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      Cold, dehumidified air flooded the featureless back halls of the Cuomo Convention Center, sending a chill through Lilia Strong and raising goose bumps on her skin. Her heart thudded in her chest; chilly air was only a minor inconvenience compared to the real problem facing her. This section of the convention center was also empty.

      Empty enough that had she been anyone else, Lilia might have been concerned about just‌…‌disappearing.

      Her palms were sweaty inside her elbow-length navy blue gloves, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that except scrunch her fingers in her evening gown’s matching shimmery skirt. She immediately let go; the gown was too pretty to ruin. A slim sheath that flared out from her knees, it had short, filmy sleeves to hide the scar on her left upper arm from a fight with a would-be assassin a few months back.

      Her heels made sharp clicking sounds against the smooth white floor, a counterpoint to the steady, thudding footsteps of the squad of security officers escorting her through the convention center’s back halls. Lilia was tall and slim, with angular features, violet eyes, and chin-length dark brown hair pinned away from her face. Her heels made her taller than several of her escorts, but that didn’t seem to bother them.

      Everyone else in the building was gathered in the ballroom to celebrate the Tri-World Tournament’s Closing Ceremonies Gala. It was a massive celebration; the city of Atalia in Sta’Gloa’s Sector 8 was thronged with people from all three inhabited worlds in the Sta’Gloan system. Only a few people even knew Lilia had left the ballroom.

      Fortunately, she had two major things in her favor. One, her grandfather was a Representative sitting on the Triumvirate that governed the Sta’Gloan system, otherwise known as the Coalition. And two‌…‌she was part of the Nanotech Coalition Defense Corps, NCDC for short, a special civilian defense group whose members were called Guardians.

      Guardians’ bodies were infused with millions of nanites. Some of these facilitated mental Guardian-to-Guardian comm channels, while others formed several different kinds of highly effective body armor. At the moment, Lilia had a layer of stealth-armor beneath her lovely evening gown.

      So, no, she couldn’t just disappear. Not tonight.

      Even if she was under arrest on charges of high treason.

      A slow-burning bubble of panic lodged in her throat, but Lilia held her head high and did her best to swallow it down. We did the right thing.

      She and two of her brothers had done the only thing they could do, given the circumstances.

      Narrowing her eyes at the black ponytail of the man leading their little procession, Lilia broke the stiff silence. “Where are you taking me?”

      Alan Birch spared her a look over his shoulder and the ice in his green eyes almost gave her frostbite. Every centimeter of his tall, lean form radiated smug satisfaction mixed with cold fury‌—‌a strange combination, if ever Lilia had seen one. Also a Guardian, Birch ranked high enough at the NCDC to have become a provisional officer with the authority to arrest people.

      “You’ll see soon enough,” he said dismissively.

      Lilia wanted to scowl at him, but forced herself to maintain an impassive expression. He can’t be taking me out of the building. Not when I haven’t even spoken to the Triumvirate yet. She had no doubts she and her brothers would be giving an account of themselves soon enough.

      After two more turns‌—‌one right, one left‌—‌they stopped in a hall lined with numbered doors on both sides. Birch opened one of these doors, revealing a large mahogany conference table surrounded by matching chairs, and beckoned to Lilia. “Have a seat.”

      Lilia eyed him warily for a second, but she knew she really had no choice. Either I enter of my own volition, or they bodily shove me inside. She bit the inside of her lip. I’d prefer the more graceful route.

      Reluctantly, she entered the conference room, sliding past Birch without touching him. The walls were a rich burgundy, and the air in here felt stuffy and humid compared to the hall. Edging around the large table to put some space between them, she watched in alarm as Birch waved the security officers away and closed the door. The hair on the back of her neck prickled; they were alone. “What do you think you’re —”

      Birch pulled a small, silvery device from seemingly thin air and shot her before she could finish.

      A ball of electricity the size of her thumbnail hit Lilia squarely below the v-shaped neckline of her evening gown, just between her breasts. Searing pain exploded in her chest and traveled outward in a starburst along every nerve-ending. For an instant, she felt frozen‌—‌her diaphragm unable to expand to allow her to draw a breath.

      Then the sensation passed, leaving a strange sort of numbness in its wake. Her knees chose that moment to decide they were off-duty and would no longer bear her weight. Staggering, Lilia grabbed for the nearest chair and leaned heavily on it, trying to convince herself she could still breathe.

      “I did tell you to sit down,” Birch chided.

      Lilia ignored him. That felt like it burned straight through my armor. She was almost afraid to look at her chest, but she forced herself to glance down. Instead of the charred spot she expected, her bodice only bore a faint singe mark.

      That did not make Lilia feel better. He has to know I’d materialize stealth-mode nano-armor in a situation like this. Swallowing with an effort, she lifted her gaze to Birch. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Restraining you.” Birch gave the device in his hand a look of deep satisfaction. “You’re a Guardian, Miss Strong, a Guardian under arrest, and we can’t take the chance that you’ll escape.”

      Her heart sinking into her stomach, Lilia gaped at him. She had wondered why he hadn’t bothered to place her in restraints earlier. “What is that thing?”

      His expression turned cold and smug again. “Try Nancomming your brothers. Tell them I just shot you.”

      Okay, he’s starting to scare me. Lilia swallowed again, eying Birch distrustfully. I really don’t want to be alone with him. She also didn’t want to believe a word he said, but telling her to contact her brothers was‌…‌strange‌…‌given the circumstances.

      She tried to open a Nancom channel to her twin brother Kevin‌…‌but nothing happened. Her mind remained silent; she could no longer feel the channels in her mind connecting her to her brothers, who were also Guardians. It felt like her mind had been closed off, the mental connections she’d grown accustomed to having since she became a Guardian amputated. A cold chill skittered down her spine. What did he do?

      Eying Birch defiantly, she attempted to open a channel to him. Still nothing. Her grip tightened on the back of her chair. Oh, no‌…‌

      Birch was smiling now, and it did absolutely nothing to reassure her. “Disconcerting, isn’t it?” He folded his arms across his chest, still smiling.

      Horror flooded Lilia; for a second, she thought she might be sick. That electricity‌…‌She’d seen something like this before.

      Once.

      Azaren Carn.

      That was not a good sign.

      Azaren Carn was a Guardian who had been the sole survivor of a failed rescue mission on Lanx, the third inhabited world in the Sta’Gloan system, right after Galactic Union Admiral Chesnee blew a hole through Lanx’s planetary shield and captured her capital city. Lilia and her brother Kevin had been part of a second team sent in to rescue a trio of scientists responsible for inventing a machine capable of opening wormholes for instantaneous travel. When they’d encountered Carn, they had learned that high voltage electricity could render a Guardian’s nanites inert.

      They’d also learned that the loss of her nanites had not been good for Carn’s mental health.

      Lilia tried to dematerialize a section of her stealth armor, but nothing happened. She might as well have never undergone the infusion process. This part, however, she had experienced before. That’s not something I can tell Birch, though.

      Through dry lips, she said, “You just fried my nanites.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      Terrible scenarios began racing through Lilia’s head, each one worse than the last. It took a tremendous amount of effort to keep her voice even as she asked, “Permanently?”

      Birch’s lips twisted into a cruel smile, but then he shook his head. “It’s not permanent. You should be grateful for that.”

      She was, tremendously so, but this was hardly the time to savor her relief. Instead, she nodded to the device in his hand. “What is that?”

      Shrugging, Birch held it up. It was cylindrical, and reminded Lilia of a too-short silver drumstick. “The NCDC calls it an ‘impactor’.” He nodded to her. “You’ll notice nothing else works either. No armor, no ISF, no Nancom.”

      “I’ve noticed,” she said dryly.

      Birch gave her a sharp smile. “Guardians are entrusted with a great deal of power. We have to be able to control rogues like you and your brothers.”

      Lilia wanted to roll her eyes at him, but a large part of her was afraid he’d simply shoot her with the thing again. “That was unnecessary. I’m not going anywhere, and I’ve certainly not gone rogue.” As if to prove her point, she yanked the chair she was holding onto out from the table and sat down in it.

      “You’ve proved you can’t be trusted.”

      Like you trusted me before, Lilia thought tartly. Aloud, she said, “How long has the NCDC had those things?”

      Birch made a scoffing noise in the back of his throat. “You don’t think the NCDC would give people‌—‌even vetted individuals‌—‌access to technology like this without putting some kind of fail-safe in place, do you?”

      Lilia wet her lips. She’d never really thought about it before, actually. Fine, next question. “How long will it last?” She lifted her chin. “I need to use the ladies’ room.”

      Birch gave her another unpleasant smile. “Long enough for me to transport you back to Sonela for a disciplinary hearing.”

      Lilia blanched. That‌…‌sounds like it’ll at least be a couple of hours. She hadn’t exactly counted on not being able to dematerialize her armor the rest of the night.

      Birch held out an imperious hand. “Your comlink.”

      Lilia barely suppressed an incredulous snort. He should have asked me that before he shot me. “It’s in my ISF.”

      An interdimensional storage field‌—‌known simply as an ISF‌—‌was a byproduct of the infusion process she’d undergone in order to become a Guardian. An electromagnetic field surrounding her body capable of holding an amount equal to her body weight in weapons and gear, no one else could see it or access it, and no mechanical scanner would register its existence. She’d slipped her comlink into it for safekeeping earlier in the evening.

      “Is that so?”

      Lifting her chin, Lilia held Birch’s gaze and slowly extended her gloved arms to either side. “Does this dress look like it has pockets?”

      Birch gave her a long, hard look before he apparently decided she was telling the truth. “I hope you enjoyed your exploits this evening, Miss Strong.” His voice dripped icicles. “It’ll be your last evening as a Guardian.”

      An unexpected peal of laughter bubbled up in her throat. If only you knew! She choked it down with an effort, eying Birch’s tall, disapproving form. “What makes you so sure?”

      “You honestly think the NCDC will keep you after you just helped your brother smuggle a Tarynian Ambassador onto Sta’Gloa?”

      Words rose to the tip of her tongue; Lilia held them back. Her oldest brother Michael’s voice echoed in her mind. Don’t say anything.

      Instead, she folded her hands in her lap‌—‌to hide their sudden trembling‌—‌and fixed Birch with what she hoped was an impassive look. “I want to see my grandfather.”

      “You’re not in any position to demand anything. The NCDC will be dealing with you.”

      It was Lilia’s turn to give him a sharp smile. “Not before the Triumvirate wants to see me, I’m sure. I can’t imagine that will go over well.”

      Birch slammed a hand down on the conference table, making her flinch, but he stopped himself before speaking. His eyes took on a distant cast Lilia recognized. Somebody had Nancommed him.

      I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not.

      Slowly, Birch straightened. “I suggest you take this opportunity to reflect on a few things. Remember tonight —” he nodded to her gown, “ —it’ll be the last time you wear something like that anywhere for a long time.”

      With that parting shot, he whirled around and stalked out of the conference room.

      Lilia wanted to slump in relief that he had finally left her alone, wanted to slump down on the table and just breathe, but she didn’t dare. If there were cameras in here monitoring her‌—‌and there probably were‌—‌she didn’t dare show signs of anything.

      Instead, she straightened her back just as her grandmother had taught her so many years ago and sat primly in her chair. She knotted her fingers together in her lap, willing herself not to twist them together, and prayed. Without access to Nancom, tendrils of panic curled through her; she felt alone and adrift.

      In all the furor of figuring out how to get Ambassador Kedis in to see the Triumvirate, we didn’t exactly think about what would happen afterward.

      In hindsight, that might have been a mistake.
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      After the warmth of being in the ballroom with hundreds of other people, the drop in temperature in the Cuomo Convention Center’s back halls was a relief. Kevin Strong breathed in slowly and deeply, belying the way his heart pounded in his chest. He was taller than his twin sister, but they shared the same angular features, dark hair, and violet eyes.

      You expected this, he reminded himself. You knew there was a good chance you’d probably wind up arrested on charges of treason. Kevin had hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He’d hoped that there would be enough confusion and astonishment over Ambassador Kedis’s unexpected arrival at the Gala and their brother Lon’s resurrection from the dead that no one would immediately make the connection to him and Lilia, but he had known it was a possibility.

      He hadn’t expected to be arrested by Guardians.

      Shortly after Lon introduced Kedis to the crowd in the ballroom, three men‌—‌one clad in a tuxedo and the other two in security uniforms‌—‌had quietly confronted Kevin. They placed him under arrest and spirited him out of the ballroom. He didn’t know any of them.

      A muscle tightened in his jaw. Outside of my family, the only Guardian I know here tonight is Alan Birch‌—‌and he went after Lilia on purpose.

      “In here.” The tallest of his three escorts stopped in front of a numbered door and opened it to reveal a dimly lit conference room.

      Kevin glanced between them. “What are we doing here?”

      The man didn’t answer, but held out a hand. “Comlink.”

      Reluctantly, Kevin fished it from his breast pocket and dropped the device into the tall man’s outstretched hand. “I’d better get this back.”

      “Talk to Alan Birch,” the shortest man said, before he and his companions shoved Kevin none-too-gently through the door.

      Kevin started to turn around, started to demand to know exactly why he was being held here‌—‌

      ‌—‌and that was when the tallest man shot him in the side.

      A brief‌—‌but intense‌—‌explosion of pain radiated out from the spot; Kevin barely had time to react before the conference room door slid shut, leaving him alone, wide-eyed and stunned. Astonished, he looked down at his black jacket-clad side. He shot me. If I hadn’t been wearing stealth armor‌…‌

      He had no idea what weapon the man had used; he hadn’t seen it clearly enough. And, he fingered his jacket, it didn’t leave a hole, so it wasn’t a laser bolt. His forehead crinkled in a frown. What was the point of that?

      Kevin started to open a channel to his sister, but nothing happened. He tried again; still, nothing. For a split-second, his heart stopped beating. Lilia wasn’t answering‌—‌and she should have. Her mental voice should have flooded his mind, they should be debating their next move.

      Various scenarios raced through his mind‌—‌everything from Lilia lying dead in a room somewhere to her lying on the floor unconscious because of Birch‌—‌but Kevin forced them back. Drawing a deep breath, he tamped his panic down. There has to be a logical explanation for why she’s not responding‌—‌and one that doesn’t involve her being hurt.

      Birch wouldn’t dare break the law‌—‌not with their grandfather a Sta’Gloan Representative sitting on the Triumvirate. That was too bold, even for him.

      Okay, then. There had to be another explanation. Kevin attempted to Nancom his older brothers instead, but, again, nothing happened. He stilled, a seed of suspicion sprouting in his mind, rapidly taking deep root. Wait a minute‌…‌

      Focusing on the nanites that comprised his stealth-mode armor beneath his tuxedo, he tried to dematerialize them back into the pores of his skin.

      Nothing happened.

      Swallowing heavily, Kevin pulled out a chair from the conference table and sank heavily into it. This‌…‌this is not good. Somebody’s figured out how to weaponize freezing a Guardian’s nanites.

      He shook his head, staring blankly at the no doubt locked door. No wonder they didn’t restrain me. They knew I wouldn’t be able to do anything.

      If he had never experienced anything like this before, Kevin knew he probably would have flipped out. To have control of his nanites ripped away, to be cut off from all of the Nancom connections he had‌…‌it was definitely disconcerting. Probably also part of the purpose, he thought grimly. You don’t realize how much you rely on this stuff until it’s gone.

      As it was, he and Lilia both had an edge over most Guardians and knew how to handle that loss.

      Kevin glanced down at his watch. Only thing to do now is wait for somebody to come collect us.

      That could take a while. In the meantime‌…‌

      The room was hot and stuffy, like its connection to the rest of the convention center’s heating and cooling system had been shut off, and beads of sweat had already broken out on Kevin’s forehead. He loosened his tie and shed his jacket, before settling down in his chair again and shoving another chair out from the table to prop his feet up on. Might as well be comfortable.

      His stomach was in knots, but he kept his expression nonchalant. Can’t wait to see how this is all going to play out.

      He and Lilia had taken a huge gamble‌…‌he just hoped they weren’t about to lose everything.
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      His head had not spun like this since that terrible day two decades earlier when he and his wife learned they had lost their only child and her husband in the first wave of a Tarynian invasion. But this time, instead of the horror and terrible, aching grief pressing down on him, Sta’Gloan Representative Aiden Monroe felt only deep joy welling up inside his newly-healed chest.

      Joy‌—‌and relief so intense he half-suspected he might simply float up out of his hoverchair.

      Lon is alive.

      Aiden held onto that thought, cradled it protectively in his mind like an ephemeral flame that might wink out at the slightest breath of air. Thank you, God Almighty. He had not failed after all. His middle grandson was alive.

      He drew in a deep breath and felt life surge through his old veins. It filled him with an energy and purpose he had not felt since the fateful holocall two months before that had upended his world.

      Lon is alive‌…‌and he brought a Galactic Union Ambassador through Sta’Gloa’s shield.

      The latter part of that statement should have filled Aiden with trepidation‌—‌if one man was smart enough to figure out how to smuggle Tarynians through the shield, then it stood to reason others might have already attempted such a feat‌—‌but if pressed, he would have had to admit that all he felt was a deep swell of pride.

      His grandson had done the impossible‌—‌in more ways than one‌—‌and now? Now the Triumvirate will have to listen. Kedis is here, and there is no undoing his arrival.

      All the money and power in the Coalition could not stuff that genie back into its particular bottle.

      Granted, Aiden was not pleased his youngest two grandchildren had just been arrested on charges of treason. He could not say it would surprise him to learn they’d had a hand in this‌—‌Lon, Kevin, and Lilia had always been close, and the twins had taken his death hard‌—‌but that someone from the NCDC had already arrested them?

      His green eyes narrowed in distaste. This will require untangling. One would think certain parties would have more sense than to allow petty grudges to prevent them from making diplomatic choices.

      He knew, of course, of the grudge Alan Birch bore his grandchildren. It had never been significant enough to warrant special consideration, and they had previously handled things well, but Aiden made a mental note to revisit the issue later.

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t ask this of you, old friend, but I can’t help myself. Did you know?”

      Aiden glanced sideways at Glo’Stean Representative Martin Hollowell, who was keeping pace with his hoverchair as they hurried through the all-but-deserted off-limits halls of the Cuomo Convention Center. He was a decade younger than Aiden, with close-cropped curly white hair. His friend’s wrinkled brown expression was a strange mix of delight, disbelief, and something that looked like cold fury.

      “I did not.” Aiden swallowed a sudden lump in his throat as painful memories of the past two months crowded to the forefront of his mind. “I buried him, Martin. He was gone.” He swallowed again, rubbing his short white beard. “Until I speak to Lon myself, I am afraid I find myself unable to quite believe it.”

      “Not to mention the fact that he brought a damned G.U. ambassador through Sta’Gloa’s shield.”

      Aiden tried for a wry smile to deflect the maelstrom of thoughts and emotions swirling inside him. “Now that, Martin, I can believe.”

      Seeing the astonishment on Hollowell’s face, Aiden could only shrug. “Lon has always been bold enough to do whatever he sets his mind to. Did I ever expect him to embroil himself in something like this?” He shook his head. “No. But does it surprise me?” His wry smile deepened. “Not particularly.”

      Hollowell still looked like he did not quite believe Aiden, but he inclined his head in a gracious nod. “For your sake, Aiden, I am glad the boy survived.”

      “Thank you, my friend.”

      Hollowell cast a grim look over his shoulder in the direction of the frenzy they had left behind. “The media will have a field day with this. A G.U. Ambassador, here?”

      Aiden was still far too relieved he had more or less received his grandson back from the grave to be anything more than mildly concerned, but he inclined his head in agreement. “Undoubtedly.”

      His fingers tightened on the arms of his hoverchair; he wished fervently he could make the blasted thing go faster. It frustrated him that he still required the chair, but he had, after all, nearly been killed in the explosion that rocked the Tri-Global Tournament’s Opening Ball. In many respects, it was a miracle he had survived.

      “What of Lilia and Kevin?” Hollowell glanced over his shoulder again, this time to consider Michael and Derek, Aiden’s oldest grandchildren, who flanked them along with Hollowell’s aide and the Representatives’ respective security teams. “Do you think they’re involved?”

      Aiden looked back at his grandsons as well. Their faces remained impassive.

      The elder, Michael, was his head of security. He had taken the position a little earlier than planned; his predecessor and old family friend, Will Graves, had died in the bombing attack at the Opening Ball that had nearly killed Aiden himself. Michael took after his Tarynian father in appearance‌—‌blond hair and startling violet eyes. The twins had inherited those same eyes.

      Derek, his second-eldest grandson, worked as his personal aide. Of all his grandchildren, Derek most resembled Aiden himself, both in appearance and in disposition. He was tall and lean, with dark brown hair, angular features, and keen green eyes.

      “That,” Aiden said at last, “will be a question I put to the twins when I see them.”

      Hollowell gave him a strange smile. “I don’t envy you the scrutiny you’ll be under as a result of this, old friend.”

      “If it means my grandson is alive, Martin, I will take it.” Aiden tightened his fingers on the arms of his hoverchair again. “You of all people should understand that.” Hollowell had lost his entire family to the Tarynians the same day Aiden lost his daughter and son-in-law.

      “Oh, I do. It does not, however, change the fact that the next few weeks are likely to be‌…‌rather unpleasant for your family.”

      Aiden merely inclined his head. It will be worth it. He could weather any storm that followed tonight’s events. In the meantime‌…‌they needed to deal with Ambassador Kedis. Where had Dion Pamos and Shane Briscoe taken him?

      At that moment, Derek’s comlink buzzed. “Grandfather, Representative Briscoe would like you to meet him at Conference Room Warrington, on Sublevel 2.”

      “Excellent,” Aiden said briskly.

      The group of them took the next accelevator they found down to Sublevel 2. They turned down two more corridors, and then Derek, who was striding along with one eye on his comlink, suddenly faltered. “Grandfather … ”

      His voice sounded odd; Aiden stopped his hoverchair in the middle of the corridor to look at him. “What is it?”

      Derek swallowed, his eyes flicking to Hollowell and his aide before focusing on his grandfather. Taking a deep breath, he nodded to his comlink. “I’ve just received word someone activated a number of shield generators in occupied territory. Glo’Stea’s planetary shield is now completely intact.”

      For the span of a heartbeat, his words made no sense. Aiden heard each one, but the picture they formed was an unfathomable jumble of syllables strung randomly together. That picture then abruptly rearranged itself, snapping reality back into crystal clear focus.

      One word escaped him. “When?”

      “Less than fifteen minutes ago, near as anyone can tell.” Derek jabbed his comlink with a finger. “Communications are a mess. All G.U. forces stationed in occupied territory have been completely cut off from the rest of the Blockade Division.”

      “What happened?” Michael demanded.

      Derek shook his head. “The only info anyone has yet is that every single Glo’Stean city that was supposed to host a shield generator is now contributing to the planetary shield.”

      Utterly astonished, Aiden looked at Hollowell, who was nodding as his aide spoke quietly in his ear. He had also just received the news. “Martin, how in the galaxy did your people manage to build shield generators under the Tarynians’ noses?”

      Hollowell smiled grimly. “Too early to say for sure, but I will say we Glo’Steans are a very resourceful lot when we choose to be.” His eyes narrowed into brown slits. “Does Kedis know yet?”

      Derek shook his head. “He can’t know. Not yet. Not unless he’s got a comlink capable of contacting Admiral Chesnee.”

      “Which he may very well have.” Hollowell’s face settled into stern lines.

      Derek hesitated for a fraction of a second‌—‌Aiden was sure Hollowell had missed it, not knowing his grandson as he did‌—‌and Aiden suddenly knew Kedis did not possess such a comlink. That is one good thing, at least. They would be able to control when the Ambassador learned of this latest bombshell.

      Hopefully.

      It also meant that Derek‌—‌and probably Michael as well‌—‌knew a good deal more about this affair than they were letting on. We will be having a chat later. Aiden narrowed his eyes, thinking of the twins. All of us.

      “We can’t tell him,” Hollowell said forcefully. “Not yet.” He resumed traveling down the corridor at a brisk pace.

      Aiden glided forward, catching up in a matter of seconds. “Nor can we withhold that information from him very long.” He shook his head, already filtering through all the possible scenarios that could arise as a result of this latest turn of events. “It will be practically impossible to keep it from him.”

      Hollowell tilted his bushy white eyebrows in an expression that clearly asked, Even if he’s safely locked away?

      Aiden merely frowned.

      They turned left and encountered Glo’Stean Representative Shane Briscoe, surrounded by a bevy of security guards‌—‌probably not all his own, Aiden surmised, though it was difficult to know who else was involved just yet. He was tall, with brown hair and electrifying hazel eyes.

      When he caught sight of them, Briscoe’s face was for a few seconds a strange blend of relief and concern. Regaining control of himself, he strode forward. “Representatives. Good. I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Where’s Pamos?” Hollowell looked around, as though expecting the shorter Sta’Gloan Representative to materialize out of thin air.

      A smile curved Briscoe’s mouth, but it was short-lived. “Have you heard the news?” When both Representatives nodded, he spread his hands in a little, what do you expect? gesture. “Our esteemed colleague was quite torn over which direction to jump.” He nodded over his shoulder at the closed door behind him. “He assured the Ambassador the Triumvirate will take good care of him and left him to me.”

      Aiden blinked. He had anticipated Pamos to have glued himself to Kedis’s side. “That is‌…‌unexpected.”

      “Not particularly,” Hollowell said curtly. “You know Dion as well as I do, Aiden. No doubt he’s already calculating how best to turn this to his advantage.” His upper lip curled. “Wouldn’t surprise me at all if he’s comming Chesnee as we speak.”

      “Without even speaking to the Ambassador first?” Briscoe’s hazel eyes tracked back and forth between the two older Representatives.

      Beyond Derek, Michael, and Hollowell’s aide, their respective security teams maintained a close, but respective distance.

      Hollowell smiled; it was not a pleasant expression. “He never bothers to inform the Triumvirate.” He abruptly shifted to fix Aiden with a piercing stare. “Kedis doesn’t need to know about Glo’Stea’s shield.” He included Briscoe in his stare. “Not yet.”

      “With all due respect, Martin, I disagree. He’ll find out eventually.” Briscoe shook his head, his face uncharacteristically grim. “There will be no hiding something of this magnitude for long.”

      Hollowell waved a hand. “His access to the ComNet and the media can be restricted.”

      “Not for long,” Aiden said. “And not, Martin, without drawing attention. The Ambassador seems an intelligent man; I doubt a ploy like that would make him anything but suspicious.”

      “Best to offer the information as a peace offering of sorts, I think.” Briscoe sighed, looking for an instant much older than his thirty-six years. “It is in our favor, at any rate, and it sets the stage for the negotiations we will inevitably face once he’s standing before the Triumvirate.”

      “Besides,” Briscoe offered Hollowell a grim smile, “we’ll need him to call off Chesnee, won’t we?”

      Oh, yes, Aiden thought. The Admiral has proved himself quite adept at doing his job. Aloud, he said, “For the sake of our people, it would be most helpful to avoid any further loss of life and property.”

      “Especially since we now have a number of Lanxians and Glo’Steans temporarily stranded on Sta’Gloa,” Briscoe said.

      He did not have to say more; they all knew how delicately balanced the situation in the Coalition was at the moment. The Tri-Global Tournament had quelled a fraction of the rioting and unrest that had plagued them since Admiral Chesnee upset the status quo and not only breached Lanx’s shield but cut several of their mining worlds off from the rest of the Coalition, but tonight’s events could only stir everyone up again.

      Hollowell’s expression could have been carved from granite.

      “We can’t hide this from him,” Briscoe reiterated, shaking his head. “That would be a political disaster greater than anything we’ve dealt with lately. One wrong word at the wrong moment … ”

      “I see your point,” Hollowell said at last, holding up a hand. He eyed Briscoe keenly. “And will you be telling the Ambassador this yourself?”

      “No.” Briscoe smiled again. “I intend to tell Lon and have him pass the news along.” He shrugged. “He is, after all, Kedis’s Coalition liaison.”

      Hollowell absorbed this, and then rounded on Aiden. “No offense, old friend, but is your grandson up to the task he’s set himself?”

      Aiden exchanged a wry look with Briscoe. “He has apparently managed up until this point.”

      He had never considered Lon‌—‌his bold, adventurous middle grandchild‌—‌as one much for politicking. He had always thought Lon lacked the patience necessary to deal with tedious people and tedious situations. This business with Kedis, however, shed a different light on things.

      “What will you tell him, exactly?” Hollowell asked abruptly.

      Briscoe’s smile held a little more humor this time. “The facts, Representative‌—‌as could be gleaned from any media source at the moment.”

      Looking mollified, Hollowell bent his head in a nod. “Then I will leave you to it. Good night, gentlemen.”

      “Good night, Martin.” Aiden waited until Hollowell had set off, security team in tow, before he looked at Briscoe. “I am afraid I must leave as well.”

      “Understandable.” Briscoe offered him a bow. “Go home and get some rest, Aiden. You’ve had a shock tonight, and you’re still recovering.”

      Aiden’s bearded face creased in a small smile. “Yes, well, as far as shocks go, this one is better than the alternative.” He wheeled around in his hoverchair‌—‌Michael, Derek, and his security detail flanking him‌—‌and added over his shoulder, “We are in for an interesting day tomorrow.”

      “That,” Briscoe said to their retreating forms, “is an understatement if I’ve ever heard one.”

      Once they were out of earshot of the Glo’Stean Representative, Aiden addressed his grandsons. “Kevin and Lilia. Where are they?”

      Michael and Derek exchanged glances. “We don’t know yet,” Michael answered, an undercurrent of frustration lacing his voice.

      “Birch won’t tell us anything,” Derek added.

      Aiden narrowed his eyes. “He knows you work for me.”

      “Oh, he knows.” Derek looked disgusted‌—‌and tired. “I think he’s actually waiting to hear from you in person.”

      Of all the petty, vindictive‌…‌Aiden pressed his lips together until the urge to say a few choice words passed. At last, he said, “I can only assume the twins’ comlinks were confiscated when they were arrested. What of‌…‌other forms of communication?”

      His grandsons exchanged another grim look. “They’ve all failed,” Derek said flatly, “and we have no idea why.”

      Michael’s expression said he had a couple of ideas‌—‌none of them good.

      “I see.” Aiden digested this, his concern for his youngest grandchildren deepening. That they cannot even be reached via Nancom‌…‌

      He did not speak again until they had taken the accelevator back up to the convention center’s main floor. His mind whirled, sifting through and prioritizing all the scenarios likely to arise in the next few hours, and his white eyebrows knit together in a frown.

      His grandsons guessed the direction of his thoughts. “Don’t worry about the twins, Grandfather,” Michael said abruptly. “We’ll find them. The most important thing right now is that we get you out of here before things turn into any more of a madhouse than they already are.”

      “We can deal with everything else from the spaceport.” Derek managed a wry smile. “Including the statement you’ll have to release about tonight’s events.”

      Aiden exhaled slowly, before nodding. If the NCDC was behind the twins’ arrest, they would not dare do anything with them before the Triumvirate had their say. Even Alan Birch. “Very well. Get me back to the ship.”

      He had work to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      The Tri-Global Tournament Closing Ceremonies Gala was still going strong, but as far as anyone in the large conference room in the lower depths of the Cuomo Convention Center was concerned, the party was over. Despite the late evening hour, work had begun. Because, Lieutenant Jasper Wright thought wryly, politicians never really stop working, do they?

      Clad in tuxedos instead of uniforms, he and Corporal Victor Renner stood flanking Ambassador Kedis, motionless statues, save for their sharp gazes roaming around the room, constantly assessing everything. The conference room was interior and therefore windowless, but the walls were covered in floor-to-ceiling holopanels that reflected various scenes from what Jasper assumed was the Sta’Gloan city of Atalia around them. At the moment, they were showing a stunning view of the evening cityscape from out on the water.

      Jasper was a head taller than Renner, with golden hair and sharp gray eyes set in a lean, tanned face. Renner was a decade older, in his mid-thirties, and much stockier, with brown eyes, sandy brown hair, and a face that had seen its share of fights. Both of them spoke Sta’Gloan, which was how they had ended up being assigned to Ambassador Kedis as his translators and protection detail.

      For his part, the Ambassador sprawled comfortably in a chair, completely at his ease. Also dressed in an expensive tuxedo, Kedis was bald, with olive-toned skin, and was probably the same age as Renner, but looked younger. His expression was amiable, but Jasper noted it never quite reached his dark eyes.

      Lon Strong stood leaning against the heavy ebony table in the center of the room, one foot propped flat against a table leg. He was currently tapping a stylus restlessly against his thigh, his green gaze dancing around as though he didn’t know what to look at. He was shorter than Jasper, with sandy blond hair. He had discarded his tuxedo jacket and had rolled his white sleeves up to his elbows.

      Jasper wished he could do the same. Catching the Sta’Gloan’s eye, he tilted an eyebrow in a silent question.

      “The honor guard didn’t take us very far,” Lon answered in Tarynian, gesturing with the stylus. “I was expecting them to at least get us out of the building.” He quirked a lopsided smile. “Guess I overestimated how fast the Triumvirate would move once you got here, Ambassador.”

      Kedis looked amused. “You expected an immediate emergency convening?”

      “More like immediate transport to Sonela.” Lon resumed tapping his thigh. “Cuts down on the possibility of someone making an attempt on your life between now and when you speak to the Triumvirate. Not that it’s likely,” he added hastily, catching the darting glance Jasper exchanged with Renner, “but we did just introduce you to the entire Coalition, and there are a lot of people holding grudges against the G.U. and everything it stands for.”

      “I am aware of the possibility,” Kedis reminded him. “Believe me, I took that into consideration a long time ago.”

      Lon glanced at Jasper, as if to say, Of course he did, before giving his head a minute shake and turning his attention back to the door.

      Renner just folded his arms across his chest, his expression grim.

      Jasper exhaled slowly. It had been a whirlwind of an evening and he still had adrenaline coursing through his veins. His thoughts turned to Lilia Strong. She had smuggled him into the Gala as her escort, and the last time he’d seen her had been right before Lon introduced Kedis to the entire ballroom. I wonder how much trouble she and Kevin are in right now. It wouldn’t take a genius to connect the dots.

      Less than fifteen minutes later, they all started as the door opened to admit one of the Triumvirate Representatives who had escorted them here‌—‌Jasper thought his name was Briscoe; the man was younger than he had expected of a member of the Triumvirate‌—‌and another man, probably Briscoe’s aide. Briscoe beckoned to Lon.

      “Representative?” Lon unfolded from his position and crossed to join the Glo’Stean as he moved toward the center of the conference room.

      For a politician, there was something about Briscoe Jasper liked. He seemed‌…‌genuine. The other Representative they had met moments after Kedis introduced himself at the Gala‌—‌Pamos?‌—‌struck Jasper as more akin to Kedis. They’ll get along just fine.

      Briscoe turned to Kedis, encompassing Jasper, Renner, and Lon in his warm nod. “I am sorry for the delay. We’ve set up accommodations for you and your men in Sonela, Ambassador, as well as procured a security detail to see you safely there.”

      “Excellent.” Kedis returned the nod. “I thank you, Representative.”

      Briscoe wore an autotranslator; there was no need for Lon to interpret. The Glo’Stean gave Kedis a cordial smile. “As much as we would all love to sit down and officially open up negotiations, we might be served best with a good night’s rest first.”

      “As you say.” Kedis offered him a quicksilver smile in return. “I look forward to enjoying further Coalition hospitality.”

      He and Briscoe both looked at Lon, who gave a slightly sheepish shrug. “Did the best I could.”

      “I can’t wait to hear the story.” Briscoe clapped a hand on Lon’s shoulder. “Nor can your grandfather, I imagine.”

      Lon’s expression tightened. “He didn’t know about any of it.”

      “Oh, of that I am quite sure.” Briscoe’s face shifted, his expression reminding Jasper of an older brother. He wondered suddenly just how well Lon and Briscoe actually knew each other. “I attended your funeral.”

      Lon froze. After a long pause, he swallowed. “Wasn’t much I could do about that, Shane.”

      “So it would seem.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Jasper saw Briscoe’s aide check his comlink. He then leaned forward to murmur something to his boss.

      Briscoe gave him a quick, startled look and reached for the comlink. He read the display and handed it back, frowning.

      Every nerve in Jasper’s body snapped to attention. What has happened now?

      Lon raised his eyebrows at Briscoe. “What’s the matter, Representative?”

      Jasper half-expected the older man to demure, but instead, Briscoe turned to face Lon. His expression was an odd mix of concern, resignation, and something Jasper wanted to call pride. “I’ve just learned your youngest siblings have been arrested on charges of high treason.”

      Already? Jasper’s heart skipped a beat, imagining Lilia and her brother in handcuffs, but he kept his face impassive. Kedis shot him a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it look before turning his attention back to Lon and Briscoe.

      Instead of looking shocked at this news, Lon threw back his head and laughed. “Of course they have. Bet I know who arrested them, too.” He turned away, shaking his head. “I’d be under arrest too, if I wasn’t Kedis’s liaison.” He grinned cheerfully at Briscoe. “I have no doubt everything will be straightened out later.”

      Briscoe canted his head to one side. “I admire your confidence.”

      Still grinning, Lon waved a hand. “The Ambassador’s here to open peace talks. I’m pretty sure the treason charges will be dropped when the Triumvirate hears the story.”

      “It sounds like it will be a fascinating tale.”

      “Oh, it will,” Lon assured him.

      They exchanged a few more words, but Jasper was barely paying attention. His thoughts had traveled to Lilia‌—‌and Kevin. Where are they? His eyebrows knit in a frown. Would they have been sequestered here at the convention center, or had they been dragged straight to the local jail?

      The door slid aside again to admit a stocky man with a buzz-cut in nondescript evening clothes, and Jasper wrenched his attention back to the here and now.

      “Ah, here he is.” Briscoe nodded to Kedis. “Ambassador, this is the head of your new security team.”

      Lon was the first to step forward. “Lon Strong.” He offered the man a short bow, before straightening and jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “I’m Ambassador Kedis’s Coalition liaison.”

      For a split-second, Jasper could have sworn the man’s eyes widened in shock. But it passed, and he returned Lon’s bow. “Corran. Timon Corran.” He had a milder voice than Jasper would have expected coming from a man as stocky as he was. His skin was a golden medium brown and he had liquid dark eyes. “You Sta’Gloan?” he asked Lon. “You sound it.”

      Lon nodded. “Oh, yeah.” He cleared his throat. “And if you haven’t already heard, my grandfather’s on the Triumvirate. But don’t let that scare you.”

      “I’ve heard. And I won’t.” Corran then approached Kedis. “Ambassador, my team and I will be responsible for your security while you’re in the Coalition. Where you go, we go.”

      “Your service is much appreciated,” Kedis replied in Tarynian, which Lon translated, before Corran tapped his ear to indicate he had an autotranslator.

      Kedis then waved one long-fingered hand to Jasper and Renner and Lon introduced them. “They speak Sta’Gloan,” he added.

      The assessing look in Corran’s eyes sharpened. “That so?” He eyed both Jasper and Renner. “Makes our job easier.” He then gave Kedis a short, perfunctory bow. “If you’ll follow me, Ambassador, I’ll take you to the rest of our team and we’ll head out.”

      Kedis gave him an acquiescent nod.

      “One moment, Corran. I need a word with Lon.” Briscoe looked at Kedis. “I will see you tomorrow, Ambassador.” He glanced at his wrist and smiled. “Well, later today, to be precise.”

      “We shall have much to discuss, Representative.”

      “Yes, we shall.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Lon said, before following Briscoe out into the corridor.
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        * * *

      

      A group of men‌—‌Corran’s men, no doubt‌—‌stood waiting in the hall with Briscoe’s own security team. At a look from the Representative, they backed up a discreet distance. Dropping his voice, Briscoe said without preamble, “Lon, Glo’Stea’s planetary shield is completely intact.”

      “What?” Lon blinked, staring at Shane Briscoe, and then he shook his head. “I’m sorry, could you repeat that? I don’t think I —”

      “It’s true.” Briscoe regarded him steadily, though Lon could see the fatigue pulling at his muscles. “In fact, we’re fairly sure it happened while you were in the midst of introducing the Ambassador to the Coalition.”

      Lon rocked back on his heels, the implications of this racing through his tired mind like a fleet of souped-up Piranhas. For the span of two heartbeats, he saw the future of travel between Glo’Stea and the rest of the Coalition stretched out before him in all its glittering glory. Then he blinked and the vision was gone, replaced by images of death and ruin and destruction as trapped G.U. forces clashed with the Glo’Stean Resistance.

      “How —”

      Briscoe shook his head. “We don’t know. Assure Kedis of that, if you would.”

      Tired though he was, Lon heard the unspoken implication behind those words. Telling you anything at all is a courtesy. He raised sandy eyebrows. “Nice of you to tell him anything.”

      “We don’t have much of a choice.” Briscoe smiled wryly. “It’s that or lock you all up somewhere with no access to the outside galaxy‌—‌and don’t think that thought didn’t occur to certain individuals.”

      Lon nodded sagely, shoving his hands into his trouser pockets. “And that’s not suspicious at all.”

      “Oh, no.”

      “Smart.”

      “We do try.” Briscoe clapped him on the shoulder. “As I mentioned earlier, it’s good to see you back among the living. Try to get some rest‌—‌I have a feeling tomorrow will be a long day.”

      “And today isn’t exactly over yet.” Lon inhaled and then blew it out all at once. “Thanks for the heads up.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Briscoe departed, and Lon braced himself to return to Kedis, Renner, and Jasper. He was still reeling from the news; he couldn’t imagine how Kedis would react. Glo’Stea’s shield is intact. How in the galaxy did they pull that off under the Tarynians’ noses?

      Lon tried to school his expression into neutrality as he re-entered the conference room, but some of his shock must have bled through, because Kedis took one look at him and his dark eyes narrowed.

      “What is the matter?”

      Where do I even start? Lon opened his mouth, closed it, and considered a few seconds, before he shrugged. “I’ve just received some rather interesting news.”

      “Oh?” Kedis did not move, but his entire aura seemed to sharpen. He looked at Corran. “Leave us a moment.”

      Corran nodded and moved toward the door.

      Once it had slid shut behind him, Lon glanced at Jasper and Renner, who were both looking back and forth between him and the Ambassador, before focusing on Kedis. “Yeah‌…‌So, apparently, in the middle of all the excitement tonight, a number of shield generators were activated on Glo’Stea.”

      He took a breath. “Glo’Stea now has a fully functioning planetary shield, which means all G.U. forces have been cut off from Admiral Chesnee’s Blockade Division.”

      Kedis stood perfectly still, absorbing this. For a few seconds, his expression took on a faraway cast‌…‌and then he focused on Lon again with a laser-like intensity that had him itching to take a step back. “This happened tonight?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you were told to inform me?”

      Lon glanced at Jasper and Renner again. “I was.” He half-shrugged. “It’s all over the news, apparently. They didn’t see the point in trying to keep it from you.”

      “That would have been suspicious,” Jasper agreed.

      Kedis waved an impatient hand. “That could have been explained away easily enough.” He tapped the fingers of his other hand on his thigh. “They’re hoping I’ll be able to influence Admiral Chesnee and keep him from some sort of retaliation.”

      Lon wasn’t surprised Kedis had reached this conclusion; it wasn’t much of a leap. “Can you?”

      Kedis smiled indulgently, belying the razor-sharp look in his eyes. “I’ve done it before.”

      Jasper caught Lon’s eye; his expression seemed to say, The Admiral will love that. Clearing his throat, the lieutenant asked, “Will this have a significant impact on what you planned to say to the Triumvirate tomorrow, Ambassador?”

      For a moment, Kedis did not answer. He then raised one tuxedo-clad shoulder in an insouciant shrug. “It changes a few things, yes. But on the other hand … ” he trailed off thoughtfully.

      Lon and the other two men waited a moment, but the Ambassador did not elaborate. Instead, he headed for the door.

      Corran and his team were waiting for them in the hall outside. Corran briefly introduced his men. “Ambassador, this is Carl Denisk, Omri Lutz, Wyatt Swift, and Javier Torres.” He pointed to each man in turn.

      Denisk was bald, tall, and broad-shouldered, with tan skin and a bushy brown beard that seemed to be doing its level best to make up for the lack of hair on his smooth head. Swift was equally tall and broad, with dark brown skin, curly black hair, and a goatee. Lutz was Lon’s height, with a wiry frame, olive-toned skin, and dark hair pulled back in a low ponytail. Torres was shorter than Lutz, with short dark hair and light brown skin, but he moved with an easy grace that told Lon he’d be devastatingly fast in a fight.

      Introductions done, Corran motioned for his team to form up around Kedis. “This way, Ambassador.”

      As they set off down the corridor, Jasper leaned closer to Lon. “You think it will be that easy?”

      “Easy? Heck, no.” Lon shook his head. “It won’t be easy at all. What it will be is simple. There’s a difference.” His smile had a feral edge. “Triumvirate won’t have much of a choice about that.”

      Jasper spent a few seconds digesting that before he asked, “Will they be all right? Lilia and Kevin?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Lon waved a hand. “This’ll be the one time being related to Grandfather will actually come in handy for something.” He grinned sheepishly. “Besides using our connection to him to actually get into the Gala in the first place.”

      They rounded the corner and Lon gave an almost imperceptible jolt as he felt the tickle of an incoming channel request in the back of his mind. A Guardian he didn’t have a connection to was trying to Nancom him. That means‌…‌

      Lon glanced around at Kedis’s new security team and his gaze met Corran’s. The shorter man raised his eyebrows, as if to say, What are you waiting for?

      Lon allowed the channel request and Corran’s voice flooded his mind.

      [They said you were a Guardian.]

      ‘They’ being the NCDC, I wonder? Lon kept his expression neutral. [Yeah. Nobody told me Kedis’s team would have a Guardian, though. Makes sense,] he added, lest Corran think he was being critical.

      [This team got pulled together pretty quickly. NCDC must have figured they’d let me tell you.]

      Lon nodded shortly. [It’ll make protecting Kedis easier.]

      [That’s the theory.]

      [Any other Guardians on the team?]

      Corran could have been carved from granite. [Just you and me.]

      [Good to know.] And it was‌—‌at this point Lon could see the NCDC keeping that information from him until they figured out what was going on. I’m glad Corran told me.

      His eyes flicked to Kedis. I have a feeling that when it comes to keeping him alive, we’re going to need as much of an edge as possible.
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      As far as Admiral Giles Chesnee was concerned, the situation facing him made no more sense now than it had when it first broke. A lanky man with a craggy face, blue eyes, and graying blond hair, Chesnee stood in the center of his Flag Tactical Command Center with his hands clasped behind his back, frowning down at the smooth holographic sphere representing Glo’Stea while his subordinates bustled madly around him. To all outward appearances, he seemed calm‌—‌the eye of the storm preparing to break aboard his flagship, the Chironex-class battlecruiser Winds of Change‌—‌but his thoughts whirled and tumbled inside his head.

      How in the galaxy did they do it?

      Thanks to the Glo’Steans’ inability to build and activate all of the shield generators they needed for complete planetary protection before the invasion began, G.U. forces had occupied nearly a quarter of Glo’Stea’s surface for over twenty years. The rest of the planet had been protected, but the borders along the shields were hotly contested. G.U. troops had clashed with the Glo’Stean Resistance countless times through the years.

      In all that time, there had never even been a hint of anything that would suggest the Glo’Steans were planning to pull off something of this magnitude. Chesnee didn’t even see how it was possible. Glo’Stea was a predominantly a water world; their many islands and small continents lacked the manufacturing base for many basic necessities, let alone the parts needed for something as complex as a bevy of shield generators.

      And while the Coalition might be able to bypass his blockade and smuggle many things in and out of the shielded portion of Glo’Stea, Chesnee was relatively certain they were not smuggling things back and forth between shielded and unshielded territory on-world. Records would indicate that‌—‌and he kept up on records.

      Knowledge was power, after all, and he had realized the moment he was assigned the Blockade Division that he would need as much of an edge as he could get to thwart the Sta’Gloan Coalition on one hand and deal with his superiors in High Command and the Galactic Union Senate on the other. The Blockade Division was supposed to be a career graveyard. Everyone knew that. He, Chesnee, had singlehandedly changed that when he successfully breached Lanx’s shield a few months before.

      But for the Glo’Stean Resistance to have actually built shield generators in G.U.-held territory without anyone noticing? Heads will roll for this, Chesnee thought grimly.

      Though it was late, there would be no rest for anyone until they had a handle on this.

      “Sir.” Lieutenant Darkon, his comm officer, interrupted his thoughts. He had curly black hair shorn short, chocolate eyes, and looked perpetually tanned. “You have an incoming transmission from General Deam.”

      That was only a matter of time. General Ira Deam commanded the Blockade’s ground divisions; he was currently overseeing things in newly-held G.U. territory on Lanx, the third and largest of the Sta’Gloan system’s habitable worlds. Chesnee pursed his lips. I’d almost rather he’d been on Glo’Stea for this.

      He turned to Lieutenant Darkon. “Patch him through to my office. I’ll have to contact High Command afterward. This may take a while. Keep me apprised of any new developments.”

      “Aye, aye, Admiral.”
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        * * *

      

      Chesnee’s office occupied a spacious compartment inside his quarters, which were adjacent to his command center. It was not always convenient to travel back and forth, but discretion was important these days. Chesnee let himself in, ignoring the indigo carpet, the glossy walnut-paneled bulkheads, the random collection of ancient and abstract fiber art tied together by the same somber colors, and the strange tapestry in the corner he was half-convinced possessed beady eyes. He kept meaning to redecorate‌—‌one of his predecessors had had truly abysmal taste‌—‌but had yet to get around to it.

      Settling himself behind his desk, he tapped the comm embedded in his desk and the holographic head and shoulders of a stern-faced man with blue eyes and graying brown hair bloomed in front of him. “General Deam, what in the galaxy is going on down on Glo’Stea?”

      The lines in General Ira Deam’s face deepened. Over the months Chesnee had known him since taking command of the Blockade Division, Deam had proved himself both competent and in control. He was not in control now, and they both knew it. “The Glo’Steans have managed to activate shield generators in occupied territory.”

      “Yes, yes,” Chesnee waved a hand testily, “that much is obvious. I want to know how they did it.”

      “I don’t know.” A muscle twitched in Deam’s jaw. “I’ve heard from my second-in-command, who is in charge of things on Glo’Stea while I’m here on Lanx, and he said they had no warning. One moment the sky is clear, the next, our territory is completely boxed in, and some group called Freedom’s Children is announcing they’re responsible. They’re calling it a ‘liberation’.” He said the word distastefully.

      Freedom’s Children? Chesnee frowned, puzzled. “I’ve never heard of them.”

      “Neither have we.”

      “Have you located these shield generators yet?” Even as he asked the question, Chesnee knew it was too early for Deam’s people to have made any real progress.

      The general’s answer confirmed this. “Not yet, Admiral. We’re working on it.”

      Chesnee nodded. “Nothing has happened on Lanx?”

      “Nothing at all.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Chesnee glimpsed a flashing light. He had another incoming comm call. A glance at the attached details told him the call originated from Sta’Gloa. His eyes narrowed. I know that frequency.

      Why was Sta’Gloan Representative Dion Pamos comming him now?

      “Admiral?”

      Chesnee wrenched his attention back to Deam. “Apologies, Ira. I have another call.” Deam didn’t know about Kedis’s crazy venture‌—‌unless his people had broken confidence and scuttlebutt had traveled from the Winds of Change out to the rest of the Blockade Division‌—‌and telling him was not a priority just now.

      He nodded to the other man. “What are your plans?”

      “My plans?” Deam made a derisive sound. “I plan to find those shield generators and destroy them. Preferably before occupied territory dissolves into chaos and I start losing my men.”

      “Contain the situation,” Chesnee ordered. “Don’t exacerbate it.”

      Deam raised an eyebrow. “With all due respect, Admiral, this is an act of war.”

      Chesnee shook his head. “Be that as it may, I want you to contain things. There’s more going on here than you realize.”

      The light was still flashing.

      “Let me guess.” Deam gave him a shrewd look. “The Ambassador? He’s cooked up some kind of scheme, hasn’t he?”

      In some respects, Deam was more intelligent than High Command had ever given him credit. “Our orders from High Command are to cooperate with him.” Chesnee grimaced. “The Senate might think he’s lost his mind, but he’s still their golden boy right now, Ira. There isn’t much we can do at the moment but cooperate with him.”

      He reached for his comm panel. “I’ve got to go. I expect regular updates.”

      “You’ll get them.” Deam snapped the palm of his right hand to his left shoulder in a salute and then his image vanished.

      Taking a bracing breath, Chesnee tapped a button on his comm panel and found himself face to face with the holograph upper half of a trim little man with sleek black hair and a general pervasive air of oiliness. “Representative Pamos. This is an unexpected surprise.”

      Pamos’s dark, beady eyes narrowed for an instant, as if he doubted that, before he gave Chesnee a polite smile that was nonetheless strained around the edges. “Admiral Chesnee.”

      “It’s been a while.” The last time they had spoken, Pamos had offered him a massive bribe to let Coalition ships bypass his blockade unmolested. He, Chesnee, had refused, and subsequently breached Lanx’s shields and gained a foothold on a planet that had not received non-Coalition visitors in two decades.

      Chesnee was rather proud of that.

      “Indeed it has.”

      Chesnee wanted to ask about Kedis, but he restrained himself. One couldn’t appear too eager when dealing with someone like Pamos‌—‌and one certainly couldn’t go about handing out information without getting something in return. Instead, he simply looked at the politician, waiting, until the short man let out an irritated huff.

      The Admiral barely kept his surprise from showing on his face. His nerves are more frayed than I would have expected.

      “Let’s not beat around the proverbial bush, shall we, Admiral?” Pamos’s holographic form leaned closer. “I’ve just met Ambassador Kedis in person.”

      “The Ambassador is still alive, I trust?”

      Pamos scoffed again, waving a hand. “Of course he is. This is unprecedented, you understand. The Triumvirate will be holding a special session to open negotiations tomorrow.”

      “But that’s not why you commed me.” Chesnee couldn’t help himself.

      “No. It is not.”

      Pamos exhaled audibly; beneath his calm façade, Chesnee caught glimpses of extreme agitation. He held his peace, waiting, and the politician did not disappoint.

      “I’ve just heard about Glo’Stea. Has anyone claimed responsibility for the‌…‌situation?”

      “You mean the Glo’Stean Resistance isn’t behind it?” Chesnee took great delight in the frustration that momentarily flashed over the other man’s face. “Hasn’t Glo’Stea been attempting to rectify its errors for the past twenty years?”

      “One can hardly blame them for attempting to reclaim their homes, Admiral,” Pamos said smoothly, “but, no, that was not their operation.”

      “You’re sure of that, are you?”

      “Quite.”

      Chesnee leaned back in his seat. “Why did you comm me, Representative?”

      Pamos did not blink. “I’ve just told you why.”

      “That’s not the real reason. If your people have no idea who is behind the attack, no doubt they will soon enough.” Chesnee gave him a grim smile. “The Coalition seems competent enough for that.”

      Pamos ignored the dig. “Perhaps I was also hoping for some kind of‌…‌reassurance‌…‌that the Blockade Division will not do anything‌…‌foolish‌…‌while the Triumvirate and the Ambassador begin negotiations.”

      “Shouldn’t that be something you discuss with Kedis?”

      “Oh, it will be discussed, never fear, Admiral.” Pamos gave him a thin smile. “It is simply my wish to keep bloodshed between now and then to a minimum.”

      It sounded good, but Chesnee did not believe for a second the Representative was that altruistic. “The Ambassador is well, I hope.”

      “Perfectly fine. On his way to Sonela now.”

      “What about his bodyguards, Lieutenant Wright and Corporal Renner?” Chesnee hesitated. “And Captain Strong?”

      A strange look filled Pamos’s dark eyes; he seemed torn between frustration and satisfaction. “They are also on their way to Sonela with the Ambassador.” He raised a hand, as though anticipating Chesnee’s next words. “You have no reason to believe me, of course, but then, I have no reason to lie.” He turned his hand palm up.

      Chesnee didn’t know where his next words came from. “I imagine Representative Monroe was happy to see his grandson.”

      “That would be one word for it,” Pamos said thoughtfully. “‘Stunned’ might be more apt.” He looked askance at Chesnee. “Why do you ask?”

      “No reason.”

      “I see.” Pamos surveyed him sharply for a few seconds. “They are a curious family,” he said at last. “Given past history, I must confess I am surprised Captain Strong acted as he did.” He smiled; it was edged with razor blades. “Perhaps that is simply the Tarynian in him coming through.”

      I doubt it, Chesnee thought, but he held his tongue.

      Pamos inclined his head. “I must take my leave of you now, Admiral. I implore you again to refrain from doing anything‌…‌foolish while we sort things out.” He waited for Chesnee to give him some indication that he agreed, but when Chesnee merely looked at him, he ended the call.

      The Admiral sat for a moment, processing the hidden layers and subtexts of that conversation, before heaving a sigh. High Command would have to be informed of these latest developments. He did not particularly want to deal with Fleet Admiral Joseph Tyler yet‌—‌not until he had a better grasp of the situation‌—‌but he would not be able to delay long. Too many things had just happened.

      A moment later, he received a text-only transmission from Sta’Gloa. This one, he knew was from Kedis. It was only six words.

      Made successful contact. Wait for instructions.

      Frowning heavily, Chesnee stared at those words. I wonder if Kedis has any idea what the Glo’Steans have just done.

      As much as the idea of listening to a group of politicians dance around each other with veiled insults bored him to death, Chesnee almost wished he could be a fly on the wall for the inevitable showdown between the Ambassador and the Triumvirate.
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      Save for the ever-present and inescapable faint hum of electricity in the background, the stillness of the conference room was deafening. It rang in Lilia’s ears, behind the steady throb of her own heartbeat. Without access to her comlink‌—‌which was trapped in her ISF because she’d put it there for safekeeping when Birch arrested her‌—‌she had no way of knowing how long she’d been locked in here.

      It felt like an eternity, but was probably closer to an hour or two.

      Long enough for me to get both sleepy and impatient. She turned that over in her mind. Sleepily impatient, or impatiently sleepy? Which is it?

      Realizing her thoughts were now turning into nonsense, Lilia leaned forward to prop her elbows on the table and pressed the heels of her gloved hands into her eyes. Get a grip. Stay awake. Focus.

      On what? asked a little voice in the back of her mind, a voice that sounded a lot like Erik Holt, a fellow Guardian and friend. On what you’re going to tell the Triumvirate? Or the NCDC?

      Neither of those upcoming prospects filled Lilia with anything other than an impending sense of doom. Can’t say I’m looking forward to talking to either of them. Dropping her hands to the table, she frowned at the door. They’re going to have a lot of questions‌—‌and we can’t answer all of them.

      She froze as one of those questions materialized in her mind, and her mouth went very, very dry.

      Questions like how we managed to use the transporter without Cait or Jayce knowing about it.

      Lilia swallowed, with an effort, faint tendrils of nausea beginning to churn in her stomach. Or how we even knew where to find them.

      They had used wormholes to smuggle Kedis into the Gala‌—‌

      ‌—‌but those wormholes hadn’t been connected to any machine the Triumvirate knew about.

      Lilia took a deep breath in an attempt to quell the nausea, and tried opening a Nancom channel to her twin.

      Nothing.

      Didn’t really expect it to work yet, but it was worth a try.

      Her violet eyes snapped to the conference room door as it abruptly slid aside. Birch marched back inside, looking grim and displeased. Behind him, she caught sight of two men standing in the hall.

      Birch motioned impatiently to her. “On your feet. Let’s go.”

      Lilia did not move. “Where are we going?”

      He gave her a dark look. “You’re being remanded into your grandfather’s custody for the trip back to Sonela. You’re to appear before the Triumvirate, and then,” he smiled unpleasantly, “then you’re mine.”

      That sent a fine shudder of dislike coursing through Lilia’s body. She knew what he meant, but his implications were disturbing. They’re supposed to be, she reminded herself. He’s just ticked off that we’re going to Sonela with Grandfather.

      She arched an eyebrow at him as she rose from her seat. “We’ll see about that.”

      Head held high, Lilia rounded the table and crossed the conference room. Just as she stepped through the door, Birch’s long fingers closed over her upper arm and squeezed hard enough to be painful.

      “You won’t be getting out of this one unscathed,” he said in her ear, his voice low and malicious. “None of you.”

      Her heart thudded in her chest, but Lilia shot him a scathing look. “Unhand me this instant.”

      “Would you rather wear restraints?” Birch did not release her arm. Instead, he bent closer until his face was centimeters from hers. “By rights you should have an NCDC escort from here on out to make sure you don’t do anything else illegal, but thanks to your dear old grandfather, that’s been nixed.”

      Thank God, Lilia thought, fighting the urge to either put several meters between them‌—‌or else haul back and punch him in the nose. “Mr. Birch, if you don’t let —”

      “You’ll be receiving a summons to the Cramer Building. If you don’t show … ” Birch gave a slow shrug and released his hold on her arm.

      Lilia gave him a narrow, tightlipped look, and turned away, tossing her head. “Never fear, Mr. Birch. I’ll be there.” She glanced back over her shoulder at him. “Are you escorting me to my grandfather, or is one of these gentlemen?” Her gaze flicked to his two companions, who had shifted nervously and avoided looking at either of them during Birch’s little intimidation display.

      Ignoring her, Birch stepped across the hall to another conference room door, opened it, and made a curt gesture. “Out.”

      “It’s about time,” said a familiar voice.

      Lilia’s heart leaped as her brother appeared in the doorway. Kevin caught sight of her immediately and lifted his eyebrows in a silent question. Are you okay?

      Giving him a minuscule nod, she quirked her own eyebrows. Kevin returned the nod.

      Oblivious to the quick exchange, Birch addressed one of his companions. “Take them to Representative Monroe and then report back to your normal station.”

      The man‌—‌young and dark-skinned, with a mop of wiry black curls and a slightly nervous expression‌—‌nodded and motioned to the twins. “This way.”

      Lilia started to follow, but Kevin did not budge. He narrowed his eyes at Birch. “I want my comlink back.”

      For a few seconds, the two men stared at each other. Then Birch’s mouth twisted in a sneer and he fished in his pants’ pocket. Withdrawing a comlink, he tossed the little device to Kevin and then wordlessly stalked away down the hall. His remaining companion fell in step behind him.

      “Thanks,” Kevin said to his retreating back. He glanced down at his comlink, hefting it in the palm of his hand. “No telling what he did to it.” He glanced at Lilia, his expression wry. “He’s in charge of Triumvirate Tower security, after all.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you.” Lilia shook her head, wrapping her arms around her torso and curling her hands around her elbows. She looked at their guide. “Who are you?”

      “Roan Pallmer.” His dark eyes slid past her to the corner Birch and his entourage had just disappeared around, and his expression turned abashed. “Ah, you wouldn’t happen to know where Representative Monroe is, would you?”

      When the twins both blinked at him, Pallmer made a face. “He disappeared off the security grid over two hours ago. So did a bunch of the other bigwigs.”

      Lilia arched an eyebrow. “So ask Birch.”

      “Ah … ” Pallmer cast a nervous glance up the corridor again. “I don’t think he knows either. It’s been a crazy night and he’s not in charge of Gala security.”

      The twins exchanged looks. “Not for lack of trying, I’ll guess,” Kevin said dryly. “Bet that’s been killing him all night.”

      Palmer laughed, and immediately coughed to cover it.

      Kevin grinned back wearily, and held up his comlink. “Hang on a sec; I’ll call my brother.”

      Michael answered immediately; in the quiet hall, Lilia and Pallmer could hear his voice on the other end. “Kevin! Are you all right? Is Lilia with you?”

      “Yeah, she’s here. We’re both fine.” Kevin glanced sideways at her. “Birch just turned us loose into Grandfather’s custody.”

      “Good.” Michael sounded fiercely relieved. “I was afraid he was going to be difficult. Again.”

      “Oh, he’s not happy about it, that’s for sure, but he let us go. Where are you?”

      “Spaceport. We left Oppelt in the parking garage to wait for you; I’ll tell him to meet you at the side entrance. We’re taking off as soon as you get here.”

      “Great. We’ll be there shortly.”

      “Also … ” Michael paused. “Grandfather wanted me to tell you he can’t wait to hear this story.”

      Kevin swallowed, his eyes darting to Lilia. “I’ll bet not. Tell him we’ll fill him in on everything when we get there.”

      “Will do.” With that, Michael ended the call.

      Sliding his comlink back into his pocket, Kevin turned to Pallmer. “We need to go to the side entrance. Somebody’s picking us up.”

      “No problem. This way.” Pallmer started off down the hall. After a moment, he glanced sideways at Kevin and Lilia in turn. “Did you really sneak Tarynians past the shield?”

      “We didn’t,” Kevin said, “but we did help get Ambassador Kedis into the party tonight.”

      Pallmer eyed them both again, as though they had morphed into some kind of strange alien life form right before his eyes, and then shook his head. He said nothing for the remainder of their trek through the side halls of the convention center.

      “Thank you,” the twins told him in unison when they reached a set of wide plastiglass double doors separating them from the parking garage level beyond. A sleek black skimmer waited outside. Pallmer just nodded curtly and disappeared back the way they had come.

      The question of how they would deal with the scientists and the transporter burned in Lilia’s mind, but she knew better than to discuss it with Kevin here and now. She gulped anxiously as Kevin pushed open the door and motioned for her to precede him into the parking garage. It won’t be safe to talk in the skimmer either; we’ll have to wait until we get back to the spaceport.

      She wasn’t sure she could hold everything in that long; she felt it building pressure inside her, threatening to make her explode.

      Kevin picked up on her anxiety‌—‌it was hard to miss‌—‌but he understood the danger. “It’ll be fine, Lil. Honest.” He gave her a reassuring look as he opened the skimmer door for her.

      Nodding, Lilia slid inside and scooted across the seat to make room for him. “Thanks for waiting for us,” she told their driver breathlessly.

      “Not a problem.” Oppelt glanced over his shoulder at them; the shadows under his hazel eyes gave evidence to the fact that this had been a very long night. He had short blond hair and extremely broad shoulders. “You two okay?”

      “Tired,” Kevin said, “but other than that, we’re good.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Oppelt began winding through the parking level toward the exit. “Did Michael tell you we’ll be taking off as soon as we reach the spaceport?”

      “Yes, he did,” Lilia answered.

      “Okay. That’s everything.”

      As Oppelt merged into Atalia traffic, the twins tried to settle back against their seats, but they were too keyed up to relax. Their driver said very little, for which they were thankful. Both of them were wondering how they would explain their actions to their grandfather‌—‌and the Triumvirate!‌—‌without mentioning the not-so-inconsequential tidbit that they had transporters embedded in their nano-armor.

      It had been over three months since they had made this discovery, thanks to a request from the scientists to test their transporter that had triggered a secret program created by their colleague, Dr. Banx, who had not survived the rescue mission. Banx’s coordinate strings had resulted in the twins being bounced all over the Coalition. Lilia still sometimes found it hard to believe they could open up portals to different places and simply step through. She and Kevin had adjusted quickly to the freedom their transporters gave them, but it did mean they would have to fabricate part of their story. Even Kedis didn’t know how they’d really gotten him into the Gala.

      Though traffic was still somewhat congested, Oppelt made fairly good progress through Atalia. Lilia stared at the dark city streets flashing past without seeing them; her thoughts had now traveled to Lon, the Ambassador, and his two bodyguards. For all her reluctance to smuggle a Tarynian soldier into the Gala as her escort, she had ended up genuinely enjoying the evening with Jasper. And after spending two solid weeks around him, she was startled to realize she would actually miss him a little.

      Overwhelmingly, however, the primary emotion surfacing amid the jumble inside her was relief. They’d gotten Kedis in, and nobody had died. That was the hard part. Now it’s just a matter of figuring out our story. It came down to details, really.

      Beside her, Kevin suddenly choked. She glanced at him, alarmed, and her heart began to pound at the ashen look on his face. Her eyes dropped from his face to the comlink in his hand. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      Kevin looked at her, his violet eyes wide with shock and‌…‌was that remorse? Wordlessly, he handed his comlink to her.

      Lilia accepted it with trembling fingers. Torn between the burning desire to know what was wrong and the equally strong conviction that she was not going to like whatever she saw, she looked down at the display. One glance at the news headline and the color drained from her face as well.

      “They did it.” Her free hand flattening against her chest, she snapped her gaze to her brother, to find him staring back, his face still chalky.

      Kevin nodded jerkily.

      “They actually did it.” Lilia scanned the rest of the article. “Have you read this?”

      “Not yet.” Kevin tried for a smile; it emerged as more of a grimace.

      Lilia handed his comlink back. “It says it happened around eleven-thirty this evening.” Her brow furrowed. “That’s —”

      Kevin abruptly drew a finger across his neck, his eyes darting meaningfully to Oppelt. Not here.

      “ —interesting,” she finished, with an oblique nod. She’d have to wait, but the words burned on the tip of her tongue, anxious to be spoken.
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        * * *

      

      When Oppelt finally pulled into the Atalia Spaceport, it took a few moments more to pass through the assorted security checkpoints that lay between them and their grandfather’s private ship, a slender Butterfly-class yacht called the Vinka. By then, Lilia and Kevin were all but vibrating in their seats from a combination of anxiety and anticipation. Oppelt stopped beside the yacht long enough to let them off before he drove the skimmer into the cargo bay with Aiden’s other skimmer, and the twins lost no time in piling out.

      Tossing “thank you”s over their shoulders to Oppelt, Lilia and Kevin hastily greeted the two men standing guard at the foot of the landing ramp.

      Juan Engle and Booth Imlay had been members of their grandfather’s security detail for years; both usually worked the night shift. Engle was short and wiry, with medium-brown skin, curly black hair, and a newly-grown goatee. Imlay was taller, with brown hair, brown eyes, and rather nondescript features‌—‌something he often took advantage of when Aiden had to travel. Both men nodded to the twins as they bounded up the ramp into the ship.

      Skidding around an alabaster corner into the main living compartment, Lilia and Kevin found their grandfather, his chief of staff, Felix Mouta, and his wife, and their brothers all gathered together. The living compartment was decorated in pastel blues, greens, and golds, with comfortable chairs and couches scattered around.

      Aiden was seated in a chair, deep in an earnest discussion with Mouta, a wiry olive-skinned man in his mid-forties, but he broke off when he caught sight of the twins, looking profoundly relieved. “Excellent. Are you all right?”

      “Yes, Grandfather,” they replied together.

      “Good.” Aiden looked at Michael. “Tell Tanata we are ready to depart now.”

      “Yes, sir.” Rising to his feet, Michael disappeared from the compartment. He returned a moment later with Engle and Imlay in tow; Lilia and Kevin had already sunk down on a pale gold couch and strapped themselves in for take-off.

      Derek leaned toward them from his chair near their grandfather. “In case you were wondering, we already packed up everything from the hotel.”

      Lilia hadn’t even given that a thought, but she nodded. “Thanks.” Twisting her gloved hands together in her lap, she glanced sideways at Kevin. I don’t know what to do now.

      They needed to talk to their grandfather, true, but she hadn’t taken into account that they might have an audience. Her eyes traveled from Mouta and his wife, Elena, to Engle and Imlay‌—‌Oppelt had not appeared yet‌—‌before coming to rest on Aiden himself.

      Her grandfather looked exhausted, no doubt about it, and yet‌…‌Lilia squinted at him thoughtfully. There’s a spark about him that hasn’t been there for a while. She bit her lip, hope stirring in her chest. Maybe that’s because of Lon.

      As though feeling her eyes on him, Aiden turned his head to meet her gaze. He held up a hand to forestall further conversation. “Felix, I am aware there are a thousand things requiring my immediate attention before we return to Sonela, but at the moment, it is imperative that I speak to Kevin and Lilia.”

      “Certainly,” Mouta said at once. He had vibrant black hair and soulful brown eyes. He half-glanced at his wife, who was a head shorter and several shades paler, with a riot of dark brown curls. “Would you like us to —”

      “That will not be necessary, thank you.” Rising from his seat with an effort, Aiden held out his hand to Derek in a silent request for assistance. “We will be in my cabin.”
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      Aiden did not speak again until Derek had helped him prop himself up in a sitting position on his bed. His cabin‌—‌white bulkheads with silver and blue accents, something his late wife had selected‌—‌was large enough to accommodate a desk, several silver-and-blue plush chairs, and a matching loveseat facing the bed. He motioned for Lilia and Kevin to take seats there. Derek and Michael sank into chairs.

      “Now,” he said shortly, “we do not have much time. Tell me everything. Start with how you determined Lon was alive.”

      His tone made it clear this was not a request.

      This required a bit of tricky phrasing, but the twins managed to string together enough of the story to make a cohesive whole without mentioning they had transporters.

      By the time they finished, their grandfather’s face had paled again. Slowly, Aiden shook his head at them. “Am I to understand you actually used the transporter to get Kedis into the convention center?”

      Lilia and Kevin exchanged glances, before nodding. “We didn’t exactly —”

      “ —have much of a choice.”

      “Plus,” Kevin said, “it’s not like the Ambassador didn’t —”

      “ —know about it already,” Lilia finished.

      Aiden studied them for a brief span, before turning to encompass Michael and Derek in his reproachful gaze. “I understand why you kept this from me, but I wish you had not.”

      “Plausible deniability,” Derek reminded him. “You have it.” His expression turned apologetic. “Albeit at the cost of looking like you don’t know what’s going on with your own family —”

      “And we’re very sorry about that, Grandfather,” Michael interjected.

      “ —but in your defense,” Derek continued, “you were in the hospital recovering from severe trauma.”

      Aiden fell silent for a long moment, long enough that they could see the fatigue tugging at his muscles when he finally roused himself. “Kevin, Lilia, you will be defending yourselves to the Triumvirate tomorrow.” A slow blink. “Today, rather. Later this morning. There will be no avoiding it.”

      The twins exchanged glances again. “We understand,” they said together.

      Lilia shrugged one shoulder, dropping her eyes to her skirt and resisting the urge to pick at the beautiful fabric. “We knew that was a possibility.”

      “Whatever happens, it was worth it, Grandfather,” Kevin said earnestly. “There’s been enough blood spilled on our worlds.”

      Aiden looked as though he agreed, but his expression remained drawn.

      Heavy silence filled the cabin‌…‌and guilt began to wriggle in the pit of Lilia’s stomach like an overactive worm.

      They hadn’t told their grandfather what they knew about Freedom’s Children.

      Granted, he hadn’t asked, but Lilia knew that was only because he didn’t know he should.

      Her heart began to pound in her chest; her palms grew sweaty. She scrunched the skirt of her dress anxiously, her eyes flicking sideways to Kevin. We have to tell him.

      They’d put off mentioning Freedom’s Children long enough already; now she could only hope it wasn’t too late.

      Lilia cleared her throat, gathering her courage in the process. “Grandfather, about the shield generators‌—‌has anybody claimed responsibility yet?”

      Aiden’s face grew more drawn. “Why do you ask?”

      Ignoring the way her brothers were now all staring at her, Lilia wet her lips. “Because I know who’s responsible.”

      “We know,” Kevin interjected, frowning.

      “Is that so?” Aiden regarded both of them with a mixture of surprise and concern, before motioning for them to continue.

      They shared a look. This was it. “It’s a group called Freedom’s Children,” Lilia began and saw a flicker of shock pass through her grandfather’s green eyes. “They’ve —”

      “ —been building shield generators in occupied territory,” Kevin continued. “We found out about it the week we spent —”

      “ —being bounced around Glo’Stea a few months ago. We don’t know —”

      “ —how long they’ve been working on them, but they —”

      “ —were close to being finished then.” Lilia shook her head miserably. “We were going to tell you, but —”

      “ —we weren’t sure how.” Kevin spread his hands. “We only knew of a couple of them for certain.”

      Aiden was silent for a long time, regarding the twins as though they were strangers. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet. Too quiet. “How did they get the materials past the Tarynians?”

      The twins exchanged glances again, carefully refraining from looking at their older brothers. “This … ” Kevin said slowly, “ … is partly why we didn’t tell you anything at first.”

      Lilia began twisting her gloved fingers together in her lap. “They used a transporter.”

      Visible shock washed over Aiden at this. He straightened in his bed. “How?” All of them flinched at the sharp command in his tone. “Have those scientists been working with them this entire time?”

      Lilia’s mouth was dry, but she forced words past her tongue. “We think Dr. Banx was working with them before he died, yes. He must have helped them build one, and they’ve been opening portals in occupied territory the same way the Triumvirate delivered supplies to the mining stations.” She shook her head. “The other scientists don’t know about it.”

      Aiden frowned. “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because after we brought them to Sta’Gloa, somebody broke into their lab and stole a bunch of Banx’s data,” Kevin said. “Cait and Jayce still aren’t completely sure what’s missing.” He opened his mouth to say something else, but hesitated and closed it again.

      Their grandfather did not miss this. He gave Kevin a sharp look. “Well? This is not the time to hold back any further information, boy.”

      Kevin met Lilia’s eyes and she knew exactly what he was thinking. Dover. She widened her eyes in alarm. Don’t. She wasn’t ready to handle that revelation yet. And I don’t think Grandfather is either. Not tonight.

      “We told you the transporter was glitching,” Kevin said instead, “but that’s not exactly true. Turns out Banx programmed a specific string of coordinates into the transporters he, Cait, and Jayce built, and —”

      “ —our nanites tripped it,” Lilia interjected quickly. “That’s why we were being bounced all over the Coalition.”

      Kevin took a deep breath. “I think one of those places is Freedom’s Children’s headquarters.”

      Another wave of shock passed over Aiden. He gathered himself with an effort. “It would seem there is a great deal you have been keeping from me.”

      Guilt gnawed at Lilia’s insides. “We had good reason,” she said meekly.

      “It’s this little island on Glo’Stea,” Kevin continued, “and somebody has basically built a fortress on it.”

      Aiden passed a hand over his face. “That does not prove anything.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Kevin admitted freely. “We‌…‌came to that conclusion based on the fact that in practically every place in occupied territory on Glo’Stea, somebody was building a shield generator, and then —”

      “ —most of the other places we were dropped on Sta’Gloa, Lanx, and free Glo’Stea had something to do with Freedom’s Children.” Lilia swallowed. “Including Kyman.”

      “Kyman?” Aiden asked, startled. “Why that medcenter?”

      Lilia shook her head. “I still don’t know what the connection is.”

      “I see.” Aiden pressed his fingers into a steeple and swept his tired‌—‌but still piercing‌—‌green gaze around the cabin at his grandchildren before he returned to the twins. “You took a tremendous risk revealing the transporter to Kedis.”

      Kevin’s mouth twisted into a grimace. “I told you, we didn’t exactly have much of a choice.”

      “He knew about it anyway,” Lilia said. “He saw the press conference.”

      Aiden’s gaze was relentless in its intensity. “You revealed that you have‌—‌or at least had‌—‌access to it. How did you explain that to him and his men?”

      “We didn’t,” Lilia said simply.

      “For that matter,” Aiden continued, “how did you get access? The joint Departments of Internal Affairs have ensured that both transporters have been heavily guarded.”

      The twins both froze. Neither of them wanted to lie again‌…‌but they couldn’t tell him the truth now, could they? On top of everything else? What would he say? What would he do?

      Kevin finally waved a hand. “We rescued the scientists, remember? And we helped them test the transporter because they asked us to.” He let Aiden draw his own conclusions.

      Unease sat heavily on Lilia’s shoulders, but she didn’t know what else to do.

      Michael solved the moral dilemma for them. “Tell him the truth,” he said, his voice heavy. “All of it.”

      Betrayed, the twins both swung to gape at him. “Mike —”

      “He’s right,” Derek said. “It’s time Grandfather knew.” He ran a weary hand through his dark hair. “There’s too much at stake, especially now, and we should have mentioned Freedom’s Children a long time ago.”

      Aiden regarded each of his grandchildren in turn. “I suppose I should not be surprised you are all in on it,” he said at last. “And given that you have grown up with me as a grandfather, I suppose I should not be surprised at your adeptness in keeping secrets, either.” Bracing himself, he looked at Lilia and Kevin again. “What else is there?”

      Lilia sidestepped his question‌—‌and the faint trace of disappointment in his eyes‌—‌to fix Michael and Derek with a challenging stare. “All of it?” She would have preferred to use Nancom, to keep this conversation private, but it couldn’t be helped.

      “All of it,” Derek confirmed wearily. “It’s time.”

      Biting down on the inside of her cheek hard enough to draw blood, Lilia looked at Kevin. He stared back at her, the same battle waging in his violet eyes, and then together they turned back to face their grandfather.

      “We didn’t use the scientists’ transporter —”

      “ —we used our own.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite their best efforts to keep the story short, it was very late by the time the twins finished telling their grandfather everything‌—‌including the fact that the NCDC had developed a means of controlling wayward Guardians and their nanites were currently frozen.

      Aiden took it better than they had expected‌—‌they had all envisioned him keeling over‌—‌but his face still turned a few shades grayer. “My God.” He drew a long, shuddering breath. “I would advise you to continue to keep this to yourselves.”

      Lilia and Kevin exchanged worried looks. “It wasn’t that we wanted —”

      “ —to keep it from you all this time, we just —”

      “ —didn’t want to give you more stress on top of —”

      “ —Lon’s funeral and everything else.”

      After a long pause, Aiden gave them a small nod. “I understand your reasoning. It does not mean that I do not wish you had made a different decision, but I do understand.”

      A tiny fraction of Lilia’s anxiety dissipated.

      “What about the Triumvirate?” Derek looked from Lilia to Kevin and back. “Have you figured out how you’re going to explain how you used the transporter to sneak Kedis in?”

      They still hadn’t worked that part out. Lilia gulped, feeling her stomach begin to twist itself into knots again.

      Kevin just shrugged. “We’ll think of something.”

      “You’ve only got a few hours left in which to do it,” Michael reminded him.

      Kevin threw his hands into the air. “This was always going to be the sticky part, Mike. We knew that from the start.” Leaning forward on the loveseat, he rested his elbows on his knees and locked his hands behind his head. “I don’t know what we’re going to say yet, but we will say something.”

      “You don’t have a choice,” Derek said sharply.

      A wry smile curved Kevin’s lips. “Well, we could always open a portal and just disappear. Mind you, it wouldn’t be easy, living on the run, but —”

      “That’s not funny.” Michael’s tone could have frozen molten lava.

      “Not in the least.” Aiden agreed. He looked from Lilia to Kevin. “I am afraid I cannot help you with this.”

      “We never expected you to,” Lilia assured him. Beneath the navy blue gloves covering her clasped hands, her knuckles were white.

      “You can’t tell anyone,” Kevin said abruptly. It was his turn to fix his grandfather with a steely look. “Not Uncle Martin, not Shane Briscoe, or Kane Fenton, or anyone else. We don’t know why Dr. Dover gave us the transporters when she coded our nano-armor, but we’re working on finding out, and we can’t do that if you —”

      “Believe me,” Aiden interrupted, “I have no intentions of telling anyone about this.” His expression grew more troubled with every word. “The outcome of a revelation like that at this particular junction could only result in me losing two more grandchildren to the NCDC and the Department of Internal Affairs.”

      His eyes sharpened again. “How are you investigating?”

      “We have‌…‌friends.” Kevin made an apologetic gesture with one hand. “I would prefer to leave you out of that part, Grandfather. Just in case.”

      After another long pause, Aiden inclined his head. “Very well.” He glanced at Derek, and a little of the stern, grandfatherliness seemed to drain out of him. In that moment, he looked like an old man‌—‌an exhausted old man still recovering from a near-death experience. “We will be arriving in Sonela shortly. In the meantime, I suggest you get what rest you can. I am afraid to say that dealing with the Triumvirate will likely be an ordeal.”

      “I expected that,” Lilia muttered, rubbing her eyes. Her stomach twisted again; dealing with the NCDC wasn’t likely to be any better.

      “By the way,” Aiden said abruptly, as though he had come to a sudden decision, “the answer to your original question is yes.”

      Startled, three of his four grandchildren looked at him.

      “It has not yet been publicly broadcast, but shortly after the shield generators were activated, the Triumvirate received a transmission from the group claiming responsibility.”

      “What?” Michael asked, shocked.

      “Freedom’s Children?” Kevin asked.

      Aiden inclined his head. “Yes.”

      Before anyone else could speak, Michael rounded on Derek, who was the only one of them who had not looked surprised. “You knew. You knew and you didn’t say anything.”

      Derek gave a little shrug, as though the gesture took all the energy he had. “He didn’t give me permission to say anything.”

      The twins gaped at him. “But —” Kevin began.

      “Enough.” Aiden cut the impending argument off at the knees. “This is not the time. You are all aware of how things work.” He motioned toward the door, fatigue written in every wrinkle on his face. “Get some rest now. All of you. And, Derek, send Mouta in, please.”

      “Yes, Grandfather.”

      As she unfolded from her seat on the loveseat, Lilia tried her nanites again, but they were still frozen. She grimaced. Great.

      They filed out of Aiden’s cabin into the corridor, and Derek jerked his head toward the cabin he and Michael shared. “In here. All of you. I’ll be right back.”

      He disappeared in the direction of the living compartment, leaving his baffled siblings staring after him. He returned a moment later, Felix Mouta on his heels. Mouta stepped into Aiden’s cabin, while Derek joined his siblings and shut the door.

      “What’s going on?” Kevin asked, leaning up against the bunks stacked two high along one bulkhead.

      Derek looked between him and Lilia. “Nob has been trying to contact you two all evening.”

      Lilia and Kevin darted glances at each other. “I’m not surprised,” Lilia said.

      “He Nancommed me when he couldn’t raise you, and I explained that you’d been arrested, but that I didn’t know why you weren’t answering. He sounded fairly agitated.”

      “Freedom’s Children activated those shield generators,” Kevin said dryly, “and we knew it was a possibility.”

      “But why tonight?”

      They all turned to stare at Michael. He was frowning, his blond eyebrows knit together in sudden concentration. All his earlier pique with Derek had vanished. “Why tonight?” he asked again.

      Derek glanced from him to the twins and back as though he expected to find the answer written in neon letters on their foreheads. “Why not tonight?” He shrugged. “God only knows what their timetable is.”

      “Think about it.” A note of urgency slid into Michael’s voice. “The Tournament’s Closing Ceremonies were tonight. Thousands of people slipped past Sta’Gloa’s shield to attend and none of them are flying home until at least tomorrow. Why would they do it now?”

      A faint glimmer of understanding began to dawn in Lilia’s mind, but the exhaustion setting in made it difficult to grasp.

      Kevin drew in a sharp breath. “Some of them are going to be stranded for a while. Shield Control isn’t going to let anybody in or out until we figure out how Chesnee’s going to react.”

      “Exactly.” Michael checked his comlink. “We got word that the shield generators had been activated within fifteen minutes of Lon introducing Kedis.” He looked around at his siblings. “That’s awfully coincidental timing, don’t you think?”

      “Wait a minute, Mike.” Derek held up a hand. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      Lilia stared at her oldest brother as realization finally unfolded like a flower inside her mind. She sank down onto the bottom bunk; her knees had given way. “You think somebody in the crowd tipped them off.”

      For a moment, her words hung in the tiny cabin. Then Michael nodded and spread his hands. “That’s exactly what I think. How else would they have known so quickly? Why would they have picked now to act?”

      It made a terrible kind of sense. Lilia’s mouth went dry again.

      Kevin looked horrified. “That would mean somebody at the Gala is working for Freedom’s Children‌—‌and is pretty high up in the ranks, to boot.”

      “Yes.”

      “Hold up, hold up.” Derek held up both hands this time. “That’s a great theory, Mike, but you’re forgetting one thing. There were media cams there tonight. Reporters. We’ve both seen the footage‌—‌as soon as they realized what was going on, they started broadcasting. Kedis’s little introduction speech is all over the Coalition.”

      He looked around at his siblings. “Somebody involved with Freedom’s Children was probably watching the Gala coverage, saw Kedis, and immediately contacted their higher-ups. Wouldn’t take long for it to reach whoever’s in charge. He or she moved the timetable up, gave the order, and boom.” Derek mimed a shield sphere blossoming around a planet. “Glo’Stea’s got an intact planetary shield for the first time in two decades.”

      Michael shook his head doggedly. “There isn’t enough time for that. Whoever’s in charge made that decision fast, like they didn’t have to be convinced there was actually a Tarynian ambassador on Sta’Gloa.”

      “Or they just didn’t want to take the chance they were wrong,” Derek shot back.

      “Mike’s got a point,” Kevin said slowly. “That’s an awfully big chance to take, Derek. I met some of these people‌—‌a lot of planning went into this operation. Somehow I don’t think they’d risk blowing it on a whim.”

      “I agree,” Lilia said from the bunk.

      Derek blew out a breath. “Well, that’s my theory, and I’m sticking to it.” His face was somber. “Maybe it doesn’t matter right now.”

      Lilia and Kevin exchanged glances.

      “Oh, it matters,” Kevin said. “We just don’t have enough information at the moment.”

      Somber silence fell over the four of them. After a long moment, Michael roused himself. “Get some rest. It’s going to be a long day.”
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      Lon stood by the wide window in the spacious living room of their hotel suite, staring out at the early dawn cityscape glittering with a multitude of different-colored neon lights. They were on the top floor of the Beliana Hotel, which stood in the middle ring of Sonela’s downtown business district and provided a spectacular view of the city. Corran and his team were stationed in the hall outside and in the suite next door; the entire floor had been cordoned off for Kedis’s protection.

      He should be asleep, he knew that, but Lon was still too keyed up to relax. Even though they’d managed to pull it off, part of him had been half-expecting to be blown out of the sky the entire flight from Atalia to Sonela. It didn’t help that he hadn’t been able to contact the twins since he introduced Kedis to the entire Coalition.

      He had eventually talked to Michael and Derek, who assured him the twins were fine, but they couldn’t explain why their siblings were incommunicado. That worried him. Their involvement wasn’t likely to go over well in certain quarters.

      Sensing movement behind him, he said, “This is one of the swankiest hotels in Sonela.”

      “It’s nice,” Jasper agreed, coming to peer out the window as well.

      This particular suite featured color scheme of silver, white, and various pastels, with tan couches, and glass-topped tables built from matching wood. They had performed a thorough sweep of the suite after Corran and his men withdrew outside the door, but had come up empty. Lon had even‌—‌discreetly‌—‌used his own NCDC-issue scanner to double-check their rooms were neither bugged nor booby-trapped.

      Kedis had retired to the master bedroom as soon as they cleared the suite, citing the need to be as rested as possible for his impending meeting with the Triumvirate. Renner claimed first watch, since Lon was likely to have to speak to the Triumvirate as well.

      Now that the bulk of the excitement was over, mundane things like luggage came to mind. Lon rubbed a hand over his face, feeling the faint prickle of stubble. Didn’t think about luggage. “I’ll have to ask Kevin to fly to Marina and pick up our bags.” He flashed Jasper a wry smile. “Although yours is already aboard the Talia, isn’t it?”

      Jasper nodded, his gray eyes sweeping over Sonela. He was still dressed in his tuxedo shirt, though he had loosened the collar and rolled the sleeves up to his elbows. “Do you think your brother and sister will be in much trouble?”

      “Honestly?” Lon shrugged. “I have no idea.” His gut twisted faintly at the admission. “I’m betting the Triumvirate lets them off, though.”

      Jasper’s gaze flicked to Renner, before he dropped his voice. “Earlier, when you were speaking to Briscoe, the Ambassador ordered us to say nothing of your use of the transporter to anyone.”

      Lon glanced at him sharply. “Really?”

      “Yes.” Jasper clasped his hands behind his back, falling into an easy parade rest. “I believe he wishes to keep that knowledge very close to his chest.”

      “Big surprise there.”

      Jasper’s words lifted some of the weight off of Lon’s chest, however, and he found himself breathing a little easier. If Kedis had no intentions of mentioning he had traveled to the Cuomo Convention Center via wormhole, then the twins no longer needed to invent a plausible explanation for their use of the transporter. Problem solved.

      It didn’t erase the future potential for a sticky situation, since they’d still have to explain how they smuggled Kedis in, but it would take some of the pressure off.

      Lon tried Nancomming the twins again, but they were still unreachable. He frowned at his reflection in the plastiglass window. Something’s wrong. I don’t know what it is, but something is definitely wrong.

      They should have Nancommed him long before now to make sure everything was okay.

      He opened channels to Michael and Derek again as well, but neither of them responded either. A glance at the time, however, informed him that they, at least, had an excuse. Okay, it is pretty late. They’re probably asleep‌…‌which is where I should be too.

      Looking at Jasper, he jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “I’m turning in now.”

      Jasper inclined his head in a nod.

      “If we need you,” Renner said from a black leather armchair in the corner, where he was engrossed in a datapad, “we’ll shout.”

      “Do that.”
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        * * *

      

      A loud chiming woke Lon six hours later, just before eleven AM. Blinking in his room’s blessed darkness, he rubbed his eyes‌—‌which felt glued together‌—‌and rolled over in bed to fumble for his comlink on the nightstand. He didn’t bother with the lights. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Liaison Strong? This is Marissa Benko, from Chief Minister Koen’s office. The Chief Minister would like to extend Ambassador Kedis an invitation to speak with the Triumvirate in Triumvirate Tower this afternoon at three PM.”

      “Three PM?” Lon rubbed a hand over his face. “That’s great. The Ambassador will be delighted to accept.”

      “Also,” Benko continued, “The Triumvirate wishes to speak to you at two PM.”

      “Me?” Lon could have smacked himself immediately for sounding so inane. His residual sleepiness fell away as a surge of adrenaline began to pump through his veins. Of course the Triumvirate wanted to talk to him. He knew that. “I’ll be there, Ms. Benko.”

      “Thank you.” Benko provided him with instructions on what to do once they reached Triumvirate Tower and then cut the connection.

      Curling his fingers around his comlink, Lon sat up in his bed and braced himself for an onslaught of daylight. “Window, open.”

      Behind the curtains, the window melted from opaque to transparent, flooding the room with cheerful morning light. Lon squinted while his eyes adjusted, ignoring his surroundings‌—‌he’d drawn the short straw and had ended up with the most girly-looking room, which boasted silver, turquoise, pale blue, and lavender stripes‌—‌and lost no time in climbing out of bed and pulling on his black trousers and white dress shirt from the night before. They’d have to do something about their clothes before they met with the Triumvirate, but for now it could wait.

      Shoving his comlink into his pocket, Lon headed out to tell Kedis the news.

      He found the Ambassador sitting in the suite’s breakfast nook with a cup of tea, also dressed in his tuxedo from the night before. Several breakfast trays were spread across the table. Renner and Wright were both drinking coffee; Renner was absently dipping a piece of toast into his mug.

      Kedis paused with his teacup halfway to his lips when he spotted Lon. “You’ve had news?”

      “I have,” Lon said in Tarynian. “The Triumvirate wants to see you at three today.” He watched the faint beginnings of a frown form on Kedis’s olive face and added, “They want to see me an hour earlier.”

      “I see.” Kedis sipped his tea thoughtfully, before glancing at Jasper and Renner. “Well, we’ll all join you.”

      “Probably for the best, Ambassador.”

      “I think so.” Setting down his teacup, Kedis reached for a bowl of cut fruit. “By the way, Lon, I intend to say nothing of the transporter.” His dark eyes watched for Lon’s reaction. “There will be no doubt some who desire to know all the particulars, but I think it will be best for everyone if we leave that bit out.”

      “I see.” Lon regarded him shrewdly. It was impossible to say exactly what Kedis intended to do with that bit of leverage, but he could hardly complain. “That will be fine with me.”

      Speaking of which‌…‌He attempted to Nancom the twins again. It’s after eleven‌—‌surely they’ll be awake by now.
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      The impactor took six hours to wear off. By this time, Lilia, Kevin, and the rest of their family were home, back in Sonela and the penthouse that had stood empty‌—‌other than a few quick visits Lilia had made via portal‌—‌while Aiden was in the hospital. As soon as she realized she could dematerialize her nano-armor, Lilia made a beeline for the hygiene unit. Kevin was waiting when she emerged.

      They flipped a coin to see who would get a shower first, and Lilia won. She emerged fifteen minutes later, clean and dressed in pajamas, and went straight to bed.

      After the combined pressure and exhaustion of both preparing to introduce Kedis to the Coalition at the Gala and keeping everything secret, she should have passed out cold. Problem was, thoughts of the transporter still fluttered madly around her brain. She still didn’t know what they were going to do.

      Lilia lay staring up at the ceiling for a long time, before sleep finally found her.

      At nine AM, she jolted awake, suddenly remembering it was Sunday morning and they were going to be late for church if they didn’t hurry. Sliding out of bed, she threw on a robe and staggered out into the hall. Her bare feet made no sound on the burnished hardwood floor.

      Zoë, their humanoid housekeeping ‘bot, greeted her with a nod and a cheerful, “Good morning, Lilia.” She had silver skin, black hair, and a crisp, navy-skirted uniform.

      Even in her groggy state, Lilia could tell that the penthouse was unusually quiet. “Morning, Zoë. Where is everybody?”

      “Still in bed. Master Aiden requested me to inform you that since the media is currently encamped outside Ferndale again, he thinks it best if you stay in this morning.”

      Dread rolled over Lilia in a clammy wave; her grandfather did not like any of them to miss church. “Is it that bad? The news, I mean.”

      If Zoë could have pursed her mechanical lips, she would have. “I believe the answer to that is yes and no.”

      Great. Lilia rubbed her eyes, which felt like she had sand in them. “I’m going back to bed.”

      “A sensible idea.”

      This time around, it did not take long for Lilia to fall back asleep. She slept for another hour and a half. When she woke again, it was to a familiar channel request niggling in the back of her mind.

      [Finally.] Erik Holt, a former Sonela police officer and fellow Guardian, sounded both relieved and borderline annoyed. [Do you have any idea how long I’ve been tryin’ to reach you two?]

      [Sorry.] Stifling a yawn, Lilia sat up in bed. [It’s been a rough night.]

      [I’ll bet. Did you know there are media crews pokin’ around your ship?]

      [What?] The last vestiges of sleep vanished in a surge of adrenaline. While they attended the Gala, she and Kevin had left Erik aboard their Ceratina-class freighter, the Talia, which was berthed in Sonela Spaceport.

      [They can’t get in, an’ I haven’t talked to ‘em, but they’re bein’ awfully nosy.]

      [Great. Kevin’s going to love that.]

      A pause. [Tried to contact you last night to make sure you were okay an’ I got nothin’.] Erik’s Nancom voice was deceptively light, but the fact that he had been worried about them bled through.

      [Sorry. We‌…‌were indisposed.] A bitter taste filled Lilia’s mouth. [The NCDC has got something that freezes Guardians’ nanites and they shot us with it last night to keep us from ‘escaping’.]

      [What?] Erik sounded stunned; Lilia could imagine the look on his face.

      [Yeah. Birch called it an ‘impactor’. Took about six hours to wear off.]

      [Birch was there?]

      [Oh, yes.]

      [But you’re okay now? Both of you?]

      [I’m fine, and I’m assuming Kevin’s fine.] Lilia smothered another yawn. [Just woke up.]

      [I see.] Erik digested this. [What happens now?]

      [Now?] Lilia shrugged, even though he couldn’t see her. [I have no idea. According to Grandfather, the Triumvirate will want to talk to us sometime today, and Birch assured me we’ll be hearing from the NCDC.]

      One corner of her mouth curved into a wry smile. [He’s convinced the NCDC will kick us out.]

      [I can see why they’d want to, after the stunt you pulled.]

      [Thanks a lot, Erik.]

      [You’re welcome.] He abruptly switched subjects. [What do you want me to do? Stay here?]

      Lilia hesitated. [Only if you can stand being by yourself today. I don’t think we’re going to be able to make it to the spaceport.]

      A snort carried through Erik’s Nancom channel. [Wouldn’t advise it. Probably make ‘em think you’re gettin’ ready to skip town.]

      [Thanks.]

      [No problem.]

      [I’ll tell Kevin to Nancom you when he wakes up.]

      [Be careful, kid.]

      [Will do.]

      Closing his channel, Lilia emerged from her room and headed down the hall to find Derek and Michael gathered in the living room. The room was full of light; the walls were white with silver swirls, making the navy blue-and-dark-wood furniture stand out. Derek occupied one corner of a navy blue couch, Michael sat in a matching armchair. Their grandfather was nowhere to be seen.

      “Where’s Grandfather?” she asked without preamble.

      Derek nodded in the direction of Aiden’s master bedroom. “Getting ready. We’ve heard from the Triumvirate; they want to see you and Kevin at one.”

      Lilia’s stomach fluttered; she bit her lip. “Okay. Is Grandfather all right?”

      “He’s fine,” Michael assured her wearily. He was nursing a cup of coffee, his comlink in one hand.

      For his part, Derek looked like he hadn’t slept well either. He was managing triage on Aiden’s incoming messages. His comlink buzzed again; he ignored it. “Hasn’t stopped ringing since Kedis showed up on Coalition news last night.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Looks like a madhouse outside.”

      Lilia stepped over to the wide windows running the length of the living room, which were framed in gauzy silver and navy blue curtains, but she couldn’t see anything. Ferndale’s main entrance was on the other side of the apartment building. “They didn’t just send cams?”

      “Oh, no. They’re hoping we come out.” Derek gave a little shrug. “The regulars know Grandfather’s routine. They know we usually attend church, and they were hoping to ambush us when we left this morning.”

      That reminds me. Reaching into her ISF, which was functioning just fine now that the impactor had worn off, Lilia withdrew her comlink. She took one look at the number of missed messages she had and winced. She didn’t recognize most of the comm details‌—‌though she would have to check them later to make sure they weren’t from potential clients‌—‌but she had several messages from people she did know‌…‌including her best friend.

      Her heart sank. That was not going to be a pleasant conversation. Not when she’d lied to Alexis and made her think that Jasper Wright was her brand-new boyfriend, instead of a G.U. soldier she was helping smuggle into the Tri-World Tournament’s Closing Ceremonies Gala.

      Speaking of Jasper‌…‌

      Her thoughts drifted to him; she wondered how he, and Lon, Kedis, and Renner were doing. Though she had Jasper’s comm details, she wasn’t about to actually use them. For one, she had no idea if he actually still had a comlink or if it had been confiscated, and for another‌…‌well‌…‌what was she supposed to say?

      They might have formed a tentative friendship over the course of the weeks they were trapped in the Mansion and she was teaching him to dance, but that job was done. In the cold, groggy light of day, the erstwhile magic of the dance floor the night before seemed like it belong to a distant dream.

      Besides, she told herself a moment later, settling down on the other end of the couch from Derek with a cup of coffee after she made a trip to the kitchen, it’s not like you’re probably going to hear from him. Why would you? They’re not stuck in the Mansion, he knows how to dance, and Kedis has an audience with the Triumvirate. There’s no reason for him to contact you.

      Lilia frowned down into her coffee, remembering Derek’s words of caution several weeks before. He had warned her against getting too comfortable around Jasper, lest people assume the wrong thing later on. At the time, the idea of people across the Coalition thinking she was involved with a Tarynian soldier had made her shudder.

      Now, it was easier to see Jasper as the man behind the uniform‌…‌but she still didn’t like the idea of people thinking she was involved with him.

      Unlike Alexis, who I deliberately made think we were involved.

      “What’s the matter, Lil? You look like you just swallowed a raw egg.”

      She looked up with a start, to find Michael gazing at her in concern. She bit her lip and held up her comlink. “I’ve got to explain things to Alexis.”

      “We haven’t got time now.” Derek did not look up from his datapad. “You and Kevin need to eat something and get ready to go. Grandfather prefers to be early.”

      “Right.” Lilia knew that, but it didn’t ease the guilt she felt. Shoving her comlink back into her ISF, she went to rouse her brother.

      Halfway to Kevin’s room, another channel request niggled in the back of her mind.

      [Thank God,] Lon said as soon as she allowed him access. [I’ve been trying to get a hold of you two since last night. What gives?]

      Lilia pursed her lips, even though he couldn’t see her. [It’s a long story.]

      [Did you open a portal? Go off-world?]

      [No.]

      A pause. [Then what happened? Condense it for me.]

      Lilia debated it for two whole seconds before she went ahead and gave him a brief rundown.

      At the end, Lon said, [You’ve got to be kidding me. Impactors?]

      [Nope.]

      [Okay, well, we’ll worry about that later. You heard from the Triumvirate yet?]

      Lilia reached Kevin’s door. [We’re supposed to be there at one.]

      [Interesting. They’re seeing us after you. Anyway —] she could almost see her brother shaking his head, [ —just wanted to tell you that Kedis is keeping his mouth shut about the transporter. One less thing to worry about. At least for now,] he added darkly.

      A huge weight lifted off Lilia, its removal so sudden that she sagged against Kevin’s door. [Really?]

      [Yeah.]

      [Well, that definitely‌…‌simplifies things.]

      [Thought it might.]

      Pressing a hand against her chest, Lilia closed her eyes. Thank you, Jesus. After a few seconds, she said, [Kevin was going to tell them about his transporter, if it came to that.]

      [Now he doesn’t have to.]

      [Praise the Lord.] Lilia straightened up. [Are you doing all right?]

      [Dandy. They’ve got us in the Beliana.]

      [The Beliana?] Lilia blinked, impressed. [Wow.]

      [Yep.] Lon abruptly switched subjects. [Is Kevin okay? I still can’t reach him.]

      [That’s because he’s still asleep.] Lilia rapped sharply on her twin’s door. [I’m actually in the process of waking him up now. We’ve got to get ready to go.]

      [Okay.] Lon sounded relieved. [Well, I’ll see you later then.]

      He closed his channel just as Lilia knocked on the door again. After a moment, it slid aside to reveal a sleepy, rumpled Kevin.

      “Time to wake up,” Lilia said brightly. “I’ve got some good news.”
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        * * *

      

      The twins were finishing brunch‌—‌or attempting to finish; neither of them had much of an appetite with their impending interview before the Triumvirate looming over their heads‌—‌when a sudden thought made Lilia jolt in her seat, nearly spilling her iced tea. She looked across the dining room table at Kevin and opened a Nancom channel to him. Zoë was in the kitchen, but this wasn’t anything she wanted the ‘bot overhearing. [We’ve got to tell Nob about the impactors.]

      Her brother’s violet eyes widened in comprehension. [Yes, we do. Because God only knows —]

      [ —what’ll happen between now and our NCDC hearing,] Lilia finished.

      They opened a joint Nancom channel to their fellow Guardian. They had met Nob Farr, a computer programmer by trade, on the NCDC mission to Lanx to rescue the transporter and the scientists responsible for inventing it. At the end of that mission, Nob had determined that he, Erik Holt, and the twins were all nano-genetic anomalies‌—‌Guardians who would be unable to have their nanites removed in order to leave the NCDC. He had also been helping the twins with research into Freedom’s Children and the connections between that group, the NCDC, and Dr. Banx.

      Nob answered immediately. [I was wondering when I’d hear from you. Seen the news?]

      The twins shared another glance across the table. [If by news you mean, have we heard about —]

      [ —Glo’Stea, then, yes. We’ve heard.]

      Nob took that in stride. [Have you talked to your grandfather?]

      [Did that on the trip back to Sonela this morning,] Kevin said.

      [Why?] Lilia asked. [Have you learned something else?]

      [Nothing of note.] Nob sounded mildly frustrated. [There’s a lot of comm chatter coming from Glo’Stea, most of it from the Tarynians. To say they’re not happy would be an understatement.]

      Lilia took a half-hearted sip of her tea. [That’s not surprising.]

      [Guess it’s a good thing you got Kedis in when you did. According to the media, he’s speaking to the Triumvirate this afternoon?]

      [As far as we know, yes.] Lilia pinched the bridge of her nose. [We’re speaking to them before that.]

      [They want to interrogate you?]

      [Yeah,] Kevin said, [but that’s not —]

      [ —why we Nancommed you.] Lilia pushed her half-finished plate aside. [See, the thing is, Nob, we found out last night that the NCDC has developed something that can basically —]

      [ —neutralize a Guardian’s nanites,] Kevin said flatly. [Alan Birch shot Lilia with it, and some other Guardian shot me.]

      [Birch called it an ‘impactor’.] Lilia twisted her fingers together on the table. [It looked like he shot me with a little ball of electricity. We timed it‌—‌our nanites were frozen afterward for six hours.]

      [Have you heard of these things?] Kevin asked.

      Nob was silent for a moment. [No,] he said at last. [I’ve never heard of an impactor before. But —]

      [But, what?] Lilia prompted, when he did not immediately finish.

      [I’ve been wondering lately how the NCDC keeps rogue Guardians under control. It shouldn’t be much of an issue for them‌—‌they’re far too careful in choosing who’s allowed to join‌—‌but‌…‌that’s interesting.]

      [If we hadn’t already had experience with our nanites freezing thanks to opening portals,] Kevin said bluntly, [I’d have been pretty scared.]

      Lilia snorted softly. [You and me both.]

      [Speaking of the NCDC, have you heard from them yet?]

      The twins exchanged grim glances. [Not yet, but —]

      [ —we expect to.]

      [I don’t know what to tell you, other than to not let them know you know anything.] An apologetic note slid into Nob’s Nancom voice. [Even though you successfully managed to keep your Guardian status from the Tarynians, I suspect they’ll attempt to dismiss you.]

      Lilia bit the inside of her lip. [That —]

      [ —doesn’t surprise us.]

      Derek poked his head into the dining room. “You two ready to go?”

      “Yes.” Lilia pushed her chair back from the table.

      [Look, we’ve got to go now,] Kevin told Nob. [We’ll keep you apprised of any new developments.]

      [All right. Have fun with the Triumvirate.] His Nancom voice was very dry. [I’m glad it’s you and not me.]

      The twins exchanged wry looks. Together, they said, [You’re too kind.]
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      Though their grandfather had been a Representative of Sector 4 their entire lives, the twins had only ever visited the seat of Sta’Gloa’s government twice. The last time they had set foot in the Four Towers, they had been twelve.

      [It’s a little different when you’re getting ready to face the Triumvirate,] Kevin said via Nancom, as their skimmer pulled into the underground VIP parking bay beneath Triumvirate Tower behind their grandfather’s. He looked a little pale around the edges, but his jaw was set.

      Lilia could only nod; she felt like they were marching to their doom.

      Aiden led the way across the parking bay to the accelevator bank that swept them up to the ground-floor lobby, where the twins were issued visitor’s badges. Aiden then steered his hoverchair through the semi-crowded halls to one of the triangular plastiglass accelevators that would take them all the way up to the Chamber, which occupied the top three floors of Triumvirate Tower.

      No one spoke as they ascended level after level, whizzing past the glittering, spoke-like plastiglass corridors that connected Triumvirate Tower every tenth floor to the three shorter, also triangular Towers housing the Departments of Finance, Security, and Internal Affairs surrounding it. Aiden’s face had settled into a calm, serene expression that hid whatever doubts and fears he might have been battling. It was his politician’s face, and his grandchildren knew it well.

      At last the accelevator door opened on a long, tall corridor known as the Hall to the myriad aides, bodyguards, and other staff who waited there during Triumvirate sessions. Standing as tall as the Chamber and running the full length of the top floor, the Hall was lined with floor-to-ceiling windows, elegant chairs and couches, and the occasional potted plant. Another triangular accelevator stood at the opposite end of the Hall. Dozens of men and women were milling around, and the twins noticed more than one military uniforms mixed in for good measure.

      As they neared the massive double doors that led into the Chamber, Aiden stopped his hoverchair and wheeled around to face the twins. “This is where we part ways for the time being.” He glanced from Kevin to Lilia in turn. “I will be praying for you to find the right words.”

      “Thank you,” Kevin said.

      Lilia remained silent; the words had stuck in her throat. She was acutely aware of the stares and whispers that erupted as a result of their entrance. By now what they had done was all over the ComNet. A few of the stares were curious, but most of them held cold derision, scorn, and, in a few cases, fury.

      While Aiden continued on into the Chamber, Derek took them aside. “You’ll wait out here until they send for you.” He paused apologetically. “I have no idea how long that will take.”

      “We understand.” Kevin tried for a smile. “We’ll be all right.”

      Derek’s green eyes, so like their grandfather’s, flicked to Lilia. She couldn’t summon a smile‌—‌she was far too nervous for that‌—‌but she nodded with as much encouragement as she could muster.

      “You’ll be fine,” Derek assured them, before hastening after their grandfather.

      Lilia and Kevin sank into unoccupied seats on one of the long dark gold couches. Michael did not join them, but remained standing, leaning up against one of the walls separating the windows and keeping an eye on the length of the Hall.

      A little while later, the accelevator doors opened and disgorged one of the last people the twins wanted to see at this particular moment‌—‌Alan Birch.

      [There’s no escaping him,] Kevin muttered resentfully to Lilia and Michael via Nancom.

      [Not when he works here.] Lilia tried to keep her expression neutral as Birch swaggered up to them.

      Michael went very still, but did not move from his spot. [Don’t let him rattle you.]

      Lilia half-expected Birch to broadcast his reason for seeking them out to the entire Hall, but he surprised her by keeping his voice low.

      “I see you made it.”

      Kevin regarded him coolly, raising both eyebrows. “You doubted we’d show up? To a summons from the Triumvirate?”

      Birch ignored him. “Your NCDC disciplinary hearing is at nine AM tomorrow morning, at the Cramer Building.” He smiled, but it held only frost. “Don’t be late.”

      Lilia finally found her voice. “You came all this way just to tell us that in person?” She frowned at him. “Don’t you have anything better to do?”

      “Unless,” Kevin put in quietly, “you’re planning on shooting us again?”

      “Don’t tempt me.” Birch’s fingers twitched, as though he was itching to reach into his ISF for his impactor. “It’s occurred to me that the two of you might get your story‌…‌straight‌…‌if you can’t communicate via‌…‌other means.”

      Kevin lifted his chin, as though daring him to try it.

      Michael chose that moment to intervene. “That’d be a great move, Birch. Shoot them in front of all these witnesses.” He allowed himself a smile. “You’ll be under arrest before anybody realizes they’re not hurt.”

      Birch’s upper lip curled in a sneer. “You’re all traitors, and I hope you get what’s coming to you.”

      Lilia narrowed her eyes at him, but before she could say anything, Birch touched the tiny comlink he wore in his ear. “Understood.” He gave Michael and the twins one last scornful look and departed, skirting around another cluster of people who had just disembarked from the accelevator.

      Lilia recognized the short, black-haired man in the forefront as Dion Pamos and her heart sank. Oh, don’t look at us, she prayed. Just walk on by and don’t pay any attention to us.

      It was not to be.

      Though Pamos was obviously running late, his sharp, beady eyes fell on the twins and his steps slowed. His entourage slowed with him. “Ah, yes. The Strong twins. You’ll be telling us all about your part in this little coup shortly, won’t you?”

      It was not a question.

      Pamos smiled, and unlike Birch, he seemed genuinely cheerful. “Oh, this will be an interesting tale.”

      A fine shudder worked its way down Lilia’s spine, dancing from vertebra to vertebra. [He is entirely too happy about this.]

      [He wants the Coalition to join the G.U., remember?] Michael reminded them.

      “We will see you shortly,” Pamos promised, and swept onward.

      Lilia and Kevin exchanged dubious glances after the double doors swung shut behind the Sta’Gloan Representative on noiseless hinges.

      Less than ten minutes later, both of them received incoming channel requests from a familiar Guardian‌—‌Riley Callahan, their handler at the NCDC.

      [You two have managed to land yourselves in a fine mess,] he said by way of greeting.

      Kevin barely restrained a scowl. [Good morning to you too, Mr. Callahan.]

      [I’d ask for the details, but I’m going to get them soon enough. You’re both required to appear before the NCDC disciplinary hearing board tomorrow morning at nine AM.]

      [We know,] Lilia told him. [Alan Birch just informed us.]

      [Birch?] Callahan sounded startled. [I only just received the news myself.]

      [Apparently, he’s —]

      [ —got connections.]

      [Apparently,] Callahan repeated dryly. [Where are you now?]

      The twins exchanged glances again. [Triumvirate Tower.]

      [What?] For an instant, Callahan sounded taken aback, but then his Nancom voice turned sage. [Ah, yes. You have some explaining to do to the higher-ups.]

      [Something like that,] Kevin agreed.

      [The NCDC wants to see your brother as well,] Callahan continued, [but from the look of things he’ll be tied up for a while with this liaison deal.]

      Kevin caught Lilia’s eye. [Can you tell us anything about this hearing tomorrow?]

      [Unfortunately, I can’t. The only thing I know for certain is that they will be determining whether or not you are allowed to remain Guardians, after‌…‌well, after the events that unfolded last night.]

      Lilia went very still. They’d figured as much, after all of the hammer-heavy hints Birch had dropped, but to have it confirmed‌…‌She swallowed; her mouth had gone bone dry. [We didn’t reveal anything about our Guardian status to Kedis or his men.]

      Other than our connection to the transporter, she added silently.

      [That’s what they’ll be investigating.] Callahan paused. [While I am glad to hear it, I regret to say that it probably won’t make much of a difference. This kind of hearing almost never ends well.]

      [Thanks for the heads up,] Kevin said. [Will you be there tomorrow?]

      [I will. As your handler, I am required to attend.]

      [Well, we’ll see you then,] Lilia said.

      After Callahan closed his channel, they looked at each other again, the same thought running through both their minds. What will the NCDC do when they find out we’re both nano-genetic anomalies?

      As far as they had been able to discover, the NCDC preferred to sweep little embarrassments like them under the rug and pretend they didn’t exist. No one knew why some people ended up being anomalies‌…‌and while the NCDC could tell after infusion that someone was an anomaly, they had no way of fixing the problem. Nob Farr had been investigating for months, but all his time and effort hadn’t turned up much in the way of helpful information.
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      An hour later, the twins were still sitting in the Hall waiting to be summoned. “I wish they’d just get it over with already,” Kevin muttered.

      “You and me both.” Lilia stood for a moment to stretch her legs. She still felt shaky and nauseous; the anticipation of speaking to the Triumvirate was killing her.

      Her comlink vibrated in her pocket; she almost ignored it. She didn’t particularly want to talk to anyone right now. However‌…‌it was a temporary distraction. Sighing, Lilia pulled the device out of her pocket and glanced at it.

      THIS IS JASPER WRIGHT, the message read. I HAVE A COMLINK NOW. HOPE YOU ARE WELL AFTER LAST NIGHT’S EVENTS.

      Her heart promptly stuttered in her chest; she sank back into her seat. Jasper had a comlink‌—‌and hadn’t he assured her just before Lon announced Kedis at the Gala that he’d memorized her comm details just in case?

      Lilia pursed her lips, willing her heart rate to return to normal. I’M FINE, THANKS, she sent back. KEVIN AND I GOT ARRESTED, BUT EVERYTHING’S GOOD NOW. She cast about for something else to say, but her mind had suddenly gone blank.

      Her comlink vibrated again. I ASSUME YOU’VE HEARD THE NEWS ABOUT GLO’STEA?

      I’VE HEARD. She snorted softly. IT’S IMPOSSIBLE TO ESCAPE IT.

      HOW DID THEY DO IT? Jasper asked.

      She barely had time to frown at that before another line of text appeared.

      THAT’S A RHETORICAL QUESTION. I DON’T EXPECT YOU TO KNOW. BUT THIS IS HUGE.

      TELL ME ABOUT IT, she replied.

      DO YOUR PEOPLE HAVE ANY IDEA WHAT KIND OF CHAOS THIS IS PROBABLY ALREADY CAUSING?

      Lilia’s breath caught in her throat. A dozen different grim scenarios played out in her head‌—‌all the terrible things that could be happening on Glo’Stea right now. Her eyes flicked involuntarily to the Chamber doors, which were still closed.

      WE DO, she sent back. THAT’S WHY THE TRIUMVIRATE IS HOLDING AN EMERGENCY MEETING TODAY.

      Struck by a sudden thought, Lilia bit her lip and stared down at her comlink. Two can play at this game. If Jasper was fishing for information, that is. Which, given his proximity to Kedis, she thought grimly, is not entirely outside the realm of possibility.

      Sitting here in the Hall, it was harder to remember that she halfway trusted Jasper. She almost thought he’d be disappointed in her lack of faith, except that she wasn’t sure now how much he trusted her either.

      Swallowing, she tapped out, WHAT’S GOING TO HAPPEN ON YOUR END? WHAT WILL YOUR SOLDIERS ON GLO’STEA DO?

      Other than panic and start killing Glo’Steans, that is.

      It took Jasper a long moment to reply, longer than the pause she’d just taken. When her comlink finally vibrated with an incoming message, all it said was, I DON’T KNOW. THIS IS NEW.

      “That’s an understatement if I ever heard one,” Lilia muttered under her breath. Irritated, though she wasn’t entirely sure why, she shoved her comlink back into her pocket and glared at the floor.

      Kevin glanced sideways at her. “Did you say something?”

      “No.”

      Her brother lifted an eyebrow at her terse reply, but returned to his own contemplation of the floor.

      THIS IS NEW, Jasper had said.

      Lilia snorted softly. Of course it’s new. Glo’Stea has never managed to pull off something like this before.

      Her thoughts turned to the islands that had, up until just last night, occupied the fringes of free Glo’Stea. Some of them‌—‌most of them, really, if she thought about it‌—‌had secondary shields. Her mouth twisted. Places like Kyman, the Christian medcenter where she’d worked up until the NCDC recalled her for that rescue mission to Uva. Those secondary shields would still protect those islands, but everything beyond them was vulnerable, open to attack from angry, terrified Tarynian soldiers who’d been stranded on-world.

      For a second, she toyed with the idea of opening a portal to Kyman and paying her friend Greg Bhar a visit when they finished with everything at the Four Towers. Thanks to Banx’s coordinate string, she knew she’d land on the beach, away from most prying eyes. And though Greg might bat an eye at her sudden reappearance‌—‌after she’d told him when a portal unceremoniously dumped her there that something was malfunctioning‌—‌she was sure she could come up with a good excuse.

      Except he’s still probably not happy you left him in Tashjian, a small voice in the back of her mind commented.

      Lilia scowled. Surely he’s over that by now. It was for his own good; he has to have realized that. Greg had made the insane choice to follow her through a portal; she was just happy she’d managed to leave him somewhere in free Glo’Stea before she got him killed. I didn’t need his death on my conscience.

      It was bad enough what she’d gone through in Challa.

      A cold chill settled over Lilia like a whisper of icy air. She swallowed thickly, her mouth suddenly dry. She didn’t want to think about Challa.

      Challa was where she’d been arrested by G.U. forces who had thought she was part of a drug deal. Challa was where she’d nearly been raped‌…‌and shot her would-be rapist to escape. Challa was where she’d met Jasper for the first time, though she would deny that until the day she died.

      The lieutenant had recognized her at the Mansion and confronted her, but she couldn’t tell him the truth‌—‌for all sorts of reasons, only some of them having to do with portals and transporters and Guardians.

      “Lilia?”

      She looked up sharply to find Michael staring at her, his blond eyebrows knit together in concern.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” Lilia straightened in her seat, gathering cool diffidence around herself like a cloak. “I was just‌…‌thinking.”

      Her older brother offered her a reassuring smile. “It’s going to be all right.”

      Lilia smiled wanly back, but didn’t reply. I sure hope so.

      A moment later, Lon Nancommed them. [Am I interrupting anything?]

      [Boredom,] Kevin replied. [We’re still waiting to speak to the Triumvirate.]

      [Where are you?]

      [The Hall.] Lilia’s eyes flicked hopefully to the doors again. [Just outside the Chamber.]

      [Where are you?] Kevin asked in return.

      [Level below you, I think. Somebody’s office.]

      [You made it here in one piece,] Lilia observed.

      [Yeah.] Lon sounded amused, though it wasn’t funny. [Listen, I —]

      The twins lost whatever else he had been intending to say; at that moment, the Chamber’s massive doors swung open far enough for a tall, dark-skinned woman in a midnight blue wrap dress to slip through them and emerge into the Hall.

      Touching a mic at her throat with one hand, she glanced down at the datapad she held in the other and looked around the Hall. “Kevin and Lilia Strong, the Triumvirate will see you now.”

      A hundred butterflies exploded in Lilia’s stomach. [Lon, we’ve —]

      [ —got to go,] Kevin finished. [They’re calling us in.]
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      Rising jerkily to their feet, the twins strode over to the woman with more confidence than either of them actually felt. Ignoring the dozens of curious eyes now fixed on them, they showed her their visitor’s badges. After scrutinizing them, she affixed tiny mics to both of their collars and allowed them to step past her through the double doors.

      Lilia’s breath caught in her throat. The Chamber was enormous. She had seen holos, but that did not prepare one to see it in person. Three stories high, the massive triangular room was glassed in from ceiling to floor on two sides to provide a stunning view of Sonela. Sunlight streamed through the plastiglass windows.

      Her attention immediately zeroed in on the semi-circle of glossy cherry chairs and tables fanned out around the center of the celadon marble floor, facing the north point of the Chamber, where the three Chief Ministers sat at a table. Her violet eyes widened; she darted a glance at Kevin. [They’re all here in person.]

      Because of the danger the blockade posed to interplanetary travel, usually only the Sta’Gloan Chief Minister attended Triumvirate sessions in person. The Chief Ministers of Lanx and Glo’Stea‌—‌along with many of their respective worlds’ Representatives and Directors‌—‌attended via holograph. Today, however, the entire Triumvirate occupied the Chamber in bodily form.

      [They’ve been using the transporter,] Kevin said wryly.

      Together, the twins moved forward. They saw their grandfather and Dion Pamos seated in the Sta’Gloan section of the semi-circle of chairs in the center, and Martin Hollowell and Shane Briscoe in the Glo’Stean section on the left, but their gaze slid past all of them to rest on the dark-haired, coppery-skinned man standing at a small podium off to one side of the Chief Ministers. He was beckoning them forward, rather impatiently.

      Quin’lan Dunn, Chairman, Lilia thought, recalling the brief rundown of Triumvirate members Derek had given them over brunch. Thanks to the media and Aiden’s passing comments over the years, she and Kevin were already familiar with many of them by name, if not necessarily by sight.

      Passing through the semi-circle of chairs into the center of the floor, they approached Dunn. The Chairman motioned for them to stand off to one side of his podium, where they would be visible to everyone.

      He tapped a gold bell. “State your names for the record.”

      The twins complied, their magnified voices echoing in the silence of the Chamber. Lilia swallowed; she could feel the keen interest swirling through the atmosphere in here.

      Dunn then leaned forward, his dark eyes intent on them. “It is our understanding that you two were directly involved in helping your brother, Lon Strong, smuggle three Galactic Union citizens past Sta’Gloa’s shield and into the Cuomo Convention Center last night.”

      Kevin cleared his throat. “With all due respect, sir, we only helped Ambassador Kedis get into the Closing Ceremonies Gala so he could introduce himself and set up a meeting with the Triumvirate. We had nothing to do with getting him through the shield.”

      A murmur rippled around the Chamber at this. Lilia let her eyes dart over the rows of faces, but she didn’t linger.

      Dunn tapped his bell for silence. “You admit, then, that you knowingly aided and abetted three Galactic Union citizens on Sta’Gloan soil.”

      Internally, Lilia bristled, but she managed to keep her expression neutral. “We helped Ambassador Kedis and his escorts once we found out they were on Sta’Gloa, yes.”

      “In the interest of opening peace talks,” Kevin added, lest anyone forget that important fact.

      In the Sta’Gloan section, Dion Pamos rose to his feet, almost lazily. He represented Sector 1, which, incidentally, included Sonela.

      Quin’lan Dunn tapped the bell again. “The Triumvirate recognizes Representative Pamos.”

      “Miss Strong, Captain Strong … ” Pamos’s voice carried an innocently curious lilt that immediately put them on edge, “I think we would all like to know how you became involved in this, and why you would willingly risk treason charges.”

      Lilia and Kevin exchanged glances. [Here —]

      [ —goes.] Kevin cleared his throat. “Some of you may know this already, but Lon, Lilia, and I spent the past two years on the fringes of free Glo’Stea. Lon and I worked as supply runners, while —”

      “ —I worked in medcenters,” Lilia said. “We’ve seen firsthand the death and destruction this blockade has caused —”

      “ —and we thought this was an opportunity to stop the bloodshed.” Kevin spread his hands. “The Ambassador was already on Sta’Gloa when we discovered our brother was still alive and he introduced us. What were we —”

      “ —supposed to do?”

      “You should have called the authorities.” Malik Thane, the red-headed Sta’Gloan Director of Security, regarded them frostily from his seat.

      Pamos glanced over at Thane, before turning back to the twins and cocking an eyebrow.

      “I considered that,” Lilia said honestly. “But things were in such an uproar following the Opening Ball bombing and I know how much people in the Coalition hate the Tarynians for everything they’ve done.” She took a breath. “I’ve hated them too.” The words were hard to say. “But if there’s a chance that things could be different, that we could stop our people from being killed —”

      “ —we had to take it,” Kevin finished.

      “I see.” Pamos locked his hands behind his back, his dark eyes glittering. “Even though according to the laws of the Coalition such an act would certainly be viewed as treason?”

      Lilia and Kevin exchanged darting glances. They’d had to ask themselves that same question.

      “Yes,” Kevin answered, his spine ramrod straight.

      “It was the right thing to do,” Lilia added, her heart pounding and her palms sweaty. “We thought it was a chance to help end the bloodshed, so we —”

      “ —ran with it.”

      Pamos offered them a tiny bow, practically radiating smug satisfaction. “Thank you for your honesty.”

      While the Sta’Gloan Representative resumed his seat, Quin’lan Dunn glanced around the Chamber. “Does anyone else have questions for these witnesses?”

      Lilia did not dare relax. [That was —]

      [ —surprisingly easy,] Kevin agreed. [Too easy.]

      Malik Thane stood and was recognized. For a second, the Director said nothing; he merely regarded the twins as though they were complex security algorithms he intended to puzzle out. Other than Shane Briscoe, he was the youngest member of the Triumvirate‌—‌and from a few of Aiden’s comments, the twins suspected he was arguably one of the most ambitious as well.

      Finally, just when the atmosphere in the Chamber started to shift into something approaching restlessness, Thane drawled, “I suppose one might say you’ve given ample, even admirable justification for your actions. However,” his voice grew colder, “it falls to me to ask perhaps the most pertinent question.”

      He straightened, his brown eyes boring holes in them, and the air in the Chamber electrified. “How did the three of you manage to smuggle three Tarynians past the Gala’s considerable security?”

      This is it. Lilia’s heart began to pound in her chest again.

      Kevin glanced at her before shrugging casually. “Well, it helped that they had flawless Sta’Gloan identcards.”

      Startled, uneasy murmurs greeted this announcement; they heard several loud “What?”s in three different languages.

      Quin’lan Dunn tapped his bell for silence and leaned forward on his podium. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that the Tarynians have the ability to forge Sta’Gloan identcards.” Kevin shook his head. “I don’t know how they do it, or how long they’ve been doing it, or if they can do the same with Lanxian and Glo’Stean identcards, but when we met the Ambassador, he had identification that enabled him to pass as a Sta’Gloan citizen.”

      He cracked a wry smile. “Except, of course, for the fact that he doesn’t actually speak Sta’Gloan.”

      Malik Thane did not look amused. More murmurs rippled around the Chamber.

      Lilia picked up the narrative. “We decided I would bring Lieutenant Wright to the Gala as my escort, and then —”

      “ —I slipped the Ambassador and Corporal Renner in with me,” Kevin finished. It was vague, but they couldn’t be any more specific.

      “You slipped them in with you?” Thane’s voice dripped disdain. “Just like that.”

      Kevin gave a half-apologetic shrug. “There were an awful lot of people in attendance that night, and I was looking for an opportunity. Gala security had no reason to think any of them were threats, and so it all worked out.”

      Please believe us, Lilia prayed.

      Thane looked like he didn’t quite buy it, but after a long pause he sat down without another word.

      Quin’lan Dunn looked around the Chamber again. “Any other questions?”

      In the Glo’Stean section, Martin Hollowell rose to his feet.

      Dunn tapped his bell. “The Triumvirate recognizes Representative Hollowell.”

      “Are we to understand that your grandfather, Representative Monroe,” Hollowell motioned to Aiden across the row of seats, “knew nothing of any of this?” His expression narrowed. “It would certainly have made your task easier if you had his help arranging things.” He nodded to Aiden. “No offense, Representative.”

      Aiden turned a hand palm up, his expression calm. “None taken.”

      “He didn’t know a thing,” Kevin said firmly. “He was in intensive care when we first learned Lon was alive and we —”

      “ —weren’t sure if he was going to make it.” Lilia resisted the urge to twist her fingers together; it was difficult. “Then, later, we were afraid the shock would —” she hesitated.

      Kill him, was what she wanted to say, but he was sitting right there. Neither she nor Kevin could look in his direction.

      “We were afraid the shock would be more than he could handle in his condition,” Kevin finished diplomatically.

      “I see.” Hollowell offered Quin’lan Dunn a slight bow. “I have no further questions, Chairman.”

      Quin’lan Dunn tapped his bell again. “Anyone else?”

      The twins fielded a few more probing questions and then, after a glance in the Chief Ministers’ direction, Dunn dismissed them. “You may leave the Chamber. Do not leave Triumvirate Tower. The Triumvirate will summon you when we reach a decision in your case.” He rapped the bell sharply; the sound seemed to echo throughout the Chamber with a foreboding sense of finality.

      Hardly daring to breathe, Lilia and Kevin bowed to the Chief Ministers and Quin’lan Dunn before turning to face the rest of the Triumvirate and bowing again. Straightening, they marched across the celadon floor to the double doors without meeting anyone’s eyes. Neither of them wanted to see the disappointment on their grandfather’s face‌…‌or that of Martin Hollowell.

      They escaped into the Hall, but neither of them relaxed. Almost every eye had turned to watch them emerge, though the quiet chatter of dozens of conversations still filled the air. A quick glance up and down the Hall netted them their brother’s location; Michael had not moved.

      “How’d it go?” he asked quietly as they approached. “You look a little pale.”

      “It went fine, I guess.” Kevin raised one shoulder in a shrug. “They told us —”

      “ —they’ll call us after they decide what to do with us.” Lilia forced herself to keep her body language open and confident. It was difficult; she wanted to wrap her arms around herself and disappear. What will they do to us?

      Michael switched to Nancom. [No questions about how you smuggled Kedis in?]

      [Director Thane questioned us, but they seemed to buy it.] Kevin shook his head. [Either that or they’re not really concerned about how we got into the Gala right now.]

      [Bigger things to worry about,] Lilia agreed. Aloud, she said, “In the meantime, we’re stuck here.”

      Kevin groaned, just barely resisting the urge to run hand over his face. “We could be here for hours.”

      “That’s probably not a bad thing,” Michael said soberly.

      Lilia’s stomach churned uneasily. “Why?”

      “Because the second you two set foot in the lobby downstairs, you’re going to be swamped by the media.”

      Kevin shrugged, looking nonplussed. “We can handle that, Mike.”

      “Maybe so, but Derek just told me that in the past few hours Grandfather’s gotten a lot of angry messages and threats that now involve you two.” Michael’s violet eyes, so like the twins’, filled with concern. “It’s just as well you can’t leave for a while. You can wait this out in Grandfather’s office and then we’ll all brave the media storm and head home together.”

      Lilia blanched.

      “But what if the Triumvirate reaches a decision this morning?” Kevin protested. “I don’t want to be stuck here all day.”

      “Trust me, they won’t,” Michael said bluntly, shaking his head. “They don’t decide anything that quickly. Especially not something involving high treason.” He gave them both significant looks. “This is better than winding up dead.”

      He did not have to mention that someone had already tried to kill their grandfather several times now; they remembered. Lilia had been injured during that first assassination attempt. And now that they were in the middle of everything?

      [Even so, we’re Guardians,] Kevin said stubbornly, switching to Nancom. [I think we could handle it.]

      Michael just raised a blond eyebrow. [Do you want the entire Coalition knowing you’re Guardians? Because if there’s an incident, the entire Coalition is going to know about it by the end of the day.]

      I definitely do not want that. Lilia bit her lip. [I hate to say it, but he’s got a point, Kev.]

      After a long moment, Kevin blew out an impatient breath. “Fine.”

      “Good. I’ll walk you down.” Michael straightened, but at that moment, the noise level in the Hall spiked.

      They all glanced toward the other end of the Hall, where a large knot of people had just emerged from the accelevator and were now striding up toward the Chamber’s entrance. Lilia recognized the security team for what it was, and as they drew nearer, she recognized the four men in their midst: Lon, Kedis, Renner, and Jasper.

      “Show time,” Michael murmured under his breath.

      Kedis wore the same tuxedo he had worn to the Gala the night before, but it had been cleaned and pressed. He looked calm and confident. Catching sight of the twins, he offered them a brief nod and a flash of a smile before his security escort came to a halt in front of the double doors.

      Lilia’s eyes skipped involuntarily from the Ambassador to her brother, who wore a cocky expression she knew too well, before settling on Jasper. Their eyes met; he gave her the barest of nods before facing forward and schooling his expression into impassivity as the tall dark-skinned woman in the blue dress slipped out of the Chamber to greet Kedis.

      “Pity we can’t sit in on that,” Kevin remarked, as he and Michael turned to leave.

      The curious eyes following them made the hair on the back of her neck prickle; she swallowed uncomfortably. I can’t wait to get out of here.
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