”

      “Exactly,” Chesnee said wryly. “I would prefer to avoid that scenario until I actually have proof.”
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      When Lon woke again, he blinked several times, completely disoriented. Instead of the hospital room, he now found himself lying on a bunk in a single-occupant brig cell. He was clad in a hospital gown, but a neon green jumpsuit lay by his head. They must have moved me while I was out cold. Snorting, he dropped an arm over his eyes to block out the harsh light from the lone glowpanel in the ceiling. “Great.”

      His pain medication was wearing off; he figured that was what had woken him. His ribs burned every time he breathed and his broken arm ached. Hopeless despair threatened to suffuse him, but he fought it off. I’m still alive. There’s still hope. God would watch over him.

      A wry smile tugged the corners of his mouth. Even though I’m surrounded by who knows how many Tarynian soldiers.

      After a moment, Lon changed into the jumpsuit. It was difficult to accomplish one-handed, and the effort strained his ribs, but he managed. When he finished, he found a pair of boots beside his bunk. To his relief, they were his own‌—‌a little banged up from the escape pod, but still wearable.

      He was propped up on the thin mattress covering his bunk‌—‌having finally found a position comfortable enough to let him breathe without too much pain‌—‌and staring blankly at the bulkhead opposite him when the door to his cell opened. He looked up sharply, and his heart constricted at the sight of the squad of armed soldiers waiting in the corridor.

      “On your feet!” one of the soldiers barked.

      Lon did not need the autotranslater still stuck in his ear to understand. He unfolded himself from the bunk slowly, keeping his good hand where they could see it. The last thing he needed now was to be shot for a misunderstanding.

      He couldn’t, however, keep himself from remarking breezily, “I’m guessing the Ambassador wants to see me?”

      “Quiet!” the squad leader barked, entering the cell and giving Lon a rough shove forward in the middle of his back. He turned to address his men. “Can’t restrain him because of the cast‌—‌if he so much as twitches, shoot him.”

      Aren’t you friendly? Lon’s face darkened, but he held his tongue as they marched him out of the cell and through a series of corridors to a gray metal door with ‘Brig Conference’ written on it in Tarynian script.

      The soldiers opened the door and bundled Lon into the compartment. He was not surprised to find Kedis already seated at the large metal table inside, one leg crossed casually over the other. The Ambassador did not even look up from his datapad as two of the soldiers guided Lon to the other chair across the table and clapped a restraint around his good wrist. He had just enough time to wonder what good that would do when they magnetized a special strip along the table, effectively gluing his arm to it.

      Huh. Dropping his eyes to the restraint, Lon subtly flexed his bicep. Nothing happened. He might as well have tried to move it with the power of his mind.

      Across from him, Kedis dismissed the soldiers with a nod. He waited until they filed out and hit the door release behind them before turning his onyx gaze on Lon. “Good morning, Captain Strong.”

      Lon lifted his chin, belying the way his heart had begun to pound. They had left him the autotranslator; he still wore it in his right ear. “I’m afraid you’ll have to resort to torture if you want anything, Ambassador.”

      “Oh, I don’t think that will be necessary.”

      “And what makes you say that?”

      Kedis’s dark eyes glittered in the harsh cell lighting. He, too, wore an autotranslator. “Because I have learned something about you, Captain. Something very‌…‌interesting.”

      Lon made a scoffing sound in the back of his throat. I doubt it.

      Kedis waited a full beat. “Your grandfather is Sta’Gloan Representative Aiden Monroe.”

      Lon’s heart almost stopped in his chest. Literally. It was all he could do to maintain a straight face and keep his body language from reflecting his shock. The last thing he expected to hear were those words coming from the Ambassador. How can he possibly know that?

      When he said nothing, Kedis inclined his head. “Now, I admit there’s a chance we are confusing you with some other Lon Strong in our database, but I find it highly unlikely.”

      “You don’t know how old I am,” Lon said at last, unable to maintain strict silence.

      Kedis smiled, pleased to have finally elicited a response. “We have an approximate age, and that was enough. It took longer to filter through everything, but we found you.” He seemed to be savoring his words. “And once we found you and took a cursory look at the people connected to you …” He turned one hand palm up.

      Lon found himself heartily wishing Kedis would just send him back to his solitary confinement. A scathing retort rose to the tip of his tongue, but he held it back. Don’t give him anything else he can use against you, he reminded himself sternly.

      Kedis was not finished. “You are twenty-three years old, and the third of five children.” He paused. “Unless your parents had more after your younger twin siblings. That is, unfortunately, as far as our records go. Your grandfather was a Representative when the blockade began, and he still sits on the Triumvirate. Impressive,” he added as an aside.

      Lon almost asked if Kedis knew his parents had died aboard the Luminous, but held that back too. In what he hoped was a reasonable tone, he said, “You don’t know any of this for certain.”

      By way of answering, Kedis withdrew a holo from his breast pocket and sent it skidding across the table to Lon with a flick of his fingers. “That is the last official holo the Tarynian government has of your father, Garrett Strong, before he emigrated to Sta’Gloa.”

      Dread rolled through Lon; he picked the holo up with a hand that was not as steady as he would have liked. He already knew what he would see, but he tried to brush it off anyway. “What are you talking about?”

      “You bear a remarkable likeness to that man,” Kedis said conversationally. “Enough that I’d say there is a high probability you are his son.” He paused to let that sink in before slinking in for the kill. “Don’t you think your parents deserve to know you’re alive?”

      He doesn’t know everything. Lon smiled‌—‌a grim, feral expression. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” He gave his father’s picture a cursory glance‌—‌he barely remembered the man, but he saw himself looking back at him‌—‌and spun the holo back over to Kedis. Hopefully, that would be the end of it. “Nice try, though, Ambassador.”

      Alas, Kedis was more tenacious than to take ‘no’ for an answer. “Be reasonable, Captain Strong. Have you no regard for what your family must be suffering?”

      Lon pinned him with a withering glare. “It doesn’t matter what you say‌—‌I’m not telling you a damn thing. I won’t betray my family, my world, or my system. So you can take that holo and all your fancy words and shove it. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Something in Kedis’s expression shifted. The genial affability he exuded disappeared, to be replaced by cold calculation. “I am afraid, Captain, that you are the one who does not know what he is talking about.” He motioned to the door. “Do you know how many of your fellow spacers survived Admiral Chesnee’s little skirmish with your convoy?”

      Lon did not, though he suspected it couldn’t be very many.

      “One. Just one. Yourself.” Kedis pointed a long finger at him. “You, Mr. Strong, are the sole survivor.”

      Just as the Ambassador had no doubt intended, his words hit Lon like a punch in the gut. Just me? A heavy weight settled over him; he swallowed with an effort. “Why’d you bother picking me up, then? I can’t have been the only guy in an escape pod.”

      Kedis shook his head. “You were the only person to survive.”

      “Lucky me.”

      “Tell me, what are the odds that Admiral Chesnee’s crew would pick up a single survivor, and that this survivor would be a Representative’s grandson?” Kedis leaned back in his chair, his eyes still fixed on Lon. “This is a rare opportunity.”

      “A rare opportunity?” Lon snorted. “For what?”

      Kedis eyed Lon thoughtfully. “I wonder if your grandfather will trade with us‌—‌your safe return in exchange for a meeting with the Triumvirate.”

      Lon suppressed a snort. “I doubt it.”

      “What?” Kedis raised an incredulous eyebrow at him. “You think you mean so little to your grandfather?”

      This time, Lon did not bother hiding his disdain. “It’s not that.”

      “Oh?” Kedis waited for Lon to elaborate. When he did not, the Ambassador pressed, “Then what is it?”

      Grandfather didn’t pull any strings a few months ago when he found out that someone deliberately sent the twins to Lanx on a crazy rescue mission that almost got them both killed. He doesn’t work that way. Aloud, Lon said, “You don’t know my grandfather.”

      Kedis was unimpressed. “Clearly.”

      Lon rolled his eyes. Is he really that dumb? “He’s not going to risk opening the shield just to get me back.”

      “Ah, yes. The integrity of your precious shields.” Kedis arched a dark eyebrow. “That would be the reason why there have been no prisoner exchanges in the last few years, would it not?”

      Lon shrugged‌—‌and tried to keep from grimacing when the movement jarred his cast.

      “I see.” Kedis made a show of pushing back his chair and rising to his feet. “I’m sure we’ll talk again, Captain Strong. In the meantime …” He flashed Lon a shark-like grin as he rounded the table to the door and tapped a panel mounted on the bulkhead beside it. “Enjoy your cell.”
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      The Ambassador did not return for a long time. Lon had no idea how long; time blurred and stretched in the never-changing glare inside his cell. He knew better than to think the Tarynian had given up trying to get information out of him. No, Kedis was only giving him time to stew. Which I’d be fine with, except it’s dead boring in here since I can’t risk accessing my ISF.

      Not to mention the fact that his injuries kept him from sleeping much. They were only giving him enough painkillers to take the edge off. He just gritted his teeth and suffered through it.

      Lon was half-heartedly picking at the unappetizing slop he’d been served for a meal when his cell door finally opened. He glanced up long enough to see another squad of soldiers congregated in the corridor and withheld a sigh. Here we go again.

      He was too sleep-deprived to be either alarmed by the fact that Kedis wanted to talk to him again or excited about the prospect of a temporary escape from boredom.

      The soldiers escorted him back to the brig conference compartment, where Kedis was waiting for him again, datapad in hand. Once they had secured his arm to the table via the magnetic strip, they departed.

      Kedis gave him a once-over. “I trust you’re enjoying the Admiral’s hospitality?”

      “He needs a new cook.” Lon narrowed his eyes at the Tarynian. He was in no mood to dance around. “What do you want?”

      “You’re very direct, aren’t you?” Amusement colored Kedis’s voice. “I wouldn’t have anticipated that, given your background.”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” Lon said coldly. “You think you do, but you don’t.”

      “Perhaps.” Kedis tapped his datapad with one finger. “My people have unearthed more information on you. The first time around, we missed the fact that your parents died aboard the Luminous.”

      Unimpressed, Lon only shrugged one shoulder of his brig-issued neon green jumpsuit. That was only a matter of time. “So?”

      “Clearly you have a much more personal stake in this ongoing blockade than most.”

      “I’m still not telling you anything.”

      Kedis leaned forward slightly. “I believe I can change your mind.”

      Lon caught his breath as visions of a torture chamber filled his mind’s eye, but he forced himself to stay calm. “Is that so?”

      “What if I offered you your freedom‌—‌and a new ship to replace the one we destroyed‌—‌in exchange for your help?”

      What the — Lon blinked, uncertain he’d heard that correctly, and then set his jaw. “Still not talking.”

      “I’ve changed my mind.” Kedis waved a hand. “I don’t merely want information on current happenings within the Coalition‌—‌I want to see them for myself.” He leaned forward, his face earnest. “I want you to help me obtain an audience with the Triumvirate.”

      Lon opened his mouth to scoff at the Ambassador, but paused. He regarded Kedis uncertainly for a moment, his mind whirling. Where is he going with this? “They voted against opening peace talks,” he said at last. “What makes you think they’d change their minds if I tried to talk them into it?”

      Kedis’s eyes glittered. “Oh, no, Captain Strong. You misunderstand me. I want you to help me obtain a physical audience with your Triumvirate.”

      For two heartbeats, Lon still did not get it. Then comprehension dawned and he rocked back against his chair in shock. Green eyes impossibly wide, he gaped at Kedis. “You want me to get you through Sta’Gloa’s shield?” His voice cracked on the last word.

      “Precisely.”

      Lon would have risen and stumbled back a few feet, but his restraint kept him pinned in place. “You’ve got to be kidding. There’s no way. No. Way.” He punctuated each word with a fierce head-shake.

      Kedis sighed. “No need to be tiresome.”

      Lon leveled the Ambassador with a frosty glare, his eyes burning into the other man’s face. “I won’t do it.”

      His words hung between them in the relative silence of the compartment, and then Kedis had the gall to smile. “Now, really,” he chided. “Consider your options. Would you really prefer to stay a prisoner aboard the Winds of Change for the foreseeable future? You’re young, Captain‌—‌it may be years before the Coalition agrees to a prisoner exchange. Decades, even, at this rate.” He waited for a response, but none came.

      With a slight shake of his head, he continued, “All I am asking is that you help me get onto Sta’Gloa to arrange a meeting with your Triumvirate. Is that really so difficult?”

      Lon finally found his voice. “Yeah. It’s called treason.”

      “Treason.” Kedis rolled each syllable over his tongue before spreading his hands. “I ask you, is it treason if it ends this senseless war?”

      “Don’t forget, Ambassador. You invaded us.” Despite his exhaustion and fury, Lon’s voice was low and cold.

      “And we all know where that has gotten us.” Kedis brushed his words aside. “Use your brain, Captain Strong. Think for a moment instead of reacting with all of this treason nonsense.”

      Lon only glared at him.

      The beginnings of impatience sharpened Kedis’s voice. “You are currently a G.U. prisoner‌—‌a less than ideal position, even you must admit. Your family believes you dead. This conflict is tearing the worlds in your system apart. You stand uniquely poised to help bring an end to all of the strife and suffering‌…‌and yet you refuse?”

      Lon remained steadfast. “I have no reason to believe a word you say.”

      “Do you know why I’ve come to your system?” Kedis leaned back in his chair. “The Senate wants to end this conflict. Maintaining the blockade has become far too expensive‌—‌both in monetary compensation and lives.” He held out his hands. “All we ever wanted was for the Galactic Union and the Coalition Triumvirate to have a peaceful, mutually beneficial co-existence.”

      “Right,” Lon said sarcastically. “Because nothing says ‘Let’s be friends’ like an armed invasion.”

      “Mistakes have been made,” Kedis countered. “On both sides. But believe me when I say that the Triumvirate is making a colossal error in refusing our olive branch.”

      Though he would have died before he admitted it, Lon actually agreed with that statement.

      Kedis sighed again, looking disappointed. “If you won’t help us, Captain Strong, rest assured I will find someone who can. I must admit, however, we’d stand a better chance with you as our Coalition liaison.”

      If he thinks flattery will get him anywhere, he’s got another think coming. Lon gave a scornful huff. “Is the G.U. really that desperate? Or did you tick off the wrong people and now you’re pulling a stunt to get back into their good graces?”

      He shook his head before Kedis could answer. “You wouldn’t last five minutes on Sta’Gloa, Ambassador. You’ll disappear the instant you set foot on the planet‌—‌someone will make sure of that‌—‌and no one in the G.U. will ever know what happened to you.”

      Kedis only smiled, his expression smug. “I forgot you are not likely to know much about Galactic Union politics, Captain. On that front, I must respectfully disagree.” He brushed a speck of lint off his lapel. “I have enjoyed something of a‌…‌meteoric rise in my political career over the past several years. I chose to come to the Sta’Gloan system. I see an opportunity here to accomplish something greater than anything anyone else in the Senate has done in the past twenty years.”

      Lon regarded him unsympathetically. “Won’t do you a bit of good if you end up dead before you reach the Triumvirate.”

      “That would be where you and your grandfather come in.” Kedis’s smile sharpened. “Believe me when I assure you I will not go quietly into the night. If I were to disappear at this point in time, it would give certain factions in the Senate all the excuse they need to bring the full weight of the Galactic Union fleet down on the Sta’Gloan system.”

      An uneasy chill slithered down Lon’s vertebrae, dissipating some of the fury coursing through him. “I thought you said the Senate doesn’t want to spend any more money on the blockade.”

      “They don’t.” Kedis’s smile grew broader. “But my fellow Senators are divided as to how to end the conflict.” He let Lon ponder those words before adding, “Personally, I would prefer peaceful negotiation. Far less loss of life‌—‌and resources‌—‌involved.”

      Lon stared at him for a long moment, trying to wrap his sleep-deprived mind around everything he’d just heard. Finally, he leaned back in his chair, a muscle in his jaw working. “And then you go down in G.U. history as the man who brought the Coalition into the fold.”

      Kedis shrugged modestly, though there was nothing modest about the gleam in his dark eyes. “Remember, Captain Strong, you’ll share that glory as well.” He sketched a hand in the air. “Think about it‌—‌the son of a Tarynian expatriate helping to bring the Galactic Union and the Coalition together? It’s the stuff legends are made of.”

      Right, because the son of a Tarynian expatriate is just how I want to be remembered. Lon lifted his chin. “It’s still treason.”

      “Only if we fail.”

      When Lon did not reply, Kedis gave Lon a keen look before rising to his feet and heading for the door. “I’ll let you think it over.”
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        * * *

      

      Lon barely noticed his forced march back to his brig cell. His mind was a swirling, teeming mass of confusion. The soldiers shoved him inside and he sank down onto his bunk as they relocked the door. He passed his uninjured hand over his face, saw that it was trembling, and dropped it to his side. His fingers curled into a fist. He can’t be serious.

      He remained motionless for a long time, glaring at the gray metal bulkhead opposite his bunk while he battled himself. He did not want to see any truths in Kedis’s arguments. He wanted to squash the little voice in the back of his mind that had latched onto Kedis’s plan and was thoughtfully turning it over and over, examining it from every angle.

      It’s a decent plan, a part of him conceded grudgingly. Surprisingly unconventional for the Tarynians.

      But it’s treason! another part of his mind shouted back. You could be executed for this!

      Lon’s mouth thinned. Only if we got caught‌—‌or it doesn’t work.

      All pride aside, all emotion aside, it was a brilliant idea. As hard as it is to think politicians stand a snowball’s chance of straightening anything out, it may be our last option‌—‌short of all-out war. He grimaced. We’ve already had a taste of that‌—‌we’re not equipped to deal with anything more.

      And if Kedis was to be believed‌…‌the Senate was considering more stringent measures.

      The thought of that made his stomach clench. The Glo’Stean Resistance barely stayed a step ahead of the Tarynians on a good day. Lanx hadn’t been equipped to handle an invasion from Chesnee’s forces, and if it came down to it, Sta’Gloa wasn’t prepared either. Due in part to the blockade and the fact that they relied so heavily on their planetary shields for protection, the Coalition’s fleet was small. If the G.U. sends more battlecruisers …

      Rocketing to his feet, Lon paced the tiny confines of his cell before scrubbing his good hand through his golden hair and leaning up against the bulkhead. We had a ceasefire for the first time in twenty years and the Triumvirate killed it. What would they do if Kedis was actually in the same room with them? He could just imagine the pandemonium that would result.

      At the same time, while Chesnee and his men might not be happy about the confrontation coming to an end, and there might be a few pockets of people throughout the Coalition who would object, there were so many more people who would breathe easier knowing that the Triumvirate was at least attempting to save Coalition lives. If my agreeing to this keeps more people from dying, does it really matter that I could be branded a traitor?

      Lon sank down on his bunk again and closed his eyes. Oh, God, help me. What do I do?
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        * * *

      

      Some time later, a faint tickle in the back of his mind jarred him back to his surroundings. It took him a second to register what he was feeling, and then his eyes widened in shock.

      A channel request? Here? How is that even possible?

      Lon scrambled to respond, allowing his nanites to latch onto that unfamiliar frequency. [Hello?] he asked in Sta’Gloan. It did not occur to him to speak Lanxian or Glo’Stean; he was too shocked.

      The Nancom voice that responded was male and full of relief. [Oh, good. I’m not going crazy. I thought there was somebody else here. Another Guardian, I mean.]

      Lon blinked, struggling to wrap his mind around this. [Who are you? Where are you?]

      [Julian Keller. I’m part of the Sprog’s crew.] The other Guardian paused, as though expecting Lon to recognize him.

      The Sprog’s crew. Right. Lon passed his hand over his face again. [Sorry. I remember. Didn’t know there was a Guardian trapped aboard, though.]

      Three months earlier, the freighter had been in the process of delivering a shipment of supplies to Sapriske 6, one of the Coalition’s three mining worlds, when Admiral Chesnee sent ships to take the world hostage. The freighter had been destroyed and her crew captured after Sapriske 6 refused to open the shield for them. As far as Lon knew, Chesnee’s ships were still holding the mining world hostage.

      [Can’t say I’m completely surprised.] Keller sounded regretful. [The Triumvirate is probably keeping that information classified.]

      Lon’s heart spiked again; this conversation kept getting better and better. [The Triumvirate?]

      [Yeah. I’ve been feeding them information whenever the Winds of Change’s orbit brings us in range of a friend of mine on Lanx. It’s not much, but at least our families know we’re still alive.]

      That lanced right through Lon’s heart and into his gut. His mouth went dry. [Yeah.]

      [Who are you? How’d you get here? My friend on Lanx tells me the Tarynians shot up a convoy heading through Sta’Gloa’s shield eleven days ago, but he didn’t say the bastards had picked up any prisoners.]

      [I’m — ] On the verge of identifying himself and explaining everything, Lon hesitated. Kedis’s words‌—‌his insane offer‌—‌drifted through his mind. Something told him he had best choose his words carefully; he had a sudden gut feeling that this particular moment in time was vitally important.

      Lon swallowed, and then, before he could second-guess himself, deliberately closed Keller’s channel.

      The other Guardian immediately tried to reconnect, but Lon leaned back against the metal bulkhead behind him, closed his eyes, and ignored the tingling in the back of his mind. He needed to think. He also needed sleep.

      Odds are, Keller will still be there later, and then I can explain.
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        * * *

      

      Clenching his teeth, Lon glared up at the overhead of his cell. Words rose to the tip of his tongue, but he was in too much pain to even speak. Exhaustion had finally claimed him, but with it had come nightmares. He’d dreamed he was back in the escape pod, with that wave of flame and debris engulfing him‌—‌and banged his fractured arm against the metal bunk frame.

      The wave of blinding pain receded, and he exhaled shakily. That‌…‌was not fun. He relaxed into his bunk, careful to keep from jostling his arm, and closed his eyes. Pain aside, now I know what Lilia was going through after Coral Island.

      He had sympathized with her‌—‌after all, he’d shared in some of the experience‌—‌but he hadn’t really understood how almost being killed by invading Tarynian soldiers had affected her. Now he did.

      The flashbacks will pass, he reminded himself. Might take a while, but they’ll pass.

      The dull throbbing in his arm eventually forced him to sit up and find a more comfortable position on the bunk. He thought it was the middle of his usual night cycle‌—‌though it was impossible to tell for sure in this cell since the lighting never changed‌—‌but he had a feeling he would not be going back to sleep any time soon.

      I guess they really want me to have more time to think about Kedis’s offer, he thought wryly. Since sleeping was out of the question, all he could do in here was think and pray.

      Lon eased himself into a sitting position against the bulkhead, one knee drawn up against his chest and the other stretched out in front of him. His body still ached in places from the beating he’d taken when the Star’s explosion rocked his escape pod. Not that he remembered that part.

      He stared blankly at the bulkhead opposite him. What am I going to do?

      A large part of him still rebelled against the very thought of smuggling a Tarynian through the shield. Visions of sabotage and death floated through his mind. Just because Kedis was a politician did not mean the man had no other skills. Like demolition.

      The image of Kedis laying charges almost made Lon laugh. His lips stretching in a mirthless smile, he dropped his head back against the bulkhead and closed his eyes.

      The fingers of his left hand vanished into his ISF beside his thigh for a second as he absently fished out a stylus and began twirling it in his fingers. For the sake of argument, he went through things in his own mind. It wasn’t like he had anything better to do.

      How does he expect me to get him through the shield? His mind bumped into that obstacle and came up empty, unable to form a solution. Lon frowned. I’ll come back to that one later.

      Thoughtfully, he tapped the stylus against his leg. Even supposing we managed to successfully breach the shield, how do I get him past Customs? Fake identcards?

      That would be difficult. They’d have to actually have seen one of our identcards in able to duplicate it‌—‌otherwise, they’re going to get flagged as fakes and then we’re all liable to get shot.

      Lon grinned, despite himself. Of course, I’d materialize my nano-armor, and then we’d have a nice little pickle on our hands when I’m the last man standing.

      He sobered quickly. I can’t believe I’m actually considering this. His grip tightened on his stylus‌…‌and then he realized what he’d done. He looked down at the stylus, the blood draining from his face. He had tried so hard to avoid using his ISF, to avoid doing anything that would drawn the Tarynians’ attention to him‌…‌and now he’d gone and pulled a stylus out of thin air. He bit back a curse.

      Oh, well. Too late now.

      Lon rubbed a hand over his face, feeling the beard he was well on his way to growing. What about Keller? He had spent the remainder of the day ignoring the steady stream of channel requests the other Guardian sent him, though it had created a mental itch inside his head that was slowly driving him batty.

      He swallowed. I can’t tell him anything that won’t jeopardize getting Kedis onto Sta’Gloa‌—‌supposing for one crazy moment that I actually help him.

      He could see it now: Keller would talk to his friend, who would relay Lon’s identity to the NCDC, who would then pass everything to the Triumvirate. Grandfather would know I’m alive, which would be great, but then they’d probably flag me in the system and we’d never make it through Customs.

      He had no idea how they would make it through Customs anyway, but that was beside the point.

      No, Lon decided, even as his gut twisted painfully, it’s better if everybody thinks I’m dead for right now.

      He would keep Keller in reserve, however.

      Just in case.
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      “Sir?”

      Chesnee glanced up sharply at the odd tone in his aide’s voice. Armal sounded torn between shock and bewilderment. “What is it, Lieutenant?”

      “I’ve just received a vmail‌—‌Kedis’s staff thinks they’ve found the prisoner in our Coalition database.”

      “And?” Chesnee raised an eyebrow‌—‌he had not expected a miracle from Kedis, but he hardly thought that worthy of discombobulation.

      “You’re not going to believe who he’s related to.” Armal paused, rather dramatically, in the Admiral’s opinion.

      “Well?” he demanded.

      “Lon Strong is the grandson of one of the Sta’Gloan Representatives. Aiden Monroe.”

      Chesnee had not thought anything could surprise him, but this‌…‌this did. He rocked back in his seat. “He’s a Representative’s grandson?”

      “Yes, sir.” Armal’s face twitched as though he wasn’t sure if he should smile or grimace. “From the sound of it, Admiral, Ambassador Kedis is ecstatic.”

      I’m sure he is. Chesnee shook his head. “And this young man was part of the convoy?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      What are the odds of that? Aloud, Chesnee said, “Aiden Monroe.” The name sounded vaguely familiar. He thought back to what he had learned about the Coalition’s political history and the memory slotted into place. “He’s been on the Triumvirate a long time.”

      “Yes, sir. According to our records, he was a Representative when the blockade first began.”

      Chesnee shook his head again. “Well, that should give him something to talk about with Kedis.” He almost smiled; his plan to keep Kedis occupied and out of his hair was working out much better than he had ever dreamed.

      “I’m not so sure, sir. According to scuttlebutt, Strong’s proving uncooperative.”

      Chesnee waved a hand. “That’s the Ambassador’s problem.”

      Armal’s glance darted past Chesnee to Lanx’s large surface visible through the viewport. “This gives him leverage, though, doesn’t it, Admiral? If we’ve got a Representative’s grandson‌…‌surely they’re going to want him back.”

      “We’ll see.” Other than an air of general elation and purpose, Kedis had actually said very little about his plans for the prisoner. Perhaps this will get him to talk.

      He was not wrong.
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        * * *

      

      “You can’t be serious.” Chesnee’s first response to the idea Ambassador Kedis had just tossed out at him was to laugh. But he suppressed it, in light of the younger man’s almost frenetic pacing back and forth across the indigo-carpeted deck in his office. “Ambassador, what you’re proposing … It’s suicide.”

      “Potential suicide,” Kedis corrected him, clasping his hands behind his back. He furrowed his brow, deep in thought, before whirling around to face Chesnee. “I know what you’re thinking, Admiral.”

      “Do you?” Chesnee asked dryly. When I gave you the prisoner to pump for information, this was not exactly the outcome I had in mind.

      “You’re thinking I’ve lost my mind.” Kedis grinned abruptly. “Under normal circumstances, I’d be inclined to agree with you. But this …” he spread his hands wide. “This is an unprecedented opportunity. I have a Representative’s grandson sitting in your brig!”

      Chesnee still couldn’t believe that. After learning the news, the first thing he had done was bring up a review of the convoy battle footage. Lon Strong’s ship was a battered old freighter, hardly the sort of ship one would expect a high-ranking politician’s grandson to be flying around the system. Apparently, the boy actually worked for a living. How novel.

      Kedis was talking again, his words pouring out so quickly they almost tripped over themselves. If Chesnee had not been concerned for the other man’s sanity, he would have been amused.

      “‌…‌have to convince him to help us,” Kedis finished with a grand flourish.

      Good luck with that, Chesnee thought. His men in the brig had reported that the prisoner had yet to say anything after Kedis left him the day before. “You’re quite certain you can accomplish this?”

      Kedis regained a bit of his composure, gathering his silky affability about him like a cloak. “Oh, yes. It might take a little‌…‌persuasion‌…‌but I am quite confident Captain Strong will change his mind. When that happens — ”

      “— then I’ll consider if I can be of service,” Chesnee said briskly. “No point discussing it until you’re sure, Ambassador.”

      Kedis regarded him keenly for a moment before inclining his head in an acquiescent nod. “Very well, Admiral.” He moved to the hatch. “Expect to hear from me shortly.”

      “I won’t hold my breath,” Chesnee muttered, after the hatch slid shut behind the Ambassador. Leaning back in his chair, he closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose between two fingers. What Kedis had just proposed was‌…‌insane‌…‌at best. He wants our prisoner to take him through Sta’Gloa’s shield and get him an audience with the Triumvirate.

      Chesnee made a sound of disgust in the back of his throat and opened his eyes. He’ll be fortunate if he lives long enough to make it through the shield. Shaking his head, he turned back to his computer console. No need to worry about it now. That boy’s not likely to cooperate.
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      Lilia dragged herself into the kitchen late one morning and poured herself a cup of coffee. She sank down at the dining room table, but sat frowning at her coffee, stirring it listlessly. It’s too quiet.

      Her grandfather, Michael, and Derek had departed for the Four Towers hours earlier, and Kevin was‌…‌not here. Her frown deepened. It was possible he’d shut himself up in the game room, but she had the gut sense she was the only living person in the penthouse.

      “Are you hungry, dear?” Zoë, their dark-haired humanoid housekeeping ‘bot, set a bowl of porridge down in front of Lilia and smoothed the skirt of her navy uniform. She had switched into ‘grief counseling’ mode after the funeral, which was equal parts comforting and irritating. Though the expression on her metallic silver face did not alter, her entire posture radiated concern.

      “Not really, but thank you.” Making a face at the bowl, Lilia poked it a few times with her spoon before forcing herself to take a bite. She knew she had to eat‌—‌if for no other reason than to keep her body functioning properly with billions of nanites inside it. Otherwise, if she needed to materialize her nano-armor for anything, she stood an excellent chance of passing out on the spot.

      With that in mind, she choked the porridge down and finished her coffee. Then she opened a Nancom channel to Kevin. If he wasn’t home, she could think of only one place he was likely to be right now.

      [Hey, are you at Chakin’s?]

      [Yeah,] he replied, his Nancom voice gruff.

      Lilia balanced on one foot, biting the inside of her lip and thinking rapidly. Her heart started to pound. Just do it, she told herself. [I’m coming to join you.]

      [All right.] Kevin brightened a little. [See you in a few.]

      Fifteen minutes later, Lilia emerged from her room with her fencing bag slung over one shoulder. Her hip-length dark hair was tied up in a neat bun. She headed for the penthouse door with determined steps. “ Zoë, I’m going to Chakin’s.”

      The ‘bot said something she didn’t hear; she was already letting herself out into the wide beige hall.

      Crossing the red-brown floor to the other penthouse door, Lilia hit the intercom panel mounted in the wall beside it. “JP, I’m going to Chakin’s.”

      “Good to see you out finally,” replied JP Cobb, one of her grandfather’s long-time security staff members.

      Lilia couldn’t muster a smile, but she did dip her head in a nod; she knew he could see her in the security cam. “Thanks.”

      Taking the accelevator at the end of the hall down to the lobby of the seven-story apartment building, she nodded to the concierge on duty at the front desk and stepped outside into cold, damp air. Her grandfather owned Ferndale Apartments; it was their home in Sonela when the Triumvirate was in session.

      Faint tendrils of steam rose from the heated sidewalk as Lilia headed down the street. The sky was gray and overcast, threatening rain. She tried to be thankful for that; just a week or two before, they would have been expecting more snow. The bitterly cold winter was finally coming to an end‌—‌she couldn’t wait for spring.

      Lilia hiked her fencing gear farther up on her shoulder as she traversed the five streets separating her from the Chakin Lifestyle Center. Under normal circumstances, she would have crammed it into her ISF, but thanks to her grandfather’s recent political decisions and the ‘Shield Fiasco’, as the media was calling it, their family was still under intense scrutiny.

      Double-whammy, she thought ruefully.

      A hint of anticipation thrummed through her veins as the four-story gym came into sight. The last time she’d fenced had been before she and Kevin were bounced all over the Coalition.

      An older gentleman leaving Chakin’s held the door for her; she nodded her thanks and stepped inside.

      “Welcome.” The head and torso of a humanoid chrome ‘bot dressed in a red-on-black Knights jersey and hat protruded from the center of a counter just inside the door.

      “Good morning.” Lilia swiped her memberchip across the ‘bot’s outstretched palm.

      The ‘bot’s yellow photoreceptors flashed. “Thank you. Would you be interested in purchasing a Knights jersey or making a donation to support our club team?”

      Lilia started to say no, but changed her mind at the last second. No one from the East Sonela Knights Fencing Club had made it to the roster for the upcoming Tri-Global Tournament, but two of their members had managed to reach the Sta’Gloan semi-finals before they were eliminated. “Sure.” She fished a goldcard from a pocket. “I’ll take a jersey. Size medium.”

      She swiped the goldcard across the ‘bot’s palm again and he produced a jersey from behind the counter. “Thank you for supporting the East Sonela Knights.”

      “You’re welcome.” Lilia draped the jersey over her arm and headed for the hall that led to the locker rooms. On the way, she opened a channel to Kevin. [I’m here.]

      [Great. Meet me in the arena.]

      The Chakin Lifestyle Center had been the home of the East Sonela Knights for at least eighty years. Lilia and her brothers all belonged to the club, though Michael was the only one who had ever actually entertained aspirations of competing in the Tri-Global Tournament. It was not meant to be; at the time, their grandmother was still alive and their entire family was shuttling back and forth between Sta’Gloa and Lanx for Aiden’s Triumvirate sessions.

      Now he’s too busy preparing to take over Uncle Will’s job, Lilia thought, as she pulled on her protective white fencing gear. She would have preferred to use her nano-armor, but that would draw entirely too much attention. Tucking her facemask under one arm, she picked up her twin swords and took the third door on the left out into the arena.

      Only fencing matches were allowed inside the massive room, which occupied half of Chakin’s first two floors, but a track snaked around the upper level. Lilia saw a few older people walking laps and casting the occasional curious glance down at the handful of competitors dancing around each other on practice squares marked out in black lines on the beige floor. Points were scored every time a blade touched an opponent’s body.

      She spotted Kevin standing by himself toward the left side of the arena at the precise moment he lifted a hand to wave at her. She cut across the arena to him, zigzagging around a few occupied practice squares. Since it was a work day in the middle of the week, they practically had the place to themselves. “Hey.”

      “Hey, yourself.” Kevin still looked worn, but a little of the grief in his violet eyes had eased. “I was beginning to wonder if you were ever going to leave the penthouse.”

      “Very funny.” Lilia settled her facemask in place and took up a position facing him. “How long have you been here?”

      “Couple of hours.” He nodded to her. “I’ll go easy on you until you warm up.”

      “Oh, thanks.” They saluted each other‌—‌Lilia with two blades, Kevin with one‌—‌and then her brother started off with his usual exploratory series of jabs and lunges to test her defenses.

      Lilia was a little slow to respond at first, but she soon caught up and sank back into the familiar dance. Time seemed to freeze around them while they dueled. For a little while, the rest of the galaxy and its problems fell away.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, the twins parted ways at locker rooms to get cleaned up so they could return home. Lilia was half-dressed when she felt the familiar tingle of a Nancom channel request in the back of her mind. It took her a second to recall exactly who belonged to that channel‌…‌and then she grimaced. Oh, great. Alan Birch. What does he want?

      Alan Birch managed a division of the Internal Affairs Tower’s security at the Four Towers and was also a provisional officer of the Sonela branch of the NCDC. He was cold and unpleasant, and Lilia had only made a channel connection with him in the first place because of a momentary lapse of insanity at Martin Hollowell’s birthday party a few months before. Since then, he had not contacted her for any reason.

      I was kind of hoping it’d stay that way. Her forehead creased in a frown. It’s Wednesday. Shouldn’t he be at work?

      She seriously considered ignoring him, but the tingling in the back of her mind continued and curiosity won out. What could he possibly want? Pressing her lips into a thin line, she allowed the channel request.

      Birch did not waste time with pleasantries; his cold Nancom voice immediately flooded her mind. [If you’ve had any contact with him, Miss Strong, you’d better tell us now.]

      Astonished, Lilia blinked at the wall in front of her. [Excuse me?]

      [I’m giving you the chance to come clean.]

      “What?” she asked out loud, before she could stop herself. [What?] she repeated via Nancom.

      [Don’t play games with me.] Birch’s tone grew even more frigid. [Why did he stop talking to Keller? What is he planning?]

      Tendrils of anger flared to life inside her chest. [Look, Mr. Birch, I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.]

      [I don’t believe you.]

      Rolling her eyes, Lilia promptly closed his channel. No idea what that was all about, but if he’s going to be rude, I don’t have to talk to him.

      She almost opened a channel to Kevin to see if Birch had harassed him too, before she remembered it was very unlikely that Kevin had made a channel connection to the other man in the first place. Not with the barely concealed hostility Birch displayed whenever he encountered any of her brothers. Like it’s our fault we’re half-Tarynian.

      Stuffing the rest of her fencing gear back into her bag, Lilia slung it over her shoulder and made her way out of the women’s locker room. She rounded the corner to emerge into the main hall‌—‌and stopped short, her entire body tensing.

      Alan Birch was waiting for her, leaning against the wall opposite the locker room entrance, his arms folded across his chest and one foot flat against the wall for support. He was built like a poster child for a Glo’Stean swim team, with green eyes and black hair pulled back in a ponytail. His long, pale face was tight.

      For an instant, they glared at each other. Then Lilia straightened her spine and moved aside so she was not blocking the locker room entrance. “What are you doing here?”

      Pushing off from the wall, Birch stalked toward her, invading her personal space. “I thought there was a chance you’d refuse to talk, so I hedged my bets.”

      “Talk about what?” Lilia waved her free arm in the air, the hair on the back of her neck prickling. “Because you aren’t making any sense.”

      “We can’t talk here.” Birch looked left and right along the hall. “Follow me.”

      Lilia stood her ground, despite the nearly overwhelming urge to move a step or four away from him and put some space between them. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “You don’t want to have this conversation here.”

      “I don’t even know what this conversation is.”

      A young woman emerged from the locker room behind Lilia, giving them both an interested look, and Birch’s jaw tightened. Still pinning Lilia with an icy stare, he opened a channel to her again.

      Arching an expectant eyebrow at him, Lilia accepted.

      [If you’ve heard from your brother Lon in the last few days, you need to come clean now.]
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      Lilia reared back as though Birch had struck her. “What?”

      [You heard me.]

      She gave him the flattest, coldest look she could muster. [You know very well that my brother is dead, Birch.]

      [Is he?]

      Anger welled up inside Lilia’s chest like a lava flow from an underground volcano; her hands clenched into fists. She wanted to wipe that little smirk off Birch’s pale face with a well-aimed punch to his jaw. But that’s probably exactly what he wants, pointed out a little voice in her head. He wants you to get angry‌—‌he wants a reaction. He’d always done his best to provoke her brothers, after all.

      With a supreme amount of effort, she turned away and started down the hall. “I don’t have time for this nonsense,” she tossed over her shoulder.

      [I take it you haven’t heard that there’s another Guardian aboard Chesnee’s flagship?]

      Every cell in her body screamed for Lilia to just keep walking, but his words arrested her attention. She pivoted around, eyes narrow with suspicion. [What do you mean, ‘another’ Guardian?]

      She expected Birch to look smug that he’d regained her attention, but his expression was cold and angry. [You’re not supposed to know this, but the Tarynians have been holding a Guardian prisoner aboard the Winds of Change since they captured the Sprog months back. They don’t know it, of course. A few days ago, he spoke briefly with a male Guardian also aboard the Change‌—‌a man who was not part of the Sprog’s crew.]

      Lilia connected the dots‌—‌and a fine tremor ran through her body. She felt ill. Shock warring with horrified disbelief, she stared at Birch. [And you think it’s Lon?]

      [There were four Guardians killed in that convoy. Three of them were male.] Birch stalked toward Lilia again to loom threateningly over her. “Are you telling me you haven’t heard from him?” he demanded in a low voice. “Truthfully?”

      “Don’t you think we’d be dancing on the rooftops if we had any — ” Lilia’s voice broke, despite her best efforts to stay strong, “— any hope he was still alive?”

      Off to the left, someone cleared her throat. Lilia and Birch both turned to see a petite woman with slanted eyes and short pink hair regarding them suspiciously. “Is everything all right here?” she asked Lilia.

      Lilia nodded, but the other woman looked less than convinced. She forced herself to speak. “It’s fine. Thanks.”

      “If you’re sure …” The woman’s eyes darted from Birch to Lilia and back.

      “I’m sure. Thank you.”

      With one final hard look at Birch, the woman departed.

      Lilia looked back up at him. “I think we’re done, Mr. Birch.” Slamming his channel shut, she stormed down the hall just as Kevin rounded the corner from the direction of the men’s locker room.

      “Hey, Lil, what’s taking you — ” he trailed off, his face hardening as he took in Birch’s presence. “Is he bother — ”

      “Come on, Kev, I’m starving.” Lilia linked arms with her brother and practically dragged him down the hall with her.

      Kevin allowed her to pull him along, but the dark look on his face did not ease. “What did he want?”

      Lilia swallowed a vaguely hysterical laugh. “He had some‌…‌questions.”

      “About?”

      She shook her head. “I’ll tell you later. I want to get out of here.”

      “Lil — ”

      “Please, Kev.”

      He frowned, but gave her an acquiescent shrug.

      Neither of them spoke again until they had left Chakin’s far behind and were letting themselves into the penthouse. As soon as he locked the front door behind them, Kevin rounded on her in the foyer. “Okay, Lil. Want to tell me what that was all about?”

      Lilia tipped her head back to the ceiling and briefly shut her eyes. She really did not want to get into this; her insides were still a writhing mess of knots. “Birch had a couple of questions.”

      “About?”

      She shook her head. “It’s kind of a long story. I’ll tell you when Mike and Derek get home.”

      Kevin’s face fell. “Lil, you can’t leave me in suspense.”

      “Sorry.” She mustered an apologetic smile. “I only want to have to tell this story once.”
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        * * *

      

      Her brother let the matter drop, but Lilia knew he wouldn’t forget. They spent the rest of the afternoon puttering around the penthouse. By the time their grandfather and older brothers returned home, Lilia and Zoë had prepared dinner and Lilia had taken portions across the hall to the other penthouse for Aiden’s security team. Now she and Kevin were both seated in the living room, surfing the ComNet on their respective datapads.

      When the front door finally opened, the twins both looked at each other. If they had taken Lon’s death hard, their grandfather had taken it worse. He looked ten years older now than he had two weeks before.

      Sliding her device into her ISF, Lilia rose to her feet and moved to greet her grandfather with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Welcome back.”

      Aiden gave her a small smile. Except for the wrinkles and his short, white beard, he looked like a much older version of Derek. “I see you finally got dressed, my dear.”

      She dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I even went out to Chakin’s.”

      Her grandfather’s smile brightened a little.

      “Did you have any trouble?” Michael, her oldest brother, asked in concern. “No reporters or cam crews lying in wait for you?” He took after their late father in coloring and looks‌—‌notably his blond hair and violet eyes. The twins had those same eyes.

      Lilia shook her head. “I think they’ve gotten the hint to leave us alone.”

      “Good.” Michael looked relieved.

      “That means all the time we’ve spent at the Four Towers at the end of the day has been worth something.” Derek sounded equally relieved. He was a younger image of their grandfather, with thick, dark brown hair like the twins, and green eyes.

      Kevin nodded. “Looks like it.”

      The family ate dinner together, their conversation still quiet and muted. As soon as Aiden retired to his study for the evening, Kevin threw Lilia a pointed look.

      She sighed. They’re not going to like it, but you did promise to explain, she reminded herself.

      “Lilia? Kevin? What’s going on?” Derek glanced back and forth between them, concern flashing through his green eyes.

      Kevin nodded toward her. “That’s what she’s going to tell us.”

      Now Michael was staring at her too, his forehead crinkling with faint anxiety. Under their combined scrutiny, Lilia threw up her hands. “Okay, follow me.”

      Rising from her seat at the table, she strode through the doorway connecting the dining room and the living room and settled purposefully on one of the deep blue couches. Clasping her hands together in her lap, she waited for her brothers to take seats. “Kevin and I went to Chakin’s today, and I had a little chat with Alan Birch before we left.”

      “I knew it,” Kevin said under his breath.

      Lilia rolled her eyes at him; he just frowned at her in return.

      Michael’s face settled into grim lines as he leaned forward in their grandfather’s recliner by the window. “What did he want?”

      Lilia opted for the circuitous route. “Did you know there’s a Guardian being held prisoner aboard Chesnee’s flagship?” She paused. “The Tarynians don’t know he’s a Guardian, obviously.”

      Michael shook his head, but Derek said, “Yes.”

      When his siblings gaped at him, he lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I know because Grandfather knows.”

      “Well, supposedly,” Lilia drew her brothers’ attention back to her, “this guy briefly talked to another Guardian a few days ago and now Birch thinks it’s Lon. He wanted to know if I’d heard from him.”

      Three jaws dropped simultaneously. “What?”

      “That’s what I said,” Lilia joked weakly. She took one look at Michael and Derek’s stunned faces and sighed. “I’m guessing he hasn’t said anything to you yet.”

      Kevin sprang to his feet and began pacing the room, running his fingers through his dark hair and leaving it standing on end. “Why would he even think that?”

      Lilia clasped her fingers tighter, to the point that her knuckles turned white. “He said this guy could be one of three male Guardians who were reported killed in that attack and he’s very suspicious about why this Guardian stopped talking.”

      Kevin collapsed into the deep blue armchair in the corner like he was a marionette whose strings had just been severed. “If Lon was — ” he cleared his throat and tried again, “— if Lon was alive, he’d have made sure we found out about it.”

      “And he’d have no reason not to talk to another Guardian,” Derek said.

      “Birch is full of it,” Michael said bluntly. “He probably picked you to mess with, Lilia, because you’re the youngest of us and a girl.”

      Derek shot her a wry smile. “Clearly, he doesn’t know you very well.”

      Lilia smiled despite herself, and resolved not to tell them about the way Birch had cornered her as a backup plan. She had a feeling it would not go over well. She then bit her lip. “So you don’t think there’s any truth in it?”

      Heavy silence fell over the living room. After a long moment, Michael slowly shook his head. “It’s been two weeks, Lil. If by some miracle Lon was alive and on Chesnee’s flagship, there’s no way he’d have just stopped talking to another Guardian.”

      “Especially a Guardian who can pass messages to Lanx and by extension the rest of the Coalition,” Derek added.

      The bleak look on his face broke Lilia’s heart all over again. She ducked her head to stare at her lap, blinking back the hot tears that had suddenly sprung to her eyes.

      Crossing the room to take a seat on the couch beside her, Michael slung a comforting arm around her shoulders. “If Birch bothers you again, Lil, let us know, okay?”

      She nodded and dragged the back of her hand across her eyes. In a small voice, she admitted, “I guess I didn’t realize until now how much a part of me hoped it was true.”

      No one knew what to say after that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER NINE


          

        

      

    

    
      Aiden palmed the door release as he stepped into his office. The door slid shut behind him with a whisper, cutting off the distant rumble of his grandchildren’s conversation floating down the hall. It was only then that he allowed his shoulders to slump under the weight he felt bearing down on him, allowed himself to admit that today he felt every one of his seventy-six years.

      The people of the Coalition were still rioting, the Triumvirate was still in shambles, the Galactic Union was still blockading their system‌…‌and his third grandson was still dead.

      Slowly, Aiden moved across the carpeted floor and lowered himself into his chair. Hopelessness rose up from his chest, threatening to choke him. Oh, Lord, he thought, leaning his head back and closing his eyes, is there even a point to any of this now?

      He had never expected to live long enough to bury a grandchild. Burying his daughter and his son-in-law had been bad enough. His wife Teresa’s death had hurt him, but it was an easier pill to swallow knowing she had lived a full life up until cancer claimed her.

      But Lon …

      He had been so young, so energetic, with such a promising life stretching before him.

      It could have been avoided.

      If only Lon had not been so reckless, grimly determined to run their shipping business despite the twins’ absence.

      If only the Triumvirate could have pulled their collective heads out of their collective asses long enough to see that opening peace talks with the G.U. did not automatically mean compromising everything they valued.

      If only … The words floated through his head, mocking him.

      “Enough.”

      In the stillness lying over the office like a funeral shroud, his voice sounded like a thunderclap. Aiden forced himself to sit up, forced himself to push away the fatigue that seemed to have seeped all the way into his bones, and forced himself to reach for his comlink. He did not particularly want to respond to his brother’s request to talk, but it had to be done. Carson had attended Lon’s funeral, after all, though he and his wife had not lingered.

      His brother’s face appeared immediately, floating in the air above his comlink. “I was wondering when you would deign to return my call.”

      Aiden let the bitter words wash over him without blinking. “I apologize for the delay, Carson. The past few days have been hectic.”

      “Can’t tell that from outside the Four Towers.”

      Lord, grant me patience. Drawing on his years of experience dealing with petty comments from truculent Representatives, Aiden brushed it aside and cut to the heart of the matter. “What did you wish to discuss?”

      His brother’s wrinkled face darkened with displeasure. “You know what I want to talk about, Aiden. Sapriske 6. My son. Your nephew. The fact that the Triumvirate still has yet to do a blessed thing about saving our people’s lives! Not to mention our supply of ore and our means of defending ourselves!”

      “The situation has not changed since the last time we had this conversation.” Aiden resisted the urge to rub his temples; his brother would only see it as a sign of weakness. Losing Xana 5, in particular, was a blow; the bulk of the material used to make their torpedo cores was mined there. “Carson, you know as well as I do that until we find a way to get supplies past Chesnee’s ships, the people on the mining stations will just have to hold tight.”

      “Or give in to Chesnee,” Carson said darkly. “Has that particular thought occurred to any of you?”

      “Of course it has.” A sharp edge slid into Aiden’s voice; he tried to temper it with a wry tilt of his lips. “The last thing any of us want is to lose the mining stations, but — ”

      “Then do something about it!” Carson shouted, thumping his hand down on something out of Aiden’s field of vision. “There must be something somebody can do!”

      The frayed edges of the last remnants of Aiden’s patience finally snapped. “Like what?” He leaned forward in his seat to pin his brother’s holographic face with a fierce glare that made Carson’s eyes widen. “How many men, women, and ships would you have us sacrifice in an attempt to get a single load of cargo past Chesnee’s ships? And that is not even accounting for the risks the mining stations will take in dropping their shields long enough to let a ship through. Would you have them risk every soul on Sapriske 6 for the sake of a few cans of food?”

      His brother’s mouth opened and closed several times before he blustered, “They’re running low, Aiden. Everyone knows nobody actually keeps the required amount of supplies around. They had too long to get sloppy.”

      That almost gave Aiden pause. In the chaos left in the wake of the ceasefire collapsing and Chesnee’s attack on the convoy outside of Sta’Gloa, it was easy to forget that the members of the Triumvirate were not the only ones who understood how dire the mining stations’ situations was becoming. He let weariness filter into his voice. “We are doing everything we can, Carson. If you believe nothing else, believe that.” He paused. “I have no wish for you‌—‌or anyone else, for that matter‌—‌to bury a child or grandchild.”

      As he had hoped, the pointed comment took a little of the wind out of his brother’s sails. Carson sank back in his seat, his ire fading into grudging sympathy. “It was a nice funeral. Sorry we couldn’t stay.” His expression said those words had cost him.

      Aiden merely waved a hand. He did not wish to speak of Lon, not when Carson had barely tolerated his grandchildren’s existence their entire lives.

      “Maybe they should surrender.” Carson’s anger collapsed in on itself. “Maybe that’s what it’ll take for us to open up peace talks.”

      “I voted for it, you know.” Aiden felt tired again, in the face of grief and worry he could do nothing to alleviate.

      Carson was silent for a long moment. At last, he ducked his head in a curt nod. “I know. Too bad it wasn’t enough.”

      He ended the holo-call after that, plunging the office into stillness once more. Exhaling heavily, Aiden stared out the window at Sonela’s skyline with unseeing eyes. His brother’s words rang through his ears.

      It is nothing you have not already considered, he reminded himself. If they could not find a way to relieve the mining stations’ sufferings, Sapriske 6 and Xana 5 would both have no choice but to capitulate.

      The wrinkles in Aiden’s lined face deepened. I suppose we should consider it a miracle they have not already done so.
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      Lon spent another two days in solitary confinement. He knew it was two days because Kedis had changed tacks. Instead of continuing with the customary disorientation tactics used on prisoners, the Ambassador had arranged for meals to arrive at regular intervals, along with sufficient pain medication that Lon could actually sleep. The lights even dimmed during the night cycle.

      I’d be grateful if I didn’t know Kedis wants me thinking clearly now so that I’ll decide it’s in my best interest to help him.

      Lon was sprawled out on his bunk, twirling his stylus between his fingers out of sheer boredom, when the door to his cell abruptly slid open. His eyes darted to the door automatically, his heart rate spiking, but he did not move.

      To his surprise, only two soldiers stood in the corridor beyond instead of the usual squad. One of them, Corporal Trivcon, took one look at the stylus in his hand and growled, “Where did you get that?”

      Lon chided himself for not immediately hiding it, but met the man’s suspicion with casual disinterest. “Found it.”

      “Give it to me.” Stepping into the cell, Trivcon held out his hand.

      You’d think he’s expecting me to stab him with it or something, Lon thought, not quite able to hide a smirk. He laid the stylus in the corporal’s palm, careful not to move too suddenly. He’d definitely shoot me.

      The stylus disappeared into a pocket and Trivcon jerked his head toward Lon. “On your feet.”

      Suppressing a sigh, Lon maneuvered himself into a standing position and allowed the corporal and his accompanying private to escort him out of the cell. “Let me guess. Ambassador Kedis again?”

      He knew Kedis would be requiring an answer, and while he was eighty percent sure he knew what he was going to say, the other twenty percent of his mind was putting up a good fight.

      “No talking.” Trivcon shoved Lon between the shoulder blades a little harder than necessary to propel him forward down the corridor. Lon grimaced, but bit back a scathing comment.

      All too soon, they arrived at the conference compartment. As the corporal opened the door, Lon steeled himself to face Kedis, but the Ambassador was nowhere in sight. Lon blinked. Okay, wasn’t expecting that.

      “Have a seat,” Trivcon commanded. “The Ambassador will be with you shortly.” He nodded to the private, who had no spoken a word, and the two soldiers turned toward the door.

      Words slipped out before Lon could stop himself. Arching a sandy eyebrow at the two men, he held up his right hand. “What, no restraint today?”

      “Orders,” Trivcon said sourly. Clearly, he was not convinced that a broken arm rendered Lon harmless.
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