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Chapter 1

“I hate it when he does that.”

“I know.” Lilia Strong glanced sideways at her twin brother as they joined a taxi queue forming beneath a portico outside Jamal Spaceport. “You’d think today, of all days—”

“—he’d be a little more forthcoming with information, but no.” Kevin slung his travel bag over one shoulder and jammed his free hand into his pocket, “We ask a couple of simple questions about becoming Guardians and Lon clams up like we’re speaking Nebullian and he’s lost his translator.” He scowled out at the sheets of rain lashing Glo’Stea’s capital city.

“Relax.” Lilia bumped him with her shoulder. “We’re going to be fine.”

Kevin shot her an exasperated look. He was a head taller, but they shared the same lean build, slightly angular features, dark brown hair, and violet eyes. “I know that—I just wanted a heads up. Is that too much to ask?”

“Sometimes our dear older brothers forget we’re not little kids anymore.”

“Yeah, well, Lon should know better.” Kevin sent a glare over his shoulder in the direction of the docking berth where they had left their older brother and their ship, an old Honeybee-class freighter. “Keeping us in the dark is not going to stop us from joining the NCDC.”

“No, it’s not.” Lilia glanced up at him again. “I think he’s in denial.”

Kevin lifted one shoulder in an irritated shrug. “All I can say is that he had better not make our next supply run without me. The Star—”

“—was not meant to run with a one-man crew. I know, Kev. You’ve said that five times in the last twenty minutes.”

“I’m serious!” Kevin raked unhappy fingers through his dark hair. “He had that look in his eyes—the one that used to get us in trouble with Grandmother when we were younger.”

Lilia pinned him with a firm stare. “Lon is not going to risk the Star. He knows replacing her will be a pain.”

“Let’s hope so,” Kevin muttered darkly. The Crimson Star was his most cherished possession. He loved flying more than Lon did and Lon had to be coaxed out of the cockpit for mundane things like eating and bathing.

The line moved up a few meters and Lilia shook her head. The Crimson Star had belonged to their grandfather; the three of them chipped in to buy it from him two years before when they left their homeworld Sta’Gloa to come to Glo’Stea. Grandfather wasn’t particularly happy we were leaving, but he did give us a fantastic deal.

She glanced out at the rain falling in gusty swathes, watching it form shallow lakes on the pavement. Dawn was not far; the leaden sky above grew a lighter shade of gray with every passing moment. Jamal stood in the center of Glo’Stea’s largest landmass, just south of the equator in Sector 8. And at the moment, the city was in the middle of the rainy season.

Unlike most star systems scattered across the galaxy, the Sta’Gloan system boasted three habitable worlds out of the seven orbiting her sun. Of these, Glo’Stea had been a thriving tourist attraction famous for the multitude of beautiful, varied islands dotting her china blue seas. As capital city, Jamal had been the world’s crown jewel.

But that was before the Tarynians burst on the scene with lasers blazing. Lilia looked around the spaceport, taking in the all-but-deserted commercial sector where shuttles once unloaded passengers from orbiting luxury cruise liners. Before the blockade that cut us off from the rest of the galaxy.

For twenty years now, the iridescent energy shields covering Sta’Gloa, Lanx, two mining worlds, a mining station in an asteroid belt around a gas giant, and three-quarters of Glo’Stea’s surface silently testified that the Coalition was under siege.

The Sta’Gloan Coalition and Taryn, a mid-sized system in the next sector with only one habitable world, had enjoyed good trade relations until Taryn gathered a handful of like-minded systems to itself and launched the Galactic Union. When the Coalition refused to join, they sent a contingent of G.U. starships to compel them by force. It was the main reason people in the Coalition referred to G.U. soldiers as Tarynians, regardless of from where in the galaxy they actually came.

Nowhere was the blockade felt more keenly than Glo’Stea. She had far less land mass than Sta’Gloa or Lanx; protecting her vast oceans required changes to the shield system the Coalition had developed in response to the G.U.’s growing strength. Two Sectors had not been able to finish in time.

As a result, the G.U. landed soldiers on the unshielded portion of the planet and enforced martial law on the islands trapped there. In the years since, a Resistance had sprung up, dedicated to reclaiming Glo’Stea’s occupied islands.

Closing her eyes, Lilia enjoyed the kiss of cool, damp wind on her face. Forgot how much I missed that. Thanks to a special secondary shield, wind was a rare commodity on the island medcenter along the fringe of free Glo’Stea where she volunteered as a receptionist.

After a moment, Kevin stirred. “We haven’t done this in a while.”

“No, we haven’t.” Lilia glanced at him again, happy to see his irritation had died down. “Kyman’s had an influx of wounded Resistance fighters the last few weeks and you and Lon—”

“—have been flying all over the place.” He finally cracked a grin. “This’ll be good then. Just like old times.”

“You make it sound like we’re old.”

They reached the head of the line and claimed the next taxi. Lilia climbed in first and swung her long braid out of the way to avoid sitting on it.

Kevin followed, switching from their native Sta’Gloan to Glo’Stean. “Good morning. Callum’s, please.”

Their driver, a short, middle-aged man wearing a straw hat, nodded and pulled out into the street. “Sure thing. Name’s Zane.”

Rain drummed against the taxi as it floated through the outer edge of Jamal’s Market District. Lilia leaned back against the black seat and stared out the water-streaked window at the blurry buildings flashing past. Won’t be long now.

Kevin stared out the other window.

A few moments later, Zane brought the taxi to a halt in front of a small diner that had seen better days. “Here we are.” He offered them a smile over his shoulder. “Don’t let looks fool ya—Callum’s has the best coffee this side of Jamal.”

Lilia returned his smile with one of her own. “Thanks.” No need to mention we aren’t actually setting foot in the place. Clutching her travel bag, she waited for Kevin to exit the vehicle before climbing out behind him. Then she ducked beneath the relative shelter of the awning stretched over the sidewalk along the strip of buildings while Kevin paid their fare.

Oblivious to the torrential downpour, he leaned through the taxi’s now-open passenger side window and extracted a goldcard from his wallet. He swiped over the scanner in the dashboard meter and then handed Zane a few silver coins. “Thanks.”

The coins vanished into a pocket. Zane touched the brim of his hat. “Stay dry.”

“We’ll try.”

As the taxi disappeared down the street, Kevin joined Lilia beneath the awning. “That was more expensive than I thought it’d be.” He cast a rueful glance at his wallet before sliding it back into his pocket. “If it wasn’t pouring, we could have walked.”

“It’s Jamal.” Lilia spread her hands. Higher prices were to be expected. She glanced sideways at him. “Look, if it’s still raining when we’re done, I’ll pay for the trip back.”

“Deal.”

One of the few things the G.U. blockade had not damaged was the Coalition’s banking system. Work in precious metal mines on Lanx and almost all of the mining worlds continued unabated; everything was priced in grains of gold. Most people used goldcards to transfer money via computer, but gold, silver, and smaller numbers of platinum coins traded hands at dizzying speeds every day.

Sniffing the damp air, Kevin cast a wistful glance at the magenta ‘open’ sign brightening the cantina’s front window behind them. “Wish we had time to stop for a bite. Whatever they’re cooking smells great.”

Lilia stared at him with raised eyebrows. “You can’t possibly be hungry again—we had breakfast an hour ago.” A menagerie of butterflies had suddenly taken up residence in her own stomach; she doubted she’d be able to look at food for the next week.

“I’m a growing boy.”

Laughing, she turned away from the diner. “Sure you are.”

Beside Callum’s stood a shabby, two-story building with an air of modest, if slightly rundown, respectability. The twins moved up the sidewalk toward it, grateful for the awning over their heads. They passed only a few pedestrians; the edges of the Market District did not see much business at this hour.

“Well, this is it.” Kevin shook his dark bangs out of his eyes and surveyed the building’s worn metal door and narrow, tinted windows with dubious interest. “Doesn’t look like much, does it?”

Lilia brushed raindrops off her amethyst sweater with a few quick flicks of her fingers. “Depends on whether or not you expected something out of a film.”

“I don’t know what I expected. It figures they’d choose a location like this—nobody would ever think to look here.”

“I think that’s the point.”

It was Kevin’s turn to roll his eyes. “You don’t say…” A lopsided smile twitched at the corners of his mouth, but it faded as he continued to stare at the door. “Are you sure about this?”

She glanced at him in surprise. “Having second thoughts?”

“No, not exactly…” He scuffed the toe of one heavy boot along the damp concrete walkway, shaking his head. “It’s just—what are we doing? Who in their right minds gets a bunch of nanites injected into themselves?”

The butterflies in Lilia’s stomach started up a nosedive competition, but she ignored them. “We do. Lon did. Mike and Derek did.”

“Yeah,” Kevin nodded slowly, “which may just mean our family is crazy.” He fixed her with an intense stare. “Have you thought about where all those nanites are going to go?”

“Yes. Haven’t quite figured out where yet, but I know they’ll be in our bodies somewhere.”

He paled and then scowled. “You’re not helping, Lil.”

“I’m not?”

“Nope.”

She snapped her fingers in dismay. “And I was trying so hard.”

“You’re trying, alright,” Kevin muttered, but he straightened to his full height. “Remind me to thump Lon later for being such a non-helpful pain in the neck.”

“Will do.” Lilia eyed her brother, suppressing a faint smile. He always gets mouthier when he’s on edge. She clapped him on the back. “It’s only eighteen months, Kev. If we don’t like being Guardians—”

“—we can leave. I know.” He sucked in a lungful of air and exhaled in a rush. “Let’s do this.”

She gave him a sharp nod and they approached the door together.

It swung open with a stronger hydraulic hiss than either of them expected. Exchanging darting glances, they stepped inside. The door shut behind them with another hiss, cutting off the sound of the pounding rain.

When their eyes adjusted to the brighter light, Kevin let out a low, appreciative whistle. “Now this is more like it.”

Lilia had to agree.

They stood in an airy reception area lit by muted glowpanels in the ceiling. Framed holos of cascading waterfalls and vibrant plants hung at regular intervals around the slate gray walls. Clusters of white chairs were grouped across the smooth azure floor.

At the other end of the room facing them, two archways flanked a curved reception desk of dark, burnished wood. Embossed on the front of the desk was a triangular cluster of three jeweled orbs set in silver—emerald, topaz, and sapphire. The reception area’s lone occupant, a woman wearing a deep green blouse that set off her golden brown skin, sat behind this desk engrossed in her computer screen. Holographic letters across the front of her desk spelled out her name.

Bansuri Dutta looked up as Lilia and Kevin crossed over to her and blinked, slightly taken aback by the two pairs of identical violet eyes zeroed in on her face. “Good morning, how may I help you?” She was about ten years older than they were, with curly black hair and limpid brown eyes.

By this time, Kevin had recovered sufficiently to offer her a charming smile. “Hi, we have an eight AM appointment with Dr. Dover.”

“Names?”

“Kevin and Lilia Strong.”

Bansuri tapped the panel before her and nodded. “I’ll need to see some identification.”

Lilia fished in her bag for her identcard and passed it over the desk.

The dark-haired woman took one look at it and raised her eyebrows. “You’re Sta’Gloan.”

“Yes…” Lilia resisted the urge to glance sideways at Kevin. “Will that be a problem?”

“Oh, no.” Bansuri waved a manicured hand. “I was merely surprised. We don’t usually get many off-world Guardian candidates.” Returning Lilia’s identcard, she glanced at Kevin’s and nodded in approval. “What are you doing here? You’re a little young.”

“Helping.” Kevin tucked his identcard away. Sensing that would not be enough to satisfy the older woman’s curiosity, he added, “Our parents were on the Luminous.”

“Ah.” Bansuri injected a wealth of emotion in that one word: understanding, sympathy. “My mother lost her entire family. They were en route to a wedding on Sta’Gloa.” She shook her head. “She couldn’t go because she was due to birth my youngest brother.”

Lilia bit her lip. “It was our parents’ anniversary. They—”

“—were on their way home,” Kevin finished.

Even after twenty years, people still remembered the first ship lost to the G.U. StarFleet. At the time, traffic flowed in regular streams between the Coalition’s worlds despite rumors of the Galactic Union’s growing strength. The Luminous had been one of the direct flights between Sta’Gloa and Glo’Stea.

Of course, had anyone on board known their return trip would coincide with the G.U. StarFleet’s grand arrival in-system, none of them would have ever left Sta’Gloa. Everything would have been different.

But they hadn’t known. No one could have predicted such a tragedy.

When the Triumvirate gave the order to activate all planetary shields, the Luminous was stranded in space, trapped between an unyielding energy shield and merciless enemy ships expecting an easy victory. Garrett and Angela Strong were sacrificed along with everyone else aboard the Luminous to satisfy the G.U.’s fury at being outmaneuvered.

Lilia and Kevin, along with their three older brothers, were only a few of the children who became orphans that day. They had been barely a year old, too young to have any solid memories of their parents. Sometimes Lilia thought that was better; other times she wished she could relate to the stories their brothers told.

“I understand.” Bansuri offered them a grave nod. “At any rate, welcome to the Glo’Stean branch office of the Nanotech Civilian Defense Corps.”

Reaching down into a drawer beside her, she extracted two stacks of papers and slid them across her desk. “Final paperwork.” She tapped one stack with a perfect nail. “I mean that literally. The NCDC prefers hard copy files for privacy and security reasons.”

Lilia nodded to herself. That’s good. Despite the galaxy’s many technological advances over the centuries, they had yet to create a hacker-proof computer system network. Not to mention the fact that no one can alter contracts without it being very obvious. Taking a deep breath to quell the last of her butterflies, she picked up the papers bearing her name. Here we go.

Bansuri waited patiently while Lilia and Kevin read through both copies of their contracts and signed in the appropriate places. When they finished, she notarized the papers and set them aside. Then she produced a clear box from a deep drawer to her left.

The twins glanced from the box to each other. Lilia arched a questioning eyebrow; Kevin shrugged.

“One of the ground rules for incoming Guardian candidates is the elimination of potential distractions.” Bansuri opened the box. “Please put your datapads, comlinks, and any other electronics in here—I promise they’ll be perfectly safe.” She smiled, revealing pearly white teeth. “The galaxy won’t come to an end in the next three days.”

Lilia cringed. You’ve got to be kidding. Three days with no connection to the outside galaxy?

Kevin took the news in stride. “You’d be surprised,” he joked, rifling through his pockets and his travel bag. “Withdrawal is not a pretty sight.” He dropped his electronics into the box and then raised an eyebrow at his sister.

Holding back a reluctant sigh, Lilia removed her comlink from her pocket, her datapad from her travel bag, and set them down inside the box. You’ll live, she told herself.

Bansuri added their copies of the NCDC contract and keyed the lock on the box’s front panel to their thumbprints. “This will be waiting for you when you leave.” She pointed off to the side. “Dr. Dover is in the Lab Wing. Head through the archway on your left and take the accelevator down to Sublevel 1. The Lab Wing is the door on the right.”

The twins both bowed politely. “Thank you.” Then they moved around the reception desk and passed through the archway Bansuri indicated.

They found themselves in a dim, round room with wood-paneled walls. A heavy stillness pervaded the air; the sort of ringing, pressing silence that almost seemed to take on life of its own. Their footsteps slowed, and then ceased altogether.

Peering around for an explanation of the room’s strange, solemn atmosphere, Lilia noticed a plaque of interlocking gold rectangles stretched across one curved wall. She started toward it, but something else caught her eye. She stopped short.

Emblazoned in the center of the azure floor was a large gold crest—the same insignia carved on the front of Bansuri’s desk. A cluster of three jeweled orbs. “Kevin, look at this.”

“I see it.” He nodded to the floor. “Nice, huh? Must be the Guardian insignia.” He leaned in for a closer look and something blossomed out of the center of the shield.

Caught off-guard, the twins both gasped and jerked back a step.

A full-sized hologram of a man wearing a charcoal armored bodysuit complete with visor, facemask, and helmet began to revolve slowly above the crest.

For a few seconds, Lilia and Kevin stared at the hologram with wide eyes. Then they broke into soft, relieved laughter.

Unclenching his fists, Kevin brought a hand up to clasp the back of his neck. “I don’t know about you, but that’s taken five years off my life, at least.”

“Yeah.” Lilia let out a shaky breath. “Somebody’s idea of a joke.” She reached out a hand to touch the hologram, but her fingertips stopped a few centimeters shy of its glowing surface. “Do you think this is what our armor will look like?”

“Probably.” Kevin locked his hands behind his back and they studied the bodysuit in silence.

The high-collared upper half of the charcoal armor was smooth and featureless, except for what they now realized was the Guardian insignia inscribed solely in sapphire blue on the right shoulder. Sleeves flowed seamlessly into flexible protective gloves of the same material. A sturdy attached belt and form-fitting pants tucked into matte charcoal knee-high boots completed the ensemble.

A moment later, the hologram rippled and morphed into a smaller, female version. Lilia took in every detail and nodded to herself. I like the overall design. It has a sort of streamlined, timeless elegance.

“Impressive, don’t you think?”

The voice sliced through the stillness, cool and crisp. Startled, the twins looked around. A tall, angular woman in a white lab coat watched them from the exit on the opposite side of the circular room. Her short gray hair formed a metallic cap on her head, enhancing the frosty look of her skin.

“I never get tired of it,” she continued briskly, striding toward them. She held out her hand. “You must be the Strong twins. I’m Dr. Jemina Dover.”




Chapter 2

LILIA recovered first. “Hello, Dr. Dover. We were just on our way down to see you.”

“Yes, well, I thought I’d see what was taking Bansuri so long.” Dover shook their hands in turn and stepped back to appraise them with pale blue eyes. “You’re here for simultaneous infusions, correct?”

Kevin eyed her warily. “That’s not a problem, I hope, Doctor.”

She waved a dismissive hand. “Certainly not.” Her fingers were long and bony. “We perform simultaneous infusions all the time. They tend to make the process more comfortable for the Guardians involved.”

“Now…” Withdrawing a small black datapad from her pocket, Dover scanned the screen. “You’ve both already had your physicals, yes?”

“Yes.” The twins traded grimaces. They’d had those done the month before in Kyman. It had not been a particularly pleasant experience for either of them.

“And your psych evals,” Dover murmured. “Yes, I see…” She glanced up from her datapad. “You two are younger than most of the Guardian candidates I work with, but that just adds another layer to an already interesting case.”

Kevin shot Lilia a confused look. His eyes asked, What is she talking about?

Lilia shook her head a fraction.

Dover fixed them with a curious blue stare. “It is a strange turn of events when two half-Tarynian Sta’Gloan citizens become Guardians on Glo’Stea, wouldn’t you agree?”

Lilia went very still. Beside her, she felt Kevin tense. “I’m afraid I don’t understand, Dr. Dover.”

The older woman snorted. “No need to play coy, Miss Strong. Your father was from Taryn. I was merely appreciating the irony of the situation.”

“We don’t hide it, Dr. Dover,” Kevin cut in, “we just don’t advertise it. In our experience, people don’t seem to understand that our father—”

“—was a Tarynian expatriate who came to Sta’Gloa because he disagreed with his homeworld’s domestic and galactic policies.” Dover flapped her fingers. “Yes, yes, it’s all in your files. As I said, I was appreciating the irony. I find it fitting.”

Her eyes swept over them again and abruptly her entire countenance brightened. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

The twins stared at her, still confused and more than a little taken aback. Dover’s broad smile was unexpected; it did not quite fit her austere persona.

“Come along.” Spinning on her heel, Dover stalked back the way she had come.

Exchanging bewildered shrugs, Lilia and Kevin followed.

As the doctor led them down a stark white hallway to the accelevator, Lilia asked, “How long have you been with the NCDC?”

“Since the beginning.” Dover smiled again. “I was part of the original group of scientists and other civilians who founded the Nanotech Civilian Defense Corps ten years ago. We had just made a major breakthrough in nanotechnology and wanted to take the next step.”

The interior of the accelevator was gleaming chrome. They stepped inside and Dover said, “Sublevel 1.” As the accelevator descended, she continued, “Our goal was to create a system-wide civilian defense line capable of protecting lives in situations where outside police or military help is impossible. To this end, ordinary—but carefully vetted, mind you—civilians volunteer to serve as Guardians.”

Pride filled her voice. “I think we have succeeded.”

The accelevator doors opened on a small beige waiting room with wide doorways at either end. A number of tawny chairs lined the front and back walls. Dover headed toward the doorway on the right, across the Guardian insignia etched into the golden brown floor. They matched her pace.

“Are any of the original Guardians still active?” Kevin asked.

“Yes, there are a few who have opted to remain with us.”

Dover guided them through several more white halls until she came to a halt in front of a door labeled Production. “This is where we create the nanites.”

She opened the door long enough for Lilia and Kevin to catch a glimpse of the strange machine inside. A shiny, meter-wide metal globe stood mounted on one sturdy leg, with a convex control panel jutting from its front and a small chute opening out of its top. A small table beside it held a tray of empty vials. Six crystalline tubes spiraled down from the globe’s left side to poise above each vial.

Dover let the door slide shut again and moved along the hall to a door labeled Lab 1. “This is where we will design your armor.”

Lilia and Kevin followed her into a long, narrow lab with comfortable lighting—a welcome relief from the over-bright halls. Five semicircular computer terminals lined the walls on each side. A curly-haired, mocha-skinned man in a white coat sat at one of them, muttering to himself, but the twins’ gaze slid past him to an odd raised platform at the end of the room.

Dover spread her hands. “The basic parameters of the armor—” A jangling melody issued from the depths of her pocket and she broke off with a frown. Digging it out, she glanced at the tiny display.

Lilia and Kevin traded minute glances.

Dover’s face smoothed into an expressionless mask. “Dr. Payton will assist you with the first stage of the process. I’ll see you again when the nanites are ready to be infused.” Before she turned back to the door and disappeared into the hallway, she gave the twins an encouraging smile. It failed to reach her eyes.

They had no time to wonder about her peculiar expression. Realizing he had company, the curly-haired doctor jumped up to greet them.

“Khaz Payton,” he said with a gleeful smile, bouncing on the balls of his feet like a little child unable to contain his enthusiasm. “I think you’re going to enjoy this.” He pointed to the raised platform. “First things first. I need your body specs. Stand up there and hold still.”

Lilia glanced at her brother before dropping her bag on a chair and heading to the other end of the room. When she climbed up onto the platform, a pillar of yellow light bathed her from head to toe. She stood motionless as a circle of darker gold light dropped over her head and swiftly descended to her feet, cataloguing her body mass and overall shape.

“All done.” Dr. Payton gave her a thumbs’ up. “Next.”

He repeated the process with Kevin and then hurried back to his console. “Pull up a chair—we’ve got a busy morning ahead of us.” He suited action to words, sweeping his long coat out of the way with an impatient flick of a hand.

The twins exchanged glances again and took chairs on either side of him.

Payton’s fingers danced over the glowing console pad before him and brought up a quarter-size version of the armor they had seen in the lab antechamber. He gestured to it with a stylus he pulled from behind one ear. “Obviously, nano-armor is comprised entirely of nanites, which will lodge in between layers of your dermis and epidermis. They’ll exit via your pores.”

Lilia knew it was coming, but hearing how the nanites left a Guardian’s body still made her skin crawl. She looked down at her hands, imagining…things…seeping out of her skin, and shuddered. I don’t care what they say, it’s still disgusting.

Kevin had turned a delicate shade of green, like he’d swallowed something cold and nasty. His jaw worked a couple of times before he found his voice. “Can’t wait to try that out.”

“Nano-armor,” Payton continued, “can be materialized at will and forms a flexible layer over the body that stiffens on impact to prevent damage from things like laser bolts, knives, and so on. It is also fireproof, waterproof, and quick-drying.”

“Because nobody likes drippy armor,” Kevin deadpanned.

On the doctor’s other side, Lilia shook her head. “Couldn’t resist, could you?”

“Nope.”

Chuckling, Payton enhanced the hologram to zoom in on the upper torso. “One of the biggest obstacles we faced in designing body armor was the potential for ricochets. Nano-armor absorbs most laser fire and blocks small projectiles, thereby preventing anything from bouncing off and potentially injuring innocent bystanders.”

He turned a hand palm up. “It’ll distribute any resulting heat from absorbing laser fire so you won’t be burned, but depending on the type of projectile and its impact velocity, you may have the bruises to show for it. Not much the armor can do about that.”

Kevin’s attention had gotten sidetracked several sentences back. He raised an eyebrow. “Most laserfire?”

“You’re not invincible,” Payton said bluntly. Brown eyes sober, he glanced from Kevin to Lilia. “I’d advise against taking a blast meant for a skimmer or a small spacecraft. Furthermore, heavy, repeated impact to the same area of your armor could potentially puncture it and cause real damage.” He tapped his stylus against the desktop. “We’re still testing how that applies to nanoblades.”

“Nanoblades?”

Lilia frowned at Kevin’s tone—sharp and interested. Where have I heard that term before?

Kevin shook his head. “From what I’ve heard, those things are capable of cutting through just about anything. Venture Inc. hasn’t been allowed to put them on the sword market yet because of safety issues.”

The pieces fell into place and Lilia’s eyes widened. The Coalition had its various ballgames and other sports, but swordplay was their entertainment sport of choice. Over the decades, a lucrative business had sprung up around it. Thousands of people competed yearly for the chance to be among the twenty-four men and women who participated in the Tri-Global Tournaments. Millions more avidly followed their progress, discussing blades, equipment, and techniques with varying degrees of actual knowledge.

“How can this armor stop a nanoblade?” Kevin pointed to the hologram.

“Why does it matter?” Lilia interjected, puzzled. She glanced between her brother and Payton. “It’s not like we’re going to be bumping into people carrying them, are we?”

“Not average citizens, no, but…” Payton’s dark face split in a broad smile. “As it so happens, the NCDC has spent the last few years helping Venture Inc. test their nanoblades. You’ll both be issued one before you leave.”

Behind his back, Lilia and Kevin exchanged stunned looks of amazement. Kevin shook his head in awe. “How in the galaxy did they swing that?”

Payton’s grin grew smug. “Proved it wasn’t a safety hazard to Guardians.”

The twins looked at each other again and demanded in unison, “How?”

“It’s simple, really.” Payton lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Each blade is precision-sharpened to the exact width of a nanite.” His eyes sparkled with admiration. “We’re talking about a cutting edge on the atomic level impacting atomic material. The armor blocks the blade.”

Lilia frowned. “What if it—”

“—slips between two nanites?” Kevin finished, also frowning.

“The most damage you might receive is a topical gash.” Payton spread his hands. “Even that’s unlikely. There are too many nanites between the outside of the armor and your skin.”

“What about thrusts?” Kevin asked sharply.

The doctor hesitated. “That’s one of the areas we’re still testing, but it shouldn’t be a problem. In any event, the nano-armor will repair itself when you dematerialize.”

“It fixes itself too?” Kevin blinked. “I’m impressed.”

Lilia nodded. Although, she thought, staring at the hologram, I hope we won’t need it to fix itself any time soon.

Grinning, Payton brought up two featureless human bodies, male and female, on his screen. “Anyway, now that we have your body specs, I can create the armor specs Jemina will be coding into your builder and control nanites.”

“Builder and control nanites?” Lilia’s gaze sharpened with interest.

“Yes. Two base classes of nanites. They’ll manufacture and operate your armor nanites.” Payton waved his hand. “Don’t worry about it—your trainer will tell you all the details later.”

His computer spat out a datachip, which he set it off to the side. “One down, one to go.”

Kevin rested his elbows on his knees. “How long does the coding process usually take?”

“For the two of you? Probably not more than an hour. Once Jemina verifies the specs and the code parameters, the machine will produce the nanites.” He laughed. “That woman loves working with nanites more than anybody I know.”

A second datachip popped out of the computer. “Excellent.” Payton glanced between them. “Think you can find your way back to the waiting room?”

They both nodded.

“Good. Someone will come for you when it’s time. Nice meeting you two. Godspeed.”

The twins headed back through the white halls into the silent beige waiting room, their footsteps gentle slaps against the brown tile. Lilia let out a sigh of relief. “Well, that wasn’t too bad.”

Kevin flopped into a corner chair commanding a view of the entire room and stretched his lanky legs out to cross them at the ankles. “Let’s just hope the infusion process is that easy.”

She settled into the next chair and dropped her bag to the floor beside his. Anxiety licked at the edges of her mind, but she pushed it away. We’ll be fine.

~~~~

“Kevin and Lilia Strong?”

The voice echoed through the small room and penetrated Lilia’s mind, where she teetered on the brink between sleep and wakefulness. At first, the words made no sense. Then they came again and her eyes snapped open. Here we go.

Sitting up, she shook off the residual fogginess of her nap before leaning over to poke Kevin, who clearly had not heard a thing. “Wake up, Kev. They’re calling us.”

He batted her hand away, mumbling sleepily.

She poked him again. “Wake up.”

Kevin jerked and shot up in his seat, blinking. “Is it time?”

“Yes.”

Sleepiness forgotten, he bounded to his feet. “Where?”

“There.” Lilia motioned to the doorway on the left marked Infusion Wing, where a young woman in teal scrubs with honey-brown hair stood waving to them.

Kevin started in her direction and Lilia joined him, feeling the first faint twinges of excitement. They greeted the brunette with identical smiles.

She beamed at them in return. “Melinda Carr. I’m one of the nurses here.” Her brown eyes lingered on Kevin. “Dr. Dover is waiting for you in Room 118.”

Ushering them through the doorway, Melinda proceeded to lead them further into the Infusion Wing. “In case you were wondering,” she said, smiling at Kevin again, “there’s nothing to be nervous about. The infusion process is simple and virtually painless.”

“Good to know,” he replied.

Lilia smothered a laugh.

“Right here, please.” Melinda gestured to an open door on their left.

The twins preceded her into a room that, except for its lack of windows, could have been transplanted from any hospital in the Sta’Gloan system. Glowpanels in the ceiling cast a sterile gleam over the room’s meager contents: two beds with a little table beside each, various machines scattered about, and an ugly chair in the corner. A door adjacent to the entrance led to a tiny hygiene unit.

Dr. Dover stood beside one of the tables, examining a tray of glass vials filled with smoky gray liquid. A second tray sat on the other table. Her slender fingers arranged each vial in an order fathomable only to herself before she looked up at the twins. “Miss Strong, Mr. Strong, we’re ready to begin the procedure.”

This was it. Lilia and Kevin turned to each other with solemn faces.

“I feel like we’re about to embark on a strange journey,” Kevin said.

Lilia nodded. “That’s because we are.”

After they had changed into the loose-fitting, pale blue shirts and pants waiting for them on the beds, Dover directed them to lie down and make themselves comfortable.

“You are going to be here for the next twenty-four hours while I transfer six different vials of nanites into your bodies by means of a general electrolyte hydration solution. As I’m sure Dr. Payton explained, these contain all the nanites you’ll need to materialize your armor.”

Kevin mustered a grin. “Can’t wait.” Dropping his bag on the chair, he claimed the bed closest to the door.

Lilia dumped her bag beside his and took the other bed.

When they were settled, Melinda tapped a button at the foot of each bed. Metal railings slid up into place. Then she brought the machines to life. Flat panels in the wall above each table lit up with the twins’ respective pulse rates and brain activity.

Kevin craned his neck around to study them. “Well, I guess this proves we don’t share a brain, Lil.”

“You needed proof?” She glanced over at his stats. “I’ve known that for years.”

He made a face at her.

She made the same face back at him. Melinda hid a smile behind a hand.

“We’ll start with you, Mr. Strong.” Dover picked up one of the vials and turned to Kevin.

While Melinda prepped his arm and started the IV, Dover withdrew a metallic cylinder from one of the machines beside his bed. Removing the front panel, she inserted the vial of nanites and suspended it between the top and bottom of the opening. Then she closed the panel, slid the cylinder back into the machine, and connected the machine to Kevin’s IV line.

Selecting a syringe from the table beside his nanites, Dover then produced a bottle from her pocket.

Lilia narrowed her eyes. “What is that?”

“Mild sedative.” Dover filled the syringe and added it to Kevin’s IV line without looking at either him or Lilia. “We need you to be calm and relaxed for this.”

That doesn’t really make me feel better. Lilia watched as the two women moved around to her side and performed the same procedure. She held back a grimace at the sharp bite of the I.V. needle.

When they finished, she stared down at the slender intravenous tube feeding into her arm and tried to imagine nanites percolating their way throughout her body. I wonder how long it’ll take for me to feel them.

She and Kevin both looked up as Dover cleared her throat. “I’ve given you a sedative because you will need to be restrained for the first half of the infusion process.”

Restrained? Lilia stiffened.

“Why?” Kevin asked, his eyes narrowing.

The doctor fixed them both with a stern expression. “Infusion of the nanites can invoke a fatal immune response within your bodies.”

What? Lilia almost forgot to breathe.

Kevin swallowed. “That…doesn’t sound good.”

Dover shook her head. “It’s not. That’s why we introduce the nanites so slowly. We want them to slip undetected through your bloodstream to the cellular levels they will occupy.” She waved a hand. “In a moment I’ll activate a force field, which will ensure your safety should your bodies reject the nanites. It will be removed when I am certain you will not have any…adverse reactions.”

Lilia forced her voice to work. “Has this actually happened?”

Dover shrugged. “It’s not common, but there have been a few cases over the years.”

“Make sure you’re comfortable,” Melinda advised. “Arms at your sides.”

Lilia’s eyes found her brother’s; she saw her own uncertainty mirrored on his face. Then Kevin nodded. We can do this, he mouthed.

Taking a deep breath, Lilia lay back against her pillow. She moved her long braid out of the way and straightened her arms. Then she stared up at the ceiling. I’m not quite sure what to expect.

Seconds later, her entire body tingled as every hair stood on end. She tried to wiggle her toes, her fingers—anything—but could not. The force field pinned her motionless to the bed.

Her heart rate increased, but she forced herself to take steady, even breaths. My head…I can move my head. That was a small comfort.

“Excellent,” Dover said softly. “The sedative should take effect any moment now. Nurse Carr will be back in a few hours to change vials. I will see you tomorrow morning.” She exchanged a few murmured words with the nurse and departed.

Melinda dimmed the glowpanels, plunging the room into semi-darkness, and moved to the door. “Have a nice nap. I’ll be keeping any eye on you.” The door slid shut behind her with a barely audible hiss.

Kevin’s voice floated through the sudden silence. “You feel anything?”

Lilia shook her head, before remembering it was too dark for him to see the movement. “No.”

“Me neither. Probably too early.”

“Probably.”

He paused. “I still think we’re doing the right thing.”

Lilia sighed. “I do too. It’s just a little—”

“—scary. I know.”

She bit her lip, staring wide-eyed up into the dark, fighting off a touch of panic at being unable to move. “Yeah.”

Kevin let out a dry chuckle. “You know, I can’t believe Lon didn’t even say anything about how weird it is to have nanites crawling around under your skin. You’d think he’d have gotten a kick out of watching us squirm.”

At his words, Lilia felt invisible specks scamper all over her trapped body. She closed her eyes. “Thanks, Kevin. Just what I needed to visualize right now.”

“Happy to help.”

“You just want company in your misery.” She shot a pointed glare in his direction.

“Why suffer alone?” There was no mistaking the smirk in his voice.

“There are some things you don’t need to share,” she grumbled. “Especially when we can’t move.”

He laughed, but did not reply.

Silence settled over them again. Lilia felt her eyes grow heavy as the sedative began to take effect. She glanced around the room for something to occupy her attention, but the faint light cast by the various machines was not enough to illuminate anything.

“You still awake?”

She made a noncommittal murmur.

Kevin huffed. “I can’t sleep with this thing on me. It’s too weird.”

“You’ve been thinking again, haven’t you?” She yawned. “Relax.”

He shot her a sour look in the dark. “Somebody’s all better.”

“Sedative.” Her eyes drifted shut. “‘Sides, have to keep you…in touch with…reality…”

Kevin said something else, but Lilia slid feet-first into oblivion before he finished.




Chapter 3

WINDS of Change, the Galactic Union Blockade Division flagship, drifted in a lazy orbit around the fourth world from the brilliant yellow star at the center of the Sta’Gloan system. Beneath the translucent blue haze of Lanx’s planetary shield, masses of cloud cover swirled above striated bands of dark ridges. Larger than either Sta’Gloa or Glo’Stea, Lanx was a rocky world characterized by soaring mountains and deep valleys. The majority of her population lay in a wide band around the equator; the rest of the world was too inhospitable to eke out much of a living.

Unfolding his lanky frame from his seat, Admiral Giles Chesnee crossed to the wide viewport forming the starboard side of his Flag Tactical Command Center. As he looked down at the world below, bright, artificial light from glowpanels in the overhead cast his reflection on the transparent metal separating him from the crushing cold of space. They were coming up on Lanx’s night side now; starbursts of lights denoting population centers speckled the darkness. In the distance, tiny lights strung out at random intervals told him blockade runners were being let past the shield.

Clasping his hands behind his back, he watched the closest convoy impudently stream through Lanx’s shield within range of his Chironex-class battlecruiser’s laser turrets. Oh, yes, he thought bitterly, they’re well accustomed to the lack of response from our gunners.

The lines in his craggy face deepened. Winds of Change had been orbiting Lanx since High Command reassigned him here four months before. In that time, he had studied every byte of available data on the Coalition’s blockade runners and had gotten a firsthand look at how they operated. What he found was a puzzle, a mysterious anomaly in G.U. military history.

To no one’s surprise, the Coalition’s smuggling trade sprang up after the G.U. cut their system off from the outside galaxy. What had surprised everyone was that the smugglers flourished. The blockade hampered them, but never succeeded in stopping them. No one understood why.

Until now.

Chesnee waited until the last ship disappeared beyond the shield before turning on his heel and striding back to his chair. He flicked blue eyes over his staff—a good number of them culled from personnel already in-system—and noted how every head was bent over his or her task.

On the surface, everything aboard the Change was calm. Normal, even—if life aboard a battleship patrolling a defiant star system could be called normal. Yet beneath their veneer of cool efficiency, he felt the bubbling uncertainty and burning resentment of forced inactivity emanating from his crew. This included his second-in-command, Captain Ian Sanford.

Most of the military men and women in the Blockade Division had never served under him. He knew they didn’t trust him yet. Given this Division’s murky command history, he didn’t blame them. They’d come around soon enough.

Unlike his predecessors, Giles Chesnee had a plan.

“Sir?”

He swiveled to face his chief aide. Lieutenant Josef Armal had been in-system for two years and Chesnee found his knowledge useful. He also found the younger man’s information about his former commander useful, but he broached that subject rarely and with great delicacy. “Yes, Lieutenant?”

“We have an incoming high priority transmission for you, sir.” Armal paused. “From Sta’Gloa, by the looks of it.” Though his olive face remained impassive, the minute tightening of his jaw muscles betrayed him. He was not pleased.

Chesnee inclined his graying blond head. “Thank you, Lieutenant.” Lifting his voice, he called out, “Dismissed.”

Armal saluted, snapping the palm of his right hand to his left shoulder, and stepped away. The rest of Chesnee’s staff saluted and filed out into the corridor after the lieutenant, but a few of them couldn’t quite hide flashes of something resembling frustration. They knew—or at least suspected—the identity of his caller.

In that, they have my sympathy.

During his brief sojourn in-system, Chesnee had gained a few pieces of the puzzle. This included the knowledge that the majority of both his staff and the Change’s crew were aware of what transmissions from Sta’Gloa or Lanx usually entailed. For that matter, he suspected the entire Blockade Division had an inkling of the truth.

Not that anyone could prove anything, of course.

Tapping a command into the control panel mounted in the arm of his chair, Chesnee watched as a full-size hologram of a trim little man coalesced on the deck before him.

“Greetings, Admiral,” the man began in fluent Tarynian, offering him a slight bow. “I—”

Chesnee cut him off with a brusque wave of his hand. “Let’s dispense with the pleasantries, shall we, Representative Pamos? What are you after this time? Come to offer me another bribe?”

He steepled his fingers, suppressing a frown. The use of Dion Pamos’s official title was intended to nettle him. The man held a place on the Coalition Triumvirate that governed the Sta’Gloan system’s interplanetary affairs, but denied any political involvement in his clandestine Hypernet communications. Chesnee found that hard to swallow.

Pamos lifted dark eyebrows in an expression of mild astonishment before molding his face back into its usual bland placidity. “Admiral, once again may I remind you that I come bearing no authorization from the Triumvirate. This is purely a business matter. My associates and I have a final offer for you.”

Chesnee braced himself. Here it comes. “Continue.”

“We are prepared to give you one thousand ounces of platinum and five thousand ounces of gold.”

It took a great deal of control not to keep his shock from showing. He had to swallow twice before his vocal chords worked. “That…is several times the size of your last offer.”

“Yes, it is.” Pamos nodded solemnly. “Which is why it is our final offer. This money will be transferred directly to you with the understanding that your forces leave our ships alone for the duration of your command.” He paused. “There will of course be annual bonuses as a reward for your cooperation.”

Performing a few rapid calculations in his head, Chesnee went very still. That’s a lot of money. More money than he was likely to see in his entire career. Precious metal prices fluctuated across the galaxy, but an ounce of gold was still worth hundreds of G.U. credits. Platinum was even more valuable, though not as common.

“It is a…tempting…offer,” he said at last. “Very tempting.” Hard currency would be difficult to trace, too, a wistful voice that sounded like his wife noted inside his head.

He drew in a deep breath. “That notwithstanding, I must inform you that my answer remains the same. I refuse to compromise my mission or my honor.”

“Ah, yes, the old answer.” Pamos let out a dramatic sigh. “You would be surprised how many times I’ve heard it.”

Chesnee prepared for the Sta’Gloan to end the transmission just as he had done on the two previous occasions they spoke. To his surprise, Pamos merely tilted his head.

“I think, Admiral, it is more likely you refuse to compromise your pride.”

“What?”

Pamos quirked his eyebrows. “You heard me. Obviously you do not believe you are here because your career is at an end.”

Chesnee’s confusion must have shown on his face because the other man laughed.

“Oh, yes, Admiral, I am aware of the Blockade Division’s reputation within the Galactic Union StarFleet.” Pamos smiled, but the expression did nothing to soften the granite in his eyes. “They consider you a joke, a place where misfits who cannot make the grade are shuffled to prevent them from becoming any more of an embarrassment to the Fleet than they already are. Being given this command is a death knell to an officer’s career.”

“In two decades, none of your predecessors ever managed to find a way past Sta’Gloa or Lanx’s planetary shields.” He lifted his shoulders in an eloquent shrug. “Most were also inept at maintaining the blockade—in fact, it is a miracle you’ve hung onto occupied islands of Glo’Stea as long as you have.”

“I’m sure Coalition gold had something to do with that.” The words came out more sharply than Chesnee intended.

“We saw an opportunity for mutual benefit and took it.” Pamos spread his hands. “Think about my offer, Admiral. Do not be a fool.”

His wife had said the same thing before he left Taryn, but Chesnee was not about to tell Pamos that. “Or you could join the Galactic Union.”

Pamos laughed. “That, Admiral, is not a deal I am prepared to make.”

“Pity.”

“Should you change your mind, you know where to reach me.” Pamos bowed again and his hologram vanished.

For a long moment, Chesnee regarded the spot where Pamos had been with grim thoughtfulness. He disliked the man for a multitude of reasons—the first being that he was a politician and the second that he was a Coalition politician—but he had to give him credit for his ability to sow discord and discontent.

The offer was beyond generous. But, more than anything else, Chesnee wanted the honor and prestige that would come from succeeding where no one else had even come close. Especially since he had no idea what he had done to warrant being given—or demoted to, he wasn’t sure—command of the blockade in the first place.

~~~~

Captain Sanford called him from the bridge that afternoon. “Admiral, I have a Bumblebee-class freighter heading toward Lanx on one of the trajectories you ordered monitored.”

His pulse quickened. “Excellent. Initiate Phase 1.”

“Understood.”

One of his staff pulled up the bridge data stream on his console. No one, not even Armal, had ventured to say a word about the Sta’Gloan transmission. “Transponder codes identify it as the Rusty Jalopy out of—”

Chesnee brushed the information aside; the ship’s name and origin were irrelevant. All that mattered was the fact that she was preparing to land in Uva, a city in Sector 4 near Lanx’s capital—well within range of the Winds of Change’s laser turrets. This is the opportunity we’ve been waiting for.

When the Galactic Union first attempted to assimilate the Coalition, they had been astonished to find themselves confronted with a shield system unlike anything they had encountered elsewhere in the galaxy. With the exception of Glo’Stea, a gas giant called Xana 5, and a forsaken rock called Lurline 7, every world in the Sta’Gloan system was fully protected by an energy sphere created and sustained by thousands of generators scattered across their surfaces. The generators produced convex energy circles that melded with each other to form a seamless planetary shield.

Among all the data he had devoured when he first assumed command, Chesnee had noticed a startling change in the blockade runners’ flight patterns. Most pilots were smart enough to keep the mass of a world between themselves and the battleships prowling their system. Their departures and reentries, while not always convenient, were carefully timed to avoid any unwanted interaction. As a result, they were nearly impossible to catch.

Records for the past few years, however, told a different story. Coalition smugglers grew bolder and more arrogant, trading safety for speed. Their flight paths grew steadily closer to the danger that was G.U. blockade ships. Under his direction, each of his ships had kept close tabs on the shields for the last three months to learn how quickly openings were manipulated. Then all they needed was a ship to fall into the trap.

Their flagrant contempt will be their downfall.

Chesnee motioned to his chief technician, Lieutenant Commander Tryl, who pulled up a real-time display of Lanx and her energy shield. As they watched, the Rusty Jalopy began to maneuver past the shield. The deck rumbled beneath their feet, signaling that the laser turrets were powering up, and he allowed himself a faint smile.

There was no way the Shield Control tower in Uva would be able to close the gap in time.

~~~~

“Cap’n, I don’t like this. We’re too close to that battlecruiser.” Hogan Baer, copilot and first mate of the Rusty Jalopy, hunched forward in his seat, broad shoulders tense.

“Hogan, you’re starting to repeat yourself—you’ve said that six times in the last hour.” Cal Zuko looked away from his controls long enough to shoot an exasperated glare at his copilot. The fact that his ship was making its way toward the Uva Spaceport and they would be setting down on solid ground for the first time in days was cause for celebration. “It’s too early for you to be getting paranoid. When was the last time they actually blew somebody out of the sky?”

Hogan passed a hand over his face, tugging unhappily on his dark beard.

“Well?”

“That ain’t the point!” Hogan pounded a fist on the control panel before him and Cal winced. “We’re in range of their guns!”

“Breathe.”

Hogan took a deep breath and unclenched his hands. In a more controlled voice, he asked, “Why do we have to land in Uva?”

“Let me remind you of the valuable cargo the Jalopy is carrying and the person who is waiting for us in Uva.” Cal threw a pointed look at his first mate. “Let me further remind you what Pyu will do to us if we don’t show up. We’ll be lucky if we can get a job on a garbage skiff.”

Hogan shook his head mulishly. “I still don’t like it.”

“I don’t pay you to like it; I pay you to do it. The money we’ll get for this job is more than enough to set us up for the next supply run to Nebullia for spare ship parts.” Cal motioned to the comm panel. “Contact Shield Control and tell ‘em to let us through.”

“Aye, Cap’n.”

Moments later, a hole swirled into existence in the translucent blue shield. Cal flew the Rusty Jalopy past it into the lower edge of Lanx’s upper atmosphere and looked over at Hogan with a cocky grin. “Was that so hard?”

Before his first mate could respond, proximity alarms began to screech, filling the cockpit with strident noise.

“What the—” Cal launched into evasive action, but it was too late.

Much too late.

~~~~

Bursts of searing energy hurtled through space and the unprotected lacy wisps of Lanx’s upper atmosphere to impact directly with the Jalopy. The freighter exploded in a blazing fireball, flinging shards of debris everywhere. The rest of the salvo punched through the dissipating cloud of metal and plastic to rip into the exposed sliver of Uva planetside.

Chesnee held his breath, as did everyone else not engrossed in a vital task. They had caught the Lanxians off-guard, that much was obvious, but their window of opportunity grew narrower with every passing second. We must locate the generator and destroy it or months of planning and the element of surprise will be wasted.

Through a combination of triangulation and patient observation, they had determined its general location. As the Change continued to rain energy blasts down on Uva, several of them found their mark. Uva’s shield flickered once and died, exposing the entire area it protected.

“Uva’s shield is down, Admiral,” Captain Sanford reported smugly.

“Cease fire, Captain.” Chesnee felt the turrets still. “Inform the troops the moment has arrived.”

“With pleasure.”

Chesnee heard Sanford’s bridge crew cheering in the background. A ghost of a smile crossed his face. We’ve taken the first step to victory.

They were ready for this. He was ready for this.

In a matter of moments, troop transports would shoot out of the Winds of Change’s carrier bays. Those men would be the first to set foot on Lanx in twenty years. The impossible had just been proved possible.

“Give me stats on Uva.” Chesnee looked down at the tiny hologram of Lanx, imagining plumes of black smoke drifting up into the atmosphere. A good chunk of the city was now smoldering ash.

While he regretted the inevitable loss of life, he had done his best to reduce casualties. Uva was not an important city; they had no factories, research centers, or mining operations that would suffer as a result of orbital bombardment. He had chosen the city for that reason.

Since the beginning of the blockade, G.U. politicians had opposed orbital bombardment as a possible means of breaking through the Coalition’s shields. They wanted its riches intact and clung to the belief that the Coalition could be brought into the fold by other means. Hence twenty years of effort that had accomplished nothing but to waste time and taxpayers’ money.

Ah, well, that’s in the past now. Shaking off his thoughts, Chesnee focused on the here and now.

“First troop transports away,” Lieutenant Armal reported with fierce joy.

“Excellent. It will be interesting to see how the Lanxians handle this.” Chesnee watched the transports—bulbous ships suited more for deep space than atmospheric use—streak toward the gap in Lanx’s defenses.

A short while later, Tryl waved him over to his console. “Sir, you’d better take a look at this.”

“What’s the matter?”

Tryl pointed to the shield plates around Uva. “They’re doing something I’ve never seen before, sir.” Enhancing the image, he highlighted the shield. “Look.”

As Chesnee watched, the shield rotated and stretched. “Are they attempting to compensate for the missing shield generator?”

“Not sure yet, sir.” Tryl’s fingers danced over his console in an attempt to find an answer. When the edges of the shield curved inward and dropped, his eyes widened in disbelief. “They just cut Uva off from the rest of the planet!”

“Of course they did.” Chesnee held back an irritated sigh, even as he marveled at how casually Lanx could sacrifice an entire city. It was too much to hope everything would go without a hitch of some kind. Although, being able to land at all is an unmitigated success.

Dion Pamos’s face appeared in his mind’s eye and he smiled. No doubt the Representative would be contacting him soon, panic underlying his oily words. Chances were the new bribe would be even greater, but it didn’t matter.

My career isn’t over yet. I’ll do what all eight of my predecessors failed to accomplish. I’ll take this system one planet at a time, one city at a time.

He looked over at his comm officer. “Lieutenant Darkon, get me Admiral Tyler.”

The tide had turned.




Chapter 4

LILIA awoke to a faint, persistent rustling. She struggled to open her eyes, but her eyelashes felt heavy, as if someone had attached tiny weights to them. It took her fuzzy brain a moment to register she could move her limbs again. The force field was gone.

After a few seconds’ hard work, she managed to prop her eyes open. A tiny dark-haired woman stood beside her bed, exchanging an empty vial of nanites for a full one. Frowning, Lilia wet her lips and attempted to speak. Her tongue felt several sizes too large for her mouth. “How long was I out?”

The nurse offered her a soft smile. “You’ve been asleep for about twelve hours.”

With a great deal of effort, Lilia raised her head to peer over at her brother’s bed. He’s still out cold, she thought groggily. It did not surprise her. He could sleep through an orbital bombardment.

She let her head fall back against the pillow as a fresh wave of drowsiness swept over her. Everything faded to black again.

~~~~

Smoke filled the corridors of the sprawling hospital; an acrid haze laced with the tang of discharged laser bolts and the unforgettable aroma of charred flesh. Blaring klaxons and frightened screams echoed behind her, punctuated by the muted ‘pfthts’ of many laser carbines. The Tarynians weren’t leaving any survivors.

She stumbled through the haze on trembling legs, sharp anger warring with nauseated panic and keening grief. The laser burns on her shoulder throbbed, but she barely felt them. She, at least, was still alive.

Her coworkers were all dead.

The Tarynians had descended on the hospital like a swarm of oversized poisonous insects; there was nothing anyone could do to stop them.

She stifled a sob. Coral Island Hospital had been a resort before the blockade—it was never meant to withstand invaders. With the shields breached, they had no defenses. No one on the staff carried anything deadlier than a scalpel. Their only hope was to use the emergency landing pad nestled at the other end of the hospital to evacuate as many patients as humanly possible before the Tarynians overwhelmed them.

Hurtling around a corner, she found herself looking down the barrel of a laser carbine held by a Tarynian solider with a wild, half-frightened look on his face.

She had no time to wonder how he had gotten ahead of her or why he had not simply shot her on sight. In the space between one heartbeat and the next, she watched an oxygen tank slam into the side of his head. The soldier swayed and pitched face-first to the floor.

A grizzled surgeon stood behind him, readying the oxygen tank for another blow. He beckoned her to follow him and she obeyed, pausing long enough to gather up the soldier’s carbine. He no longer needed it.

The surgeon’s mouth tightened as she slung the weapon around her neck, but he gave her an approving nod before setting off down the hall.

The rest of the hurried trek to the landing pad passed in a blur. Indistinct shapes wavered in and out of the smoky haze before it cleared. She and the surgeon found themselves engulfed in a mass of panicked living bodies. Some patients hobbled along by themselves; others were supported by terrified nurses and other staff. Floating gurneys carried the rest.

A few battered yachts and small freighters awaited them at the landing pad—not enough ships, not nearly enough, she thought, even as the iron band gripping her chest loosened its hold a fraction. The Tarynians had not yet made it this far.

Someone seized her uninjured shoulder. Startled, she whipped around to find herself looking at Kevin. He opened his mouth. “Lilia, wake up.”

She felt herself frown. That wasn’t what he—

Heart thudding in her chest, Lilia snapped awake. For a second, images of Coral Island Hospital remained too vivid for her to see her surroundings. Then the bare walls of their room came into view and she closed her eyes. Not again.

Sitting up in bed, she passed a hand over her face and banished the lingering fragments of the dream to a distant corner of her mind where she kept things not worth revisiting. I hope Kev didn’t notice I was dreaming again. The less said about that subject, the better.

“Hey, Lil, are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She did not look at him.

His voice dropped an octave into what she affectionately—and with occasional exasperation—referred to as his ‘protective mode’. “Were you having that dream again?”

She stiffened. So much for hoping he wouldn’t notice. Her twin knew her too well. Reluctantly, she nodded.

“It’s been eight months.”

“I know.” Lilia fiddled with the end of her long, dark brown braid, suppressing a frown. “It’s just—well, that was the worst day of my life and this…” She glanced over at his bed. “This has sort of raked everything up again.”

Kevin’s mouth twisted into a thin line. “I know.” His eyes narrowed with concern. “But you don’t have that dream often anymore, do you?”

“No, it’s…been a few weeks since the last one.” Right after that psych evaluation, come to think of it.

“Good.”

“Yeah.”

~~~~

The twins spent the next few hours drifting in and out of a time-warping haze. Lilia thought the sedatives had worn off, but the infusion process left had them fatigued. It also left them feeling twitchy, like they had swelled and their skin was now stretched too tight over their bodies.

“Wait, aren’t we done now?” Kevin blinked at Melinda in bewilderment as she removed the last empty vial from the machine beside him but left his IV in place.

Melinda smiled at him. “Oh, the infusion process itself is finished, but you have to wait a couple of hours for the last of the nanites to get settled before Dr. Dover can verify them.”

His face fell. “And here I was looking forward to getting out of here.”

“You will,” she promised, patting his arm. “Don’t worry.”

When Melinda moved around to her side, Lilia asked, “Are you a Guardian?” The question had been bouncing around inside her mind for a while.

“Yep, sure am.” Melinda’s smile brightened. “Most of the people who work here are.”

Lilia frowned. “So is feeling exhausted normal?”

Stripping the last vial from Lilia’s machine with practiced fingers, Melinda nodded. “Yes. Lethargy is a common side effect of the infusion process.” She produced two Nutri-Squeeze breakfast tubes from what seemed like thin air and flipped them into the twins’ laps. “Just be patient. Everything’s fine.”

After she left, Kevin looked over at Lilia. “Yeah…”

She held up her breakfast tube. “At least we have food.”

~~~~

Dr. Dover finally breezed into their room around three o’clock, Melinda trailing in her wake. “Good afternoon. I’m sure you’ll both be happy to learn the infusion process is complete.”

From her position seated cross-legged on her bed, Lilia suppressed a snort. Happy isn’t quite the word I’d use—more like ecstatic.

“We’re thrilled,” Kevin assured Dover. “Really…thrilled.”

“The final step is to verify that your nanites installed themselves correctly.” Dover motioned for Kevin to hold out his arm. He obeyed and she pressed a ten-centimeter silver rod against his bare skin. A second later, she glanced at the rod and fiddled with a datapad she pulled from a pocket. Then, nodding to herself, she moved to Lilia’s side.

Lilia felt a tiny pulse of energy against her bare forearm. Dover nodded again. “Excellent. Everything is as it should be.”

“That’s good,” Kevin said cheerfully. “We don’t want any malfunctioning nanites running amok.”

“Indeed.”

Lilia made a face at the thought.

Melinda took that as her cue to remove IVs and retract bed rails. Once freed, the twins lost no time scrambling to their feet. The floor was cold, but they didn’t let it bother them.

Dover pinned Kevin with a stern look. “Since males tend to continue their growth until they are approximately twenty-five standard years of age, you will need to return in three or four months so we can determine if you have changed.”

“And if I have?”

“We’ll introduce a patch to enlarge your specifications.”

“I see.” He regarded her with narrowed eyes. “Does it have to be on Glo’Stea?”

Dover shook her head. “No, a patch infusion could be performed at branch offices on Lanx or Sta’Gloa if necessary.”

“Okay, good to know.” Kevin saluted. “Thanks, Doc.”

Her thin lips curved in an odd, satisfied smile. “I think you two will go far.” A second later, the smile disappeared. “Should you experience any complications—which, I might add, you will not—someone will notify me.” With a brisk nod, Dover exited the room.

Lilia lifted her eyebrows in faint surprise. “I think we’ve been dismissed.”

“No kidding.” Kevin shook his head. “Interesting woman.”

Strange woman, Lilia thought, staring after Dover. Although, it’s probably just an occupational hazard. Dr. Payton was a little on the strange side too.

Melinda caught their attention. “Go ahead and get dressed.” She jerked a thumb toward the hall. “I’ll be out there.”

When Lilia and Kevin emerged a few minutes later, happy to be back in their regular clothes, the nurse smiled and unfolded herself from the wall against which she had been leaning. “That wasn’t so bad, now was it?”

“I suppose not,” Kevin stopped in the middle of the hall long enough to lock his hands above his head and lean into a stretch. “Can’t say I want to go through it again any time soon though.”

“Hear, hear,” Lilia agreed. She hoisted her bag higher on her shoulder, refusing to think about the millions of nanites now lodged beneath her skin.

Melinda laughed, looking at Kevin. “Trust me, in a few days that’ll be the last thing on your minds.”

Oblivious to her attention, Kevin shoved his hands into his pockets. “Where to now?”

“Waiting room.” Melinda led them back through the Infusion Wing. “Take the accelevator down to Sublevel 2. Your trainer is Neela Vini—she’ll meet you there.”

Lilia dipped her head in a nod. “Thank you.” Then she watched with amusement as Melinda pressed something into Kevin’s hand.

“Call me,” she murmured with a wink.

Before Kevin could formulate a reply—stammered or otherwise—Melinda bounced back into the Infusion Wing. He stared down at the scrap of paper in his hand for a few stunned seconds and then cleared his throat. The tips of his ears burned bright red.

“I think she likes you.”

He shot her a look from beneath lowered brows. “Not a word, Lil.”

“Wasn’t going to say a thing.” Swallowing a laugh, Lilia held her hands up in mock surrender as they crossed to the accelevator.

A few seconds later, they stepped out into a large entrance hall that bore a marked resemblance to the waiting room. Wide doorways had been set in the beige walls on three sides, leading deep into the building’s recesses. A diminutive older woman stood in the center of the Guardian insignia on the brown floor.

The first thing Lilia noticed about Neela Vini was her shoulder-length, blue-black hair, which stood in startling contrast to her almost translucent skin. The second thing she noticed was that Neela’s dark, almond-shaped eyes were surveying them with good-natured amusement.

Finally, Neela laughed, breaking the awkward silence that had enveloped them. “You two look exhausted. I remember how much fun infusion is. Once in a lifetime experience.” She had a pleasant, lilting voice.

Lilia and Kevin traded sideways glances. “Thanks.”

Neela smiled. “As I’m sure Melinda informed you, my name is Neela Vini. Over the next two days, I’ll be teaching you about the various aspects of being a Guardian and how to use the tools you’ve been given. But for now,” she continued in a voice that brooked no dispute, “I want you to rest. Your bodies need to finish adjusting to the nanites’ presence.”

She looped her arms through theirs and set off for the doorway on the left, tugging them along with her. The top of her head barely reached Lilia’s shoulder. “Come with me. I’ll show you to the rooms we’ve prepared for you and we’ll get you something to eat. You’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

At the mention of food, Kevin’s stomach let out a ferocious growl. A faint tinge of pink colored his cheeks beneath the last day’s accumulation of stubble. “Sorry. Didn’t realize I was that hungry.”

Lilia glanced at him over Neela’s head. “When are you not hungry?”

He grinned sheepishly and shrugged.

Neela just laughed. “No worries. From now on you’re going to find you need to eat more often—especially proteins. They’re easiest for the nanites to break down and utilize.” She turned left at the next intersection. “You’ll be staying in the Green Hall.”

There was no need to ask why it bore that name. In another moment, they rounded the corner into a hall with forest green walls. Glowing green numbers marked each of the doors lining both sides of the hall, casting a swampy glow on the golden brown floor.

Lilia wondered briefly if there were other halls painted different colors, but she lost the thought when Neela stopped halfway down the hall.

“Here we are.” Disengaging her arms, Neela produced two keycards and slid them through the door panels of Rooms 17 and 19. Both doors opened to reveal tiny spaces just big enough for a narrow bunk, a small desk affixed to the wall, and a chair.

Kevin poked his head inside Room 17. “Cozy.”

He’s right—they do look cozy. Lilia threw a longing look at the bunk in Room 19. I’m ready to go back to bed.

Neela handed them each a keycard. “You’ll be working with me all day tomorrow and then you’ll come back here in the evening. Kitchen ‘bots will bring your meals. In fact…” She glanced at the metal band on her wrist. “They should be along shortly.”

“We won’t be meeting any other Guardians?” Kevin turned back to her with a trace of disappointment.

Neela’s dark hair rustled as she shook her head. “You’d be a distraction to each other right now. That’s the last thing you need. Our goal is to make the most of the time you spend training with me.”

She glanced between them. “Our first session begins at 0800. I’ll come get you. In the meantime, sleep.” She offered them a parting smile and strolled back toward the entrance hall.

After she was gone, Kevin leaned against his doorframe. “She seems nice.”

Lilia nodded.

“Well…” He straightened and tossed her a wave before stepping into his room. “See you in the morning, Lil.”

“You too, Kev.”

Lilia retreated to her own room and shut the door. It’s a good thing I’m not claustrophobic, she decided as she looked around. This room is barely two meters wide. Dropping her bag onto the bunk, she sank down beside it and lay back. The mattress was comfortably springy beneath her.

Taking a deep, measured breath, she let it out slowly and closed her eyes. Here and now, the immediacy of their situation began to fade. Their arrival at the NCDC branch office the day before felt like a long time ago.

When she opened her eyes, she noticed a narrow door beside the foot of the bunk. Curious, she got up to investigate. To her delight, she discovered a compact hygiene unit complete with shower stall. They think of everything.

She had just emerged—clean, dry, and running a brush through her hair—when she heard the unmistakable click of an intercom followed by a chipper, metallic male voice.

“Dinner for Miss Strong.”

Her stomach gave an appreciative rumble. Reaching out, she tapped a small cream panel on the wall beside the door. “Enter.”

The door opened. A lime green ‘bot the size of a small child rolled into the room, balancing a covered tray in two of its four arms. “Greetings, Miss.”

Lilia blinked at the ‘bot for a few seconds as it slid the tray onto the desk. “You are an interesting shade of green.” In her experience, people purchased humanoid ‘bots, ‘bots with multiple appendages, and even commissioned ‘bots to match their color schemes, but this combination was rather unusual.

“I’m Lime Green,” the ‘bot said proudly. “Lime Green Model 2G, actually, but I usually go by LGM-2. Enjoy your meal. I will be back to collect the dishes when you are finished.” Tilting its oval-shaped head forward, it bowed over two of its arms.

“Thank you, LGM-2.” Bemused, Lilia watched it back up and trundle out the door. Somebody on the kitchen staff had too much time on their hands. With a mental shake of her head, she examined the tray’s contents.

By the time the little ‘bot returned, however, Lilia was not awake. She had finished her meal and fallen sound asleep. LGM-2 quietly collected the tray of dishes and set a Nutri-Squeeze breakfast tube on the desk before departing.

~~~~

The next morning, Neela met them in the hall outside and marched them back to the entrance hall. “Training rooms and the armory are all on Sublevel 3,” she explained.

They took the accelevator down to the next floor and she led them through a series of corridors until they reached a door bearing her name. After entering a security code, she waved them inside. “This is my training room.”

A good night’s sleep had revitalized Lilia. She felt ready to take on the galaxy—as soon as she found a decent cup of coffee. The only thing marring her good mood was an irritating tickle in the back of her mind. It had started shortly after she woke up and refused to go away.

In an effort to distract herself, she looked around the room. Two navy blue chairs stood in the center of the floor, with a third facing them. A small drink dispenser occupied the far corner.

Throwing a glance at Neela, Kevin gestured to the featureless room. “I suppose this is one way of minimizing distractions.”

Neela merely smiled and pressed a button on the metal wristband half-hidden behind the sleeve of her turquoise shirt. Immediately, the room changed.

Where they had been surrounded by bare walls, they now stood in a little gazebo on the edge of a deserted beach. A hedge of tropical foliage rose up behind them. Golden sand stretched on all other sides, backed by kilometers of placid blue water. It looked real.

Lilia sighed. “Would it be possible to change this to something else? I work on a tiny island with a lot of sand.”

“Very well.” Neela pressed another button and the hologram around them rippled. They were now in a small clearing buried in a vast rainforest. Dappled sunlight filtered through the green canopy of the trees arched above them. A gentle breeze ruffled the leaves.

That same gentle breeze caressed Lilia’s face. She shook her head slightly, resisting the urge to look for a fan. Holotechnology of this sort was nothing new, but it was a precious commodity on the war-torn fringes of free Glo’Stea.

Of course, she thought, passing a hand through the nearest tree trunk, Jamal is the capital city and as such enjoys advantages everybody else lacks.

Neela motioned to the drink dispenser, which now seemed out of place in the middle of a rainforest. “Would you care for something to drink? The ‘bots don’t serve coffee.”

Lilia brightened. “I’d love some coffee.”

“You?” Neela looked at Kevin.

He shook his head and dropped into a chair, resting his head in his hands.

Crossing to the dispenser, Lilia punched in her order and took the mug it filled for her. As she slipped into the seat beside Kevin, she nudged him with an elbow. “You are awake, aren’t you?” She blew on her coffee, watching him out of the corner of her eye. He was usually so chipper in the mornings he drove everyone else crazy. This is new.

“Don’t I look awake?” He paused in the midst of stifling a yawn. “On second thought, don’t answer that.”

She hid a smile. Must be the nanites.

Neela settled into the chair facing them with a steaming mug of her own. For a moment, she glanced back and forth between the two of them in mild amusement. Then she asked, “Have you noticed anything different about yourselves?”

Coffee mug halfway to her lips, Lilia hesitated. There was something odd about the older woman’s voice, a deceptively casual note. I wonder… She glanced at her brother.

He met her eyes and made a subtle gesture toward his head, raising his eyebrows in a silent question.

She gave him a tiny nod. Oh, good. I’m not going crazy.

Kevin turned his attention back to Neela. “As a matter of fact, we have noticed something.”

“There’s this weird tickling in the back of our minds.” Lilia finally took a tentative sip of her coffee.

“We woke up this morning—” Kevin continued.

“—and it was just there.”

Neela surveyed them over the rim of her mug. “You’re wondering if this is normal?”

“Yes,” Kevin said.

“Exactly,” Lilia added. “Because if it’s not—”

“It’s perfectly normal.” Neela tapped the arm of her chair. A small tray popped out and she set her mug on it. “In fact, I’d be worried if you hadn’t noticed. I’ve been trying to contact you all morning.”




Chapter 5

“WHAT?” Lilia’s jaw dropped. So did Kevin’s.

Ignoring their surprise, Neela tapped her left temple with one slender finger. “During the infusion process, your control nanites breached the blood-brain barrier and integrated themselves into your cerebrums. The majority of them created the neural network that will enable you to use your builder nanites to materialize your armor—much the same way your brain operates the rest of your body—while the last portion formed a communications hub.”

She picked up her mug again and took a sip. “Thanks to the nanites, each Guardian emits a unique identifying frequency. Our communication hub nanites lock onto these frequencies and use them to open comm channels. The result?” She held one hand palm-up. “Nancom—instantaneous mental communication. It’s one of the NCDC’s greatest developments.”

Kevin shook his head in amazement. “So that’s what Nancom is.”

Excitement fluttered in Lilia’s stomach as she curled her fingers around her mug. This just keeps getting better and better.

“Ah, yes.” Neela inclined her head. “The NCDC doesn’t exactly advertise Guardians—there are some individuals who shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near this sort of technology.”

Kevin snorted and leaned back in his chair. He was starting to look more awake. “Yeah, telepathy and laser-proof armor would be a big draw for a certain class of people.”

“Nanocommunication,” Neela corrected him. “We try to avoid the phrase ‘telepathy’. Makes people nervous.” She fixed both of them with a grave look. “You must understand. This is not some strange genetic mental power—it’s facilitated by the nanites. Should you ever leave the NCDC, the nanites and the abilities they give you will be removed.”

“Right, right.” Kevin brushed her words aside. “What do we need to do to use Nancom?”

“Well…” Neela smiled. “At the risk of sounding like a bad film, I want you to close your eyes.”

Lilia and Kevin shot each other one last glance and obeyed.

“Normally, I’d have you connect with me, but in your case I think it will be easier for you to connect with each other.

The tickling in the back of their minds vanished.

Neela lowered her voice. “Reach out with your minds and focus on each other. The nanites will find your respective frequencies—all you have to do is allow each other access.”

Right, Lilia thought. Sounds easy enough. In her mind, she pictured her brother sitting beside her with his eyes shut. The tickling presence returned. She continued to focus and it grew stronger, resolving itself into an eerie crackling. Then, as abruptly as if someone had flipped a switch, everything snapped into crystal clear focus.

[…testing…Why do they always serve coffee?] Kevin’s voice flooded her mind.

Yes! A surge of exaltation rose in Lilia’s chest. [Because most people aren’t as strange as you are, Kev. There is tea over there.] It required concentration to keep from speaking aloud, but she managed.

[Really?] His voice brightened inside her head. [That’s gre—hey! It works!]

Their eyes snapped open at the same time and they swiveled in their chairs to stare at each other.

[Say something,] Lilia urged.

[Your lips aren’t moving.] Kevin looked over at Neela, who was watching them with cool satisfaction. “It works.”

Neela raised her mug in a salute. “It’s not particularly difficult. You’ll just need to practice to keep yourselves from accidentally lapsing into physical speech. It’ll get easier. Now…” Her dark eyes twinkled. “I want you to make a connection to me.”

A few seconds later, she spoke inside their minds. [You both have two channels open. What can you tell me about them?]

Lilia’s eyes slid shut again as she probed the channels with her mind. “They both have a distinctive feel.”

Kevin stirred in his chair, the material hastening to conform to his movements. “I know exactly which one is yours and which one is Lil’s.”

“Precisely.” Neela nodded her approval. “Once you’ve made a connection with a Guardian, your nanites will recognize his or her frequency whenever they contact you.”

Lilia opened her eyes. “Can we hold a three-way conversation?”

“Oh, certainly. You just have to project whatever you’re saying to several channels instead of one.”

They tried it and Lilia was relieved to find the process was not unmanageable. It just requires a little finesse. Nor was it difficult to tell they were addressing more than one person; each channel shifted subtly.

Closing a channel was even easier. “It’s like hitting a mental ‘off’ button,” Kevin concluded.

They worked with nanocommunication a while longer and then Neela moved on to the next lesson. Setting her coffee cup aside, she rolled up her left sleeve. “Now we’ll discuss operating your ISFs.”

“Our what?” Kevin leaned forward, a frown creasing his forehead.

Lilia wore a matching expression.

“ISF stand for ‘Interdimensional Storage Field’. It’s what we call the electromagnetic field the nanites create around our bodies.” Neela held out her bare arm for them to see. “As far as NCDC scientists can tell, it appears to reside in another dimension.”

“Another dimension?” Lilia echoed. “What do you—” She never finished.

Neela produced a slender dagger from thin air above her wrist and balanced it on a finger. One corner of her mouth turned up in a mischievous smile. “I find a demonstration gets the point across better than anything else.”

“Uh…yeah…” Kevin stared wide-eyed at the knife, which flashed as it caught a ray of sunlight coming through the canopy of holographic leaves—real sunlight, collected via fiber optic cables and piped throughout the entire building. “I’ll bet it does.”

Shaking her head in astonishment, Lilia watched Neela slide the dagger back into the thin air from whence it came with one quick, fluid movement. I could have sworn the tips of her fingers disappeared for a few seconds. “How is that—”

“—possible?” Kevin’s eyebrows climbed so high they almost merged into his hairline.

Their instructor shrugged, dark eyes glinting with amusement again. “All we know is that it’s a byproduct of the nanites’ interaction with the human body.” She rolled her sleeve back down. “At any rate, anything in an ISF is undetectable. Were I to pass through a weapons scanner, that dagger wouldn’t even register on it.”

She shrugged. “Another reason we’re careful who we recruit.”

“No kidding.” Kevin leaned forward. “How does it work?”

“In order to operate your ISF, you must first know where it is.” Neela suspended her left hand over her right arm. “The field extends a little over ten centimeters above your skin. Concentrate on it—you should be able to tell exactly where it ceases to exist.”

Biting the inside of her lip, Lilia patted her hand up and down along the length of her arm without actually touching it. At first, she did not notice anything out of the ordinary. Then, following an instinctive prickling in her mind, her questing fingers encountered something that felt suspiciously like an invisible, squishy membrane. She swallowed. “I think I found it.”

Prodding the squishy field again, she was mildly taken aback when her fingertips sank through it. Well, this is interesting. Curious, she pushed harder. Without warning, her entire hand disappeared.

Her eyebrows rose. Definitely interesting. She wiggled her fingers for good measure, but only encountered empty space.

“Oh, that’s weird.”

Lilia looked up to find Kevin’s eyes fixed on the place where her hand should have been. She threw him a smirk.

Not to be outdone, Kevin thrust his hand into his own ISF and smirked back.

Neela returned from the drink dispenser with another cup of coffee. “Oh, good. You’ve discovered how to penetrate them.” Removing two styluses from a place in her ISF above her left forearm, she tossed one to each of them. “Try these.”

Kevin pulled his hand from his ISF in time to catch the stylus and sent Lilia a mischievous grin. “This should be easy.” Via Nancom, he added, [Race ya, sis.] Giving the stylus a little twirl, he drove it into thin air above his knee like a nail.

Before he finished, Lilia slid her stylus into her ISF five centimeters above her left wrist. “Done.” She brought her wrist up to examine it. That’s rather disturbing, if you think about it.

Kevin groaned.

Neela laughed. “Now take them out.”

It took the twins a few seconds to find the exact locations they had used, but both of them produced the styluses with no trouble.

“Notice how they didn’t move?” Neela waved a hand. “As long as you don’t cram objects in on top of each other, they’ll stay where they are until you need them.”

“So you could put things anywhere?” Kevin asked, intent on hiding the stylus somewhere else.

“Yes. The ISF surrounds your entire body.”

Lilia inserted the stylus into her ISF again, this time above her right palm, and drew it back out. “Can anyone else feel this?”

Neela shook her head. “Only the Guardian generating the ISF even knows it’s there.”

Without warning, Kevin began to laugh. “This certainly explains a few of the weird things our dear brothers have done over the years, doesn’t it?”

Lilia’s eyes widened. “That’s true!” She smiled crookedly. “At least now we know where Lon keeps his never-ending supply of styluses.”

“Another galactic mystery solved!” Kevin pumped his fist in the air.

“I take it your older brothers are also Guardians?” Neela asked dryly.

Kevin snorted. “Yes, and as I’m sure you’ve noticed, they didn’t tell us much of anything.” He clasped his hands together. “Speaking of which, are there any limits to what you can carry in an ISF?”

Neela motioned for them to return her styluses. “It’s not infinite, if that’s what you mean. Large objects can be difficult to manipulate, and if something is really heavy, you have to have enough weight-space left to accommodate it.”

“Weight-space?” Lilia asked.

“The total possible weight of objects in your ISF,” Neela clarified. “It can’t exceed your own body weight—not counting external factors like gear.” She lifted her shoulders in a dismissive shrug. “It’s usually not a problem unless you plan on hauling half an armory around with you.”

Lilia did not have to see the grin stretched across her brother’s face to know how delightful he found the idea of carrying every weapon he owned with him at all times. She bit her lip to keep from snickering. Neela, you have no idea what you just created.

With a nonchalant smile, Neela set her coffee mug off to the side and sat up straight. “Now comes the fun part—materializing your nano-armor.”

Lilia had known this moment was coming, but Neela’s words still sent a chill down her spine. Beside her, Kevin gulped.

Neela surveyed both of them with a knowing half-smile. “Are you ready?”

They exchanged glances. Lilia took a deep, steadying breath. [We can do all things through Him who gives us strength.]

[Exactly.] Kevin gave Neela a firm nod. “We’re ready.”

“Excellent.” Neela tucked a stray lock of blue-black hair behind one ear. “Materializing any component of your armor is as much a function of conscious will as, say, snapping your fingers. New synapses have formed in your brains—you’ll need to learn how to make connections to your control nanites in order to communicate with your builder nanites. They contain the blueprints and initial energy charge to actually produce your armor.”

She held out her hands. “We’ll start with gloves. Observe.”

Eyes trained on Neela’s slender fingers, Lilia and Kevin held their breath.

Charcoal liquid seeped from her skin, spreading over her hands to amalgamate into solid, wrist-length gloves. Neela flexed her fingers. “See? Easy.”

As quickly as they had appeared, the gloves vanished. “Focus on the nanites in your right hand. Will them to form a glove, just like you’d form a fist.”

[Notice how she doesn’t say what it’s going to feel like?] Kevin sounded tense.

Lilia stared at the back of her hand. [Maybe it’s not that bad.]

[Maybe.]

Bracing herself, Lilia pictured a glove forming on her hand, Come on, she told her nanites. Make a glove.

Nothing happened.

Beside her, Kevin whooped in triumph. “Yes!”

She glanced over at him in time to watch a glove coalesce on his hand. Dismay welled up in her throat. He’s done it already? What am I doing wrong? She frowned down at her own hand. Come on, I know you’re in there. Make a glove!

Her nanites still did not budge.

“Something’s holding you back.”

Startled, Lilia looked up to find Neela studying her.

“Don’t be afraid of the nanites. Materialization feels unusual at first, but it’s not painful. Relax.”

Lilia dropped her eyes, a faint flush suffusing her cheeks. Okay, maybe deep down I am a little scared. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to let go of her fear and the tension knotting her muscles. I can do this. I will do this. She narrowed her eyes at the back of her hand. Make a glove.

This time, her nanites obeyed.

It was the strangest sensation Lilia had ever experienced. Her skin tingled as dark gray droplets emerged from her pores and streamed together to envelop her hand. An instant later, they solidified into a glove like Neela’s. She gave her fingers an experimental curl. That wasn’t so bad.

Neela clapped. “Good job. Now see if you can materialize the other one.”

Repeating the process was not difficult. Lilia produced her other glove and Kevin followed suit. He grinned at his hands for a moment and then turned expectant eyes on Neela. “Okay. How do we get them to go back in?”

She brushed her fingers through the air in a languid wave. “Just tell the nanites to break apart and reenter your body.”

Dematerialization was easier than Lilia expected. When she concentrated on her nanites, she felt a little ‘pop’ in her mind like a soap bubble bursting and they retreated back into her skin. Fighting an elated laugh, she smiled up at the canopy of leaves above them. Thank you, Jesus.

Kevin, however, was having difficulty getting his nanites to cooperate. He sat for another five minutes with his jaw clenched and his eyes screwed shut before his gloves reluctantly disappeared. He blew out a sigh of relief and wiped his forehead with his arm. “They didn’t want to leave.”

“You’ve gotten over the hardest part,” Neela assured him. “The rest of the process will be much easier.”

[I hope so,] he muttered to Lilia. They shared matching looks of exasperation.

The sound of the door opening jarred them all back to reality. A bronze ‘bot, identical to LGM-2 save for its color, trundled in with a stack of sandwiches beneath a clear dome. “We have lunch for you, Miss Vini.”

Neela accepted the tray with a smile and set it by the drink dispenser. “Thank you, BZ.” She glanced at the twins. “We’ll recommence after lunch.”

Kevin grinned, his mood brightening with the prospect of food. “Sounds good to me!”

Lilia nodded, watching as BZ rolled around collecting empty coffee mugs. The ‘bot looked out of place in the holographic forest clearing. After it left, she looked over at Neela. “Have you been a Guardian long?”

“Eight years.” Neela took a dainty bite of her sandwich, chewed, and swallowed. “I first heard about the NCDC through a good friend at the firing range across town. I was interested and he told me where to go to find out more.”

She took another bite. “I take it your brothers introduced you to the NCDC?

Kevin swallowed and nodded. “Sort of. We found out about the Guardians through them and then Lon—”

“Brother number three,” Lilia interjected, reaching for another sandwich.

“—pointed us in the direction of the NCDC contact he’d used when he joined once he realized we were serious.” Kevin half-smiled. “We’re the youngest and they thought they were looking out for us.”

Neela nodded. “Understandable.”

When they finished eating, she left her chair and moved to the center of the holographic clearing. Dappled sunlight danced over her face. “Nano-armor has two modes: stealth and defense. Most Guardians primarily use stealth mode in everyday life, but we’re going to start with defense mode.”

She shook her dark hair back over her shoulders. “Visualize your armor, make the connection to the nanites, and—” With a dramatic snap of her fingers, charcoal nano-armor replaced her clothing.

Kevin blinked. “Whoa.”

“That did not take long,” Lilia breathed.

Neela smiled. “It’s a fast process—and it only gets faster the more you practice.” The Guardian insignia etched into her shoulder glinted sapphire blue as she motioned for them to join her. “Don’t worry about your clothes. The nanites will pass right through them.”

Lilia wiped suddenly clammy hands on her slacks as she stood. There’s no reason to be nervous, she scolded herself. You materialized gloves; you can materialize the rest of it. She stared at the holographic trees beyond Neela, watching the leaves flutter, and calmed her mind.

Then she released her nanites.

Her entire body tingled. Focusing on the warm, streaming sensation, she commanded the nanites to form her outer armor. Giddy delight filled her as they obeyed.

Wow… She glanced down at herself, taking in the slightly ridged, close-fitting contours of her nano-armor. Then she looked at Kevin. Both of their insignias were emerald green.

Kevin stomped one booted foot on the holographic moss covering the carpet. “Defense mode adds a bit of bulk, doesn’t it?”

“A little.” Neela shrugged. “It’s less bulk than you’d have with conventional body armor.”

Kevin started to nod in reply, but stopped short to stare at Lilia. “Uh, sis?” His lips twitched. “You’ve got a problem.”

She raised a suspicious eyebrow. “Oh?” She knew that expression—it usually meant her twin was up to no good.

“Yeah.” He was trying not to smile and failing miserably. “You’re missing the back half of your armor.”

“What?” Eyes wide with shock, Lilia glanced over her shoulder. Instead of dark gray armor, all she saw was the back of her periwinkle shirt.

“I could have sworn I—wait a minute.” She reached around to feel her back and encountered a hard surface beneath her shirt. She sighed. “They’re there, just not where they’re supposed to be.”

Neela did not look surprised. “That can happen. Next time, make sure you visualize all of your armor.”

“Will do.” Dematerializing the out-of-place nanites, Lilia tried again. “Did I fix it?”

Kevin gave her a quick once-over. “Yep.”

“Thanks.”

Next, Neela taught them how to materialize their helmet, visor, and protective facemask. She and Lilia both had to twist their hair up into knots to get it out of the way before they could materialize their helmets. Lilia decided it was probably the only aspect of nano-armor she did not like.

“You’ll notice you can breathe through the facemask—the nanites act as a filter.” Neela’s voice barely sounded muffled at all. “The NCDC hasn’t done much testing with deadly gases, naturally, but we know it prevents smoke inhalation and the effects of soporific gases.”

“That’s handy,” Kevin joked. “You never know when you might get gassed.”

Lilia rolled her eyes at him, even though she knew he couldn’t see it.

“Your helmets,” Neela continued, “contain an augmented hearing system that will protect you in the event of harmful noise levels. The visors have several modes: clear, tinted, and a combination infrared/night vision.”

She cast a glance at her wrist. “You can play around with the rest of their functions later. For now, we’re going to ensure you don’t have any trouble materializing your armor in the future. Dematerialize everything and materialize full defense mode again.”

They practiced until Lilia was sure she’d be materializing her armor in her sleep that night. When the sunlit forest vanished, returning them to the confines of the bare training room, she and Kevin were both a little disoriented. They blinked at Neela as she shooed them toward the door.

“We’re stopping here for the day,” she announced with an encouraging smile. “You two are doing very well. Tomorrow, I’ll teach you stealth mode and we’ll go over a few other things. For this evening, I’d like you practice everything you’ve learned so far.”

Kevin tossed her a little salute. “I think we can do that.”

“Have a good evening, Neela,” Lilia added before they exited into the corridor.

As they returned to the Green Hall, Kevin rubbed his hands together gleefully. [What do you want to bet we’re going to the armory tomorrow?]

“No takers,” Lilia replied aloud. She paused, wincing. “Were you—”

“—using Nancom?” His violet eyes laughed at her. “Yeah.”

She made a frustrated sound in the back of her throat. “This is harder than I thought.”

Kevin did not reply; he was all but bouncing down the hall.

[Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?]

[Well, if you’re thinking of nanoblades…]

Lilia shook her head. “That’s what I thought.” Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that working with her nanites all day had used up breakfast and lunch.

Laughing, Kevin draped an arm over her shoulders and swept his other arm through the air in front of them. “We’re only being issued the hottest, most revolutionary new sword in the known galaxy, Lil. The galaxy. Be happy!”

“Don’t worry, I am.” One corner of her mouth quirked in a wry smile. I’m just not quite…as excited as you are, Kev.




Chapter 6

LILIA and Kevin were waiting in the hall when Neela arrived at her training room the next day. She looked irritated, but her expression smoothed as she saw them. “Good morning. Ready to go?”

Lilia straightened from her position leaning against the wall. “We are.”

“Can’t wait,” Kevin added with a broad grin.

Neela preceded them through the door and resumed the holographic rainforest clearing. Kevin took a seat, but Lilia headed straight for the drink dispenser. Need coffee, stat.

When they were all settled, Neela launched into the next part of their training. “Stealth mode offers the same protection as defense mode, but is much more unobtrusive. It has no set standards—once you get a feel for how it operates, you’ll be able to tailor it to your daily attire with little conscious effort.”

She rolled up a filmy yellow sleeve to reveal a layer of charcoal armor extending down her arm from her shoulder to her elbow. “This might mean full body protection one day and only partial torso protection the next.”

Lilia frowned over her coffee mug. “Do you have to wear it right up against your skin?”

“No, not necessarily. You can materialize armor over undergarments or other layers of clothing if you like; it just requires more control.” Neela waved a hand. “At any rate, visualize stealth mode as a kind of second skin.”

Here goes. Closing her eyes, Lilia concentrated on her nanites. In her mind, she imagined them seeping from her skin and pooling there, trapped beneath her clothes. A few seconds later, she lifted the hem of her pale blue blouse to peek at her stomach.

Smooth gray nano-armor met her gaze. A smile bloomed on her face. Not so hard, once you get the hang of it.

Beside her, Kevin rose from his chair and spread his arms out away from his body. “Hey, Lil. See anything?”

She studied him, skimming up and down his tall frame in search of the tell-tale bulk of body armor. After a moment, she shook her head. “You look normal.”

“Fantastic.”

Setting her coffee mug aside, Lilia stood and materialized leggings beneath her slacks. “How about me?” She spun about in a tight circle. “Notice anything unusual?”

Kevin scrutinized her with narrowed eyes. “Nope, not a thing.” He swung around to face Neela. “This could really come in handy.”

“It’s saved lives.” Neela drew one leg up on her chair and looped an arm around the other. “Now, I want you to materialize another feature of your nano-armor. Magnetic boot soles.”

The twin stared at her. “Magnetic boot soles?”

By now, Neela had grown accustomed to their occasional bursts of tandem speech. “That’s what I said.”

Shrugging, Lilia bent her knee and craned her neck over her shoulder to peer at the bottom of her boot. She pictured a secondary sole forming and watched as the nanites obeyed. Funny, it doesn’t look any different. “What are these for?”

“Walking on ships’ hulls?” Kevin suggested thoughtfully.

“You could,” Neela agreed, “but they were specifically designed to work with hoverdiscs.”

“Hoverdiscs?”

“Yes. You’ll get one of these later.” Despite prodding from Kevin, that was all she would say on the subject.

An hour later, after Lilia and Kevin had practiced materializing all sorts of different sections of their stealth armor, including flippers for swimming, Neela clapped her hands together. “All right. Time for the next stage.”

Kevin’s eyebrows took on a hopeful tilt. “Armory?”

“Armory,” she confirmed with a faint smile. Shutting off the rainforest, she moved to the door and beckoned them to follow. “You’ll be out of here shortly; we don’t have much more to do.”

Kevin threw Lilia a wide, excited grin, which she couldn’t help but mirror. His enthusiasm was contagious. They fell into step beside Neela as she strode down the corridor.

The armory stood at the other end of Sublevel 3. Much to Lilia’s amusement—though not to her surprise—Kevin’s excitement increased exponentially with every step they took. By the time the three of them actually reached the armory entrance, he was all but vibrating with anticipation.

She opened a channel to him while Neela swiped her identcard through the door’s lock panel and stepped closer to allow a retinal scan. [Will you calm down? You’re making me nervous.]

[Can’t.] He bounced up and down on his toes. [We’re so close I can taste it.]

With a pressurized hiss, the door opened and Neela passed through into a narrow room. “Morning, Rob. Stan.” She waved to two men seated behind a security desk in a niche scooped out of one white wall.

The older of the two, a fair-haired man in his early forties, looked up from a computer console. “Morning, Neela.” Sharp gray eyes swept over the twins. “The usual?”

“Please.”

“I’ll open it up for you. Go ahead and take them back.”

“Thanks, Rob.” Neela headed across the room to another reinforced door.

Lilia and Kevin followed, nodding politely to the two guards.

When the door opened, Neela stepped inside. Lilia and Kevin started to follow but stopped short on the threshold, momentarily frozen in place by the sight before their eyes.

A staggering array of nanoblades filled the large room. Rack after rack of swords—each as tall as Kevin—lined the floor in orderly rows. More swords hung from the walls.

It was incredible.

“There must be hundreds of them here,” Kevin breathed, his voice full of unabashed admiration. He gravitated to the nearest rack and brushed his fingers almost reverently over the scabbard of a long, curved nanoblade.

Lilia looked around the room in amazement. “Where do we even start?”

Neela pointed off to the right. “Longs are in that section; shorts are over here.” She motioned to the other side of the room.

“Thanks.” Kevin wasted no time disappearing into the racks of longer nanoblades.

Lilia moved to the other section and began strolling up and down the racks perusing the nanoblades. She saw blades of every size and shape, singled-edged as well as double-edged. Scabbards varied widely in color and design, as did hilts and guards. Some were gold, others silver, and they ranged from simple to unbelievably ornate. “They’re beautiful.”

Neela, who had accompanied her, agreed. “Venture Inc. seems to think variety will be good for their sales when they’re finally able to put them on the open market.”

Kevin’s voice drifted over the racks. “Decent of them considering what they’re probably going to charge for these.”

“It’s sure to eventually put them at the top of the market.” Shrugging, Neela clasped her hands behind her back. “They’re hoping the NCDC can develop a version of nano-armor that doesn’t involve infusion. So is the military. They’ve been itching to get their hands on Guardian tech for years.”

Ah, Lilia thought. That explains it.

As they neared the end of one row, Lilia asked, “Do they keep dual blades in a certain place or are they mixed in with everything else?”

“They’re down this next row.” Neela raised her eyebrows, sending Lilia a sharp, sideways glance. “You are a dual blade swordswoman?”

“Yes.” Lilia smiled wryly. “Our oldest brother thought it would even the odds a bit when we were younger.” Her smile widened. “Actually, I think they just wanted to use me as a practice dummy—”

“You weren’t the only one,” Kevin called from the other side of the room.

“—but I decided I liked it,” she finished with a shrug.

“I see.” Understanding flooded Neela’s face. “I prefer dual as well. I’ve always enjoyed the challenge.”

A flash of blue caught Lilia’s eye and she halted abruptly, almost sending Neela colliding into her. There on the rack hung a matched pair of nanoblades with her name stamped all over them. Excitement fluttered in her chest as she ran an admiring fingertip over the silver leaves inscribed in the sapphire blue scabbard before she lifted one off the rack.

The hilt and guard were a smooth nano-metal, nothing fancy. The blade, however, was another story. Drawing it in one smooth motion, she turned the blade from side to side. It was straight, sixty-six centimeters long, with double-edges so sharp they were invisible to the naked eye. A trailing vine had been etched partway up its length. She nodded to herself. It’s a comfortable weight.

Sheathing the nanoblade, Lilia took down its mate and slung both over her shoulder. “I’d like these.”

Neela inclined her head. “That can be arranged.” She led the way back to the door and they waited for Kevin.

A few minutes later, he emerged triumphant from the racks. Wide grin still in place, he held out a seventy-two centimeter, curved nanoblade in a black and silver scabbard. “It was a tough choice, but I found her.”

“Excellent.” Pivoting on her heel, Neela headed out the door. “Let’s go.”

The remainder of their trip through the armory was surprisingly brief. Neela took them back to the security desk, where Rob and Stan registered the microscopic serial numbers embedded in their nanoblades and warned them that the NCDC would periodically check to make sure the weapons were still in their possession. Then Neela crossed to a door on the other side of the narrow room.

“This is the Gear Room.” She unlocked the door, revealing a plain white room perhaps five by six meters. Large green bins were stacked up along three walls, including the wall by the door. A table took up the length of the last wall.

While the twins stood awkwardly off to one side, Neela whirled about the room extracting a variety of equipment from the bins and piling it in two stacks on the table. The only things Lilia recognized were two rebreathers and what she thought might be first aid kits in gray medical bags.

Finally, Neela stopped beside the table. Picking up the rebreathers, she tossed one to each of them. “I’m sure you know what these are.”

“We do.” Kevin tucked his rebreather into his ISF and Lilia did the same.

“Fully equipped first aid kits.” Neela pointed to the gray bags. “Carry them with you at all times.” She distributed two small packages. “Comprehensive scanner. Picks up air transports, ground transports, and living beings the size of a baby or larger. Comes with instructions; you can read them later.”

Each scanner was a palm-sized rectangle with a wrist cord. Lilia and Kevin shared impressed looks.

“Last but not least…” Neela held out what appeared to be two metal discs twelve centimeters in diameter and two thick, though it was difficult to tell because they blended in with her skin. “Your hoverdiscs.”

The twins accepted them in rapturous silence. Lilia turned the disc over in her hand and watched its smooth surface change color to reflect its surroundings. Amazing.

“Wow.” Kevin looked from his hoverdisc to Neela. “Has the NCDC thought about developing something like this for nano-armor?”

“They might have considered it, but they won’t implement it.” A shadow flitted over Neela’s face. “Guardians are a civilian defense line, not a military stealth attack force. We don’t need this.”

Kevin started to protest, but she held up a hand. “You must understand the political side of things. The military is already unhappy with the NCDC. Creating a chameleon mode would just make things worse.” She started for the door. “Stow everything except for your hoverdiscs and follow me.”

Glancing sideways at each other, Lilia and Kevin began tucking their new gear into their ISFs. I hope I can remember where I put everything, Lilia thought. That’d be rather embarrassing.

Exiting the Gear Room, Neela left the armory and led them back through Sublevel 3. To the twins’ surprise, she stopped short in the middle of an empty corridor and pivoted to face them. “All right. Press the two buttons in the center of your hoverdiscs.”

Lilia and Kevin did as directed. With a faint hum, their hoverdiscs expanded into circular standing platforms and floated in place, waiting. The twins stared at the hoverdiscs and then swiveled to regard each other.

“We can fly,” they breathed together.

Kevin laughed. “I get it now. The magnetic boot soles are supposed to keep us from falling off.”

“Exactly.” Neela dipped her head in a nod. “Materialize your boots and hop on.”

Flattening a hand on her hoverdisc, Lilia pushed it down to float above the floor. She half-expected resistance, but it gave none. Forming her nanoboots, she stepped aboard. Her feet fused to the hoverdisc’s surface and she fought a tiny burst of panic at being rendered stationary.

Neela rested her hip against the table. “The magnetic soles don’t prevent you from moving at all, but for safety’s sake they do make it much more difficult. It is important that you position yourselves correctly before you materialize them.”

“Yeah, I can see that.” Kevin dematerialized the soles and shuffled his feet around

Lilia stared down at her own feet. Faint lines marked out two broad rectangles on the hoverdisc’s surface, with small arrows pointing to the front. Dematerializing her boot soles, she moved to stand in the center of each rectangle.

“Flying a hoverdisc,” Neela continued, “is very similar to flying a ship, except that your feet control everything. You’re standing on acceleration pads.”

Kevin laughed again. “In that case, this should be easy.” He pressed his heel down on a rear acceleration pad and shot up into the air, almost smashing his head into the ceiling. “Whoa.”

“Gently,” Neela cautioned. “It doesn’t take a lot of effort to move”

Lilia applied moderate pressure to her rear acceleration pad and lifted half a meter above the floor. “That’s not too bad.”

“No.” Neela shook her head. “It just takes practice.”

She let them experiment with their hoverdiscs for a few moments, flying up and down the hall with increasing control. Then she waved them back and directed them to press the two buttons again, collapsing their hoverdiscs back into small metal discs. After a few seconds’ deliberation, Lilia slipped the hoverdisc into her ISF along her ribcage. Kevin tucked his beside his hip.

When they finished, Neela passed them both datachips. “Guardian requirements and regulations. In addition to the gear the NCDC issues, you’re to carry at least one carbine and pistol with you at all times, along with sufficient replacement energy magazines. You’re also required to check in with the closest NCDC branch every month, as well as pass a shooting evaluation every two months to keep your skills sharp.”

Kevin was nodding. “I remember. They went over this when we signed up.”

“It’s just a reminder.” Neela spread her hands. “You’ve both demonstrated you are capable of handling yourselves. The most important thing is that from now on you need to have the Guardian mindset. Focus on maintaining situational awareness. Get used to wearing your armor. Build a network of other Guardians. If an accident happens, or the Tarynians invade, you can help save the lives of the people around you.”

The twins both stared at her, struck by the urgency in her voice.

Neela’s lips curved in a small smile. “Welcome to the Guardians.”

“That’s it?” Kevin asked, before he could stop himself. “We’re done?”

“Yes. Collect your belongings and head up to Level 1 to talk to Bansuri.” Neela offered them a slight bow, which they returned. “Good luck.”

She returned to her training room, while they made their way back to the accelevator. They had no need to stop in the Green Hall; they’d both tucked their travel bags into their ISFs that morning.

“We made it.” Lilia felt light enough to float without a hoverdisc.

“Yep.” Kevin pulled the hilt of his nanoblade from his ISF to make sure it was really there. “Unbelievable.”

Seconds later, the accelevator delivered them into the corridor on Level 1 outside the round antechamber. The holographic bodysuit flickered to life again as they passed over it, but they paid no attention. What was a hologram compared to the real thing?

They paused on the threshold, just inside the archway, as a low buzz of conversation met their ears. Glancing around with interest, Lilia noted the handful of people scattered across the room in white chairs. They varied wildly in both age and appearance, but everyone looked anxious.

Kevin frowned. “We weren’t that tense when we got here, were we?”

“I don’t think so.” Unease stirred in the pit of Lilia’s stomach. “Maybe something’s happened.”

“I hope not.”

Stepping out from the shadowy archway, they walked over to the reception desk and waited while Bansuri helped a short, bald man with massive shoulders. Lilia fought the urge to fidget. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end as the other people in the room favored them with curious glances. When the bald man turned and stepped past them with a gruff nod, she and Kevin quickly took his place.

“We’re back.” Kevin flashed the dark-haired woman a charming smile.

Bansuri looked harried; she did not return his smile. “So you are.” She motioned for them to stand one at a time in front of her desk, and tapped a button on her console to snap their pictures. Then she slid shiny new identcards across her desk. “Legal proof you’re Guardians—if the armor doesn’t convince them.”

“Thank you.” Lilia gave her identcard a cursory glance before tucking it into her ISF along her left wrist until she could decide where to store it long-term.

Next, Bansuri produced the clear box containing their electronics and copies of their contracts. Lilia lost no time retrieving her comlink and datapad. Playing with their ISFs and nano-armor had been a nice distraction, but without access to the ComNet, her consciousness felt like it had been trapped in a few tiny brain cells for the last three days.

Kevin leaned over the desk. “Is everything all right?”

“Not really.” Bansuri shoved a dark curl out of her face. “Getting to work today was hell.”

“What happened?” Lilia asked.

Bansuri just stared at them. Then her dark eyes widened in comprehension. “Oh. You don’t know.” She leaned toward them, lowering her voice. “People are panicking because the Tarynians breached Lanx’s shields three days ago and the Triumvirate has shut down interplanetary travel.”




Chapter 7

FOR a split second, the twins both thought they had misheard.

Lilia blinked. “What?”

“Did you say Lanx?” Kevin’s voice cracked in the middle.

Bansuri nodded solemnly and Lilia rocked back on her heels, stunned. “How is that even—”

“—possible?” Kevin demanded, equally shocked.

“It’s all over the news.” Bansuri’s eyes flicked behind them and she gave them an apologetic shrug. “I’m afraid I don’t have time to tell you the whole story.”

Kevin nodded slowly. “Right.” He ran a hand through his dark hair, leaving it standing up in haphazard clumps. “We’ll look it up.”

Turning away from the desk, he headed for the exit. Lilia followed on shaky legs. Neither of them paid any attention to the whispers and covert glances following them to the door.

As soon as they emerged outside, the twins discovered Bansuri was correct. Jamal was in tumult. They both froze beneath the awning, aghast at the pandemonium.

Rumbles of thunder and a steady drizzle of rain provided a grim backdrop for the chaos running rampant in the capital city’s streets. Traffic stood at a standstill; skimmers backed up bumper-to-bumper as far as the eye could see. Jamal’s entire population had apparently crammed themselves into the Market District, a teeming mass of people elbowing and shoving to get ahead of each other. At the closest street corners the twins saw police officers struggling to maintain order, but they were being overwhelmed by sheer force of numbers.

The twins shared startled looks. Kevin shook his head, his mouth twisting into a grim line. “I know Glo’Stea relies on off-world exports, but this is crazy.”

“Yeah.” With an effort, Lilia jerked her attention away from the chaos. Switching her comlink back on, she pulled up news reports on the small screen. She and Kevin skimmed through them in growing horror, huddled beneath the awning.

At the end, Lilia pressed a hand to her mouth, her stomach lurching. We’re out of the loop for four days and everything collapses. She could only imagine what was happening in Uva right now—none of it good. Please, Lord, don’t let it be another Coral Island.

Most people never gave a second thought to the shields protecting their worlds from the ravages of the G.U. StarFleet. They were simply there; an infallible, occasionally inconvenient barrier. It wasn’t until Lilia, Kevin, and Lon moved to Glo’Stea that they realized how vulnerable they were if a shield was breached.

But even on Glo’Stea the Tarynians had never managed to pull off something of this magnitude.

Thunder filled the air, shaking them out of their respective reveries. Kevin cast a quick, dour glance around. “We have to get to the spaceport.”

“Taxi is out.” Lilia powered down her datapad and slipped it into her ISF. “We’d—”

“—never get through. I know.” He sighed. “We’ll have to walk.”

After a quick prayer for protection, they started up the sidewalk in the direction of the spaceport. It was like fighting a river current upstream; more people were headed into the Market District than were headed out. They threaded their way through the press of bodies, dodging elbows, feet, and grav carts wielded by harassed citizens.

Two blocks later, they fought their way free of the crowd and the drizzling rain to enter Jamal Spaceport. Compared to the turmoil engulfing the rest of the city, the spaceport was a veritable oasis of tranquility. But with each step Lilia took toward the commercial berthing section, the knot in the pit of her stomach grew bigger.

A glance at Kevin told her he felt it too. His face settled into hard lines.

There should have been a jumble of shouts, jibes, laughter, and barked commands filling the air as freighters and other ships were loaded and unloaded in a never-ending cycle. The noise should have blended into the roar of a hundred different engines and the clanking of recalcitrant parts being hammered back into shape, giving this section of the spaceport its familiar hustle and bustle. Those sounds remained, but they were weak, drowned out by the rise and fall of many voices. Captains and their crews mingled in groups; drifting idly from ship to ship.

Kevin scanned the rows of berths on either side of them and let out a low whistle. “There must be more interplanetary traffic than I thought—I’ve never seen the place this packed.” He quickened his steps, pointing four berths up. “There’s the Star.”

Shaped like an isosceles triangle, the Crimson Star’s name came from the bright red star draped like an eye patch over the starboard side of her blunt, faded gray nose. She had the best shielding they could afford, but to Kevin and Lon’s perpetual annoyance, she carried only lasers. Anything beyond that was currently outside their pay range.

The ship’s ramp was down; Lon stood at the bottom deep in conversation with the middle-aged captain of the freighter in the adjoining berth. He was a few centimeters shorter than Kevin, with green eyes and sandy blond hair in perpetual need of a trim.

When he caught sight of them, relief washed over his freckled face. Raising a hand in greeting, he said something to his companion. The older man glanced at the twins and nodded before clapping Lon on the back and ambling away.

As they came up to him, Lon drawled, “Glad you made it.”

“So are we.” Kevin blew out a breath. “What—”

Lon cut him off with an impatient wave. “Come on. We’re on a tight schedule.” All but crackling with energy, he took the ramp in three long strides and disappeared into the ship.

The twins exchanged less-than-amused glances. Lilia arched an eyebrow. “Do you remember what you said the other day about thumping him for being non-helpful?”

“Oh, yeah.” Narrowing his eyes, Kevin stomped up the ramp after Lon.

The instant they stepped through the hatch, a familiar metallic scent met their noses. Kevin sucked in a deep breath and some of his irritation dissipated. “It’s good to be home.”

Lilia echoed the sentiment, though she had not spent as much time aboard the Star as he and Lon had. The freighter was a little piece of home because it was theirs. She started down the hexagonal metal corridor to the cockpit and Kevin followed, after palming the button to raise the ramp.

They found Lon running through his pre-flight checklist. He shot them a shrewd look from beneath overlong bangs. “Look, I know you two are bursting with questions, but let me get us out of here before you pull out the torture devices.”

“Fine.” Kevin dropped into the copilot’s seat. “But—”

“—you’ve got some explaining to do.” Lilia strapped herself into the flight seat behind Lon.

He threw her a wry look over his shoulder. “You always say that.”

“It’s usually true, isn’t it?”

Lon snorted and activated the grav coils on the ship’s underside. The Crimson Star rose two meters off the concrete, serenely floating in place while he contacted Spaceport Control. A moment later, a section of the clear dome above their berth rotated out of the way.

“Here we go.”

With a throaty rumble, the engine flared to life. Lon hit the thrusters and the Star rose up through the gap into the rainy sky.

Lilia sat back to enjoy the show, curling her fingers around her crash webbing. She had a feeling things were going to get a little bumpy.

She was right.

As Lon took them up through the storm bank, the Star began to shake and rattle, buffeted by heavy gusts of wind. Gravity forced them back in their seats, a pressing weight against their chests. A moment later, they broke free of the clouds into a blaze of sunshine and the cockpit viewshield darkened protectively.

Lon leveled them out the required distance above Jamal. “Pull up the trade route to Kyman, will you, Kev?”

“Sure.” Kevin leaned over to tap commands into the navicomp.

Lilia disengaged her crash webbing with gusto. She enjoyed flying and usually didn’t mind take-offs and landings, but storms made them more nausea-inducing than she liked.

Once they were locked on course, Kevin shed his own crash webbing and shifted in his seat to face his older brother. “All right, Lon, what have you heard about interplanetary travel?”

“Grounded indefinitely.” Lon shrugged, his fingers tightening on the steering yoke. “There are all kinds of rumors flying around, but the Triumvirate hasn’t released anything for sure.”

A muscle in Kevin’s jaw twitched. “It’s hard enough to ship things between worlds as it is.”

“Tell me about it.”

Heavy silence descended on the cockpit.

After a moment, Lon roused himself. “So, how did it go?” He tried to sound cheerful, but did not quite succeed.

Kevin threw him a sour look. “We didn’t have any problems, if that’s what you mean.”

“But we do want to know why you made such a big deal of not telling us anything about the NCDC.” Lilia leaned forward to jab Lon in the shoulder.

He shied away from her fingers. “Why? It’s not like they didn’t explain the infusion process and your training when you got there.”

Lilia and Kevin exchanged incredulous glances. Then they both stared at Lon like he was a newly-discovered organism beneath a microscope.

He shifted under their combined scrutiny, making a noise in the back of his throat. “Look, I’ll admit there are some pretty fantastic perks to being a Guardian, but there’s a lot of responsibility that goes with it. I didn’t say anything because I wanted you to be objective about what you were getting yourselves into.”

Lilia studied him for a few seconds with narrowed eyes. “You know, Kev, that sounds suspiciously like something Mike would say.”

“You’re right.” Kevin snapped his fingers in an elaborate display of dawning comprehension. “The Lon we know and love would never have missed an opportunity to explain in excruciating detail how our armor seeps out of our pores.”

“Or mention that you’re strapped down for part of the infusion process.”

“Or—”

“All right!” Lon said loudly. “Point taken.” He scowled at them. “Just so you know, Mike and Derek didn’t tell me anything before I became a Guardian either. For the same reason.”

“That—”

“—explains a lot.”

Lon’s scowl melted away and he wiggled his eyebrows comically. “Are you two going to connect with me?”

No doubt about it, he’s the oddball of the family. Lilia made a face at him. “Do we have a choice?”

[There’s always a choice,] he drawled into their minds seconds later.

Lilia’s stomach chose that moment to remind her that the Nutri-Squeeze tube LGM-2 had left for her that morning had been digested hours ago. “I’m going to make lunch.”

“Sounds good.” Lon did not take his eyes off the various instrument displays before him. “While you’re at it, give Grandfather a call to let him know you’re alive.”

“I know.” Slipping through the hatch, Lilia started down the corridor to the galley.

She had only taken a few steps when Lon called out, “Hey, Lil! That reminds me—you need to check your mail. That Greg guy has sent you a couple of messages.”

What? Lilia froze mid-step. Greg Bhar, one of Kyman’s many doctors, belonged to a small Bible research group she had joined when she first arrived on the island. They had become friends over the past few months; it was not unusual for him to contact her. But…

Performing an abrupt about-face, she marched back to the cockpit and fixed Lon with a cool stare. “And you know this how?”

Sending her a smirk over his shoulder, Lon skated around the question. “He wants to meet you for lunch when you get back.” His smirk broadened. “Getting persistent, isn’t he?”

Lilia contemplated booting him out the cargo bay doors but quashed the idea as impractical. He is flying the ship, after all. She settled for shaking her head. “How many times do I have to tell you that nothing’s going on? There are a whole bunch of us who meet for meals outside of study time. Stop making black holes out of dust mites.”

There was a squeak from the general vicinity of the deck. Lilia glanced down in time to see a black cleaner ‘bot the size of her foot screech to an expectant halt in front of her. “Not you, Dustmite. Sorry.” The ‘bot gave a reproachful beep and zipped off down the corridor.

“You can admit that you like him, you know,” Lon said cheerfully. “Anybody with eyestalks can see he likes you.” He cracked his knuckles. “‘Sides, I’ve been itching for a chance to give somebody The Talk.”

Lilia counted to five and willed her fingers to stop twitching. Mustn’t choke the pilot. “There’s nothing to admit. He’s a friend, that’s all.”

“I’ll fly the Star if you want to beat him up, Lil.” Kevin was watching the interchange with amusement, his head propped up on an elbow resting on his console.

“Thanks, Kevin. I’ll keep that in mind.” Lilia whirled around, her braid slapping the side of the hatch, and stalked away. Lon’s chuckles echoed behind her until she rounded the corridor into the small galley and sealed the hatch.

~~~~

After his twin left, Kevin cast a sidelong glance at his brother. “Do you have a death wish? You give her grief about that guy practically every time you see her. One of these days she’s going to snap and do something drastic, like chuck you out the airlock.”

Lon laughed. “Somebody has to keep her honest.”

“I seem to recall the last time she blew a fuse she rigged all your training simulations to fail spectacularly.”

“I seem to recall someone helping her program them.”

Kevin shrugged modestly. “It was a great idea—she just needed a bit of help with the mechanical aspects. Besides, you deserved it.” He shot his brother another sideways glance. “You didn’t actually hack—”

“Of course not.” Lon’s grin faded. “The guy sent me a message asking where she was. He hadn’t heard from her since she left and he was ‘worried’.” He made air quotes with his fingers.

Kevin rolled his eyes. There were times he seriously wondered about his brother’s sanity. “You could have just told her that.”

“Wouldn’t be as much fun, would it?”

Kevin turned back to his console with a wry smile. “You have no sense of self-preservation. Which reminds me…” Reaching over, he smacked the back of Lon’s head.

“Hey!”

“That’s for being a non-helpful pain in the neck.”

~~~~

After slapping together a few sandwiches, Lilia pulled her comlink from her ISF and frowned at it. That is probably not the best place to keep this. I’ll never hear it ring.

Switching it on, she contemplated who to call. Grandfather is probably swamped and Derek will be helping him. That leaves Mike. Tapping a button, she waited to be connected to her oldest brother a world away.

The G.U. might have succeeded in blocking interstellar communication by hijacking and redirecting Hypernet transceivers outside the Sta’Gloan system, but blocking interplanetary communication without rendering their own ships blind and deaf was an entirely different matter. Space was too vast for even the largest fleet to comb through it on a whim. For every transceiver they destroyed, the Coalition’s enterprising techs replaced it with a more sophisticated version.

When Michael answered, his voice held all the warmth he usually reserved for his baby sister. “Lilia! It’s good to hear from you. Did everything go well?”

“Yep. We didn’t have any problems.”

“Good.”

“Yeah.” Lilia stared down at the galley’s worn metal deck. “We’ve just heard the news about Lanx. Are things insane there?”

“Yes.” There was no mistaking the weariness in Michael’s voice. “It’s been one emergency session after another and this weather isn’t helping.”

“How are you and Grandfather and Derek holding up?”

“We’re all right.” Michael sighed. “It’s just hectic. Grandfather’s actually in session right now.”

“I figured as much.”

“Yeah. Tell Lon and Kevin to be careful, will you? It doesn’t look like this mess is going to be resolved any time soon.”

“I will.”

“You be careful too.”

“Oh, you know me. I’m always careful.”

Her exaggerated nonchalance elicited a dry chuckle from Michael. “Sure you are.”

Smiling to herself, Lilia ended the call and dropped her comlink into a pocket. Then she picked up the plate of sandwiches and headed back to the cockpit.

Kevin’s eyes lit up as she stepped through the hatch. “Food! Thanks, Lil!”

“You’re welcome.” She took the top sandwich and passed him the rest.

Kevin helped himself and held the plate out for Lon, who grabbed one absently, said grace, and took a bite. He had barely finished swallowing when he froze. Eying the rest of the sandwich with morbid suspicion, he asked in a choked voice, “I’m not going to regret eating this, am I?”

“Too late now.” Kevin threw Lilia a grin over his shoulder.

“Guilty conscience?” she inquired sweetly, pulling her datapad from her ISF and setting it on her knee.

“Hah.” Lon gave the sandwich one last look and shrugged. “Oh, well.” He proceeded to demolish the rest of it.

While she chewed on her own sandwich, Lilia pulled out her comlink again to check her vmail. Sure enough, several messages from Greg awaited her. She skimmed through them and directed a scowl at the back of Lon’s head. Well, that clears up the mystery. Why couldn’t he have just told me Greg contacted him?

She almost opened her mouth to ask, but stopped herself. Lon is looking for a reaction. The best way to deal with him is to act like it doesn’t matter. She set about composing a quick note to Greg instead.

~~~~

Several hours later, the three of them sat in the cockpit watching the island of Kyman loom into view beyond an expanse of clear blue ocean. The larger of Glo’Stea’s two moons hung low in the sky, shining over the water.

Now the Resistance’s largest medcenter, Kyman also had the dubious distinction of being closest to the G.U.-held Sectors. For this reason, it utilized two shield generators; one to contribute to the planetary shield and the other to create a protective bubble over its buildings and landing pad. Glo’Stea had learned from Coral Island.

Kevin, who was piloting, glanced sideways at Lon. “You’d better ask ‘em to let us in. Make sure they’re awake.”

“You think?” Lon rolled his eyes, but he was already keying the ship’s comm. “Kyman Control, this is the Crimson Star requesting permission to land. We’ve got a load of med supplies and one of your personnel to deliver.”

He looked over his shoulder at Lilia and shook his head. “I still can’t believe you work here.”

She shrugged. “How else was I supposed to move on?” It had seemed like a good idea at the time—get over her fear by forcing herself back into a similar situation. For the most part, she thought it had worked.

A crackle from the comm prevented Lon from answering. Kyman Control having verified their transponder data, a crisp voice now filled the cockpit.

“Welcome back, Crimson Star. Transmitting approach vector now. We’ll have a service crew ready to meet you.”

“Thanks, Control. Over and out.” Lon looked at the data scrolling across the console screen in front of him. “Swing around to the south, Kev.”

“Got it.”

A broad ribbon of white sand separated the ocean from Kyman’s verdant jungle. Kevin changed course and veered around the island to approach the southern shore. Dropping altitude, he soared over the jungle toward the center of the island.

Lon made a face as he saw how close they were to the leafy canopy flashing beneath their hull. “I wish you’d fly higher.”

“This is the vector they wanted. Besides, I don’t want to hit the shield.”

“Trust me—that’s not what you’re going to hit.” Lon clutched the armrests of his flight seat as Kevin swerved around the dark top of a particularly massive tree.

Lilia glanced back and forth between them, somewhat amused. While Lon and Kevin worked together with an efficiency born of long experience, Lon had never been entirely comfortable leaving his fate in someone else’s hands. When they were younger, it had meant a number of questions asked of pilots and chauffeurs. Later, after they all had skimmer licenses, it had meant arguments over who was going to drive.

She suppressed a grin at the memory. She’d won for a long time—all she had to do was get to the skimmer first while the boys were still arguing with each other. They eventually caught on, but it was fun while it lasted.

“Slow down,” Lon commanded. “Kyman’s shield is dead ahead.”

“I see it. Keep your pants on.”

An iridescent energy shield rose up before them like a curved wall. As the Star neared it, a giant hole swirled into existence. Kevin flew through this gap and it sealed shut behind them. Twinkling lights denoting Kyman’s hospital buildings, shops, dormitories, and other structures became visible and he eased up on the acceleration.

“This time try to avoid scaring the snot out of the people in the main admin building when you land, will you?”

Kevin shot his brother an irritated look. “I told you I didn’t do that on purpose.”

Lilia quirked her eyebrows in surprise and leaned forward. “I haven’t heard this story.”

“It’s not important,” Kevin said quickly.

Lon smirked. “Maybe not, but it was funny.” He glanced sideways at Lilia, adding via Nancom, [I’ll tell you later.]

[Thanks.]

Scowling, Kevin engaged the grav coils and gently settled down on their designated landing pad. “There. Happy?”

“My heart leapeth with joy.” Unbuckling his crash webbing, Lon rose to his feet and raked a hand through his sandy hair. “I think I’m flying next time, Kev. You’re taking years off my life.”

Kevin shrugged. “I can’t help it you’re so twitchy.”

“I think he’s just getting old, Kev.” Lilia patted her twin’s shoulder reassuringly as she stood.

Lon threw her mock-serious glare. “No comments from the peanut gallery. We won’t even start on your flying capabilities.”

“Or lack thereof,” Kevin added, unable to resist.

Lilia snorted. “Just remember that everything I know I learned from you two.” They’d taught her the basics of flying before she started helping out on Coral Island, but since then she’d had little time to practice.

“That is a truly frightening thought.” Lon screwed his face up like he’d bitten into something sour. “We’ll have to fix that.” Stepping forward, he draped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “Be good, little sis. We’ll be back through here in a week or so.”

He attempted to tousle her hair, but she batted his hand away. “Quit that.”

“What?” Lon blinked, all wounded innocence.

“Don’t give me that look.” Rolling her eyes, Lilia turned to Kevin. “I really feel for you.”

“You should.”

They regarded Lon with matching somber stares and he threw his hands into the air. “Give it a rest.”

Laughing, the twins left the cockpit and headed down the corridor to the ramp. Lilia hit the button to lower it and a rush of hot, humid air whooshed into the ship, ruffling their clothes. She threw her arms around Kevin in a brief hug. “All things considered, Kev, that was—”

“—fun. Kinda felt like old times.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “If anything happens—”

“—you know how to reach us,” Lon finished, striding up behind them.

Lilia smiled at her brothers. “That I do. Be careful, guys.”

With a cheery salute, she cartwheeled down the ramp into the bright illumination provided by powerful floodlights mounted around the landing pad’s perimeter. Righting herself, she waved to the service crew waiting for the boys to open the cargo bay doors and set off across the landing pad for the street linking it to the rest of Kyman.

By the grace of God, the Tarynians would never get anywhere near this island. But if they did, she was ready for them.




Chapter 8

STA’GLOAN Representative Aiden Monroe recalled with vivid clarity the moment he first set eyes on the Four Towers. He was five years old, visiting the capital city in Sector 1 with his family. He saw the interconnected triangular skyscrapers in the distance and they caught his fancy, indelibly impressing themselves on his memory.

Seventy years later, the elegance of Sta’Gloa’s government seat remained, though the charm had long since worn off.

The Four Towers rose out of the heart of Sonela’s business district, their obsidian spires vying with other skyscrapers for command of the skyline. At the center of the structure stood Triumvirate Tower, where the Triumvirate met while in session on Sta’Gloa and the Chief Minister’s officials oversaw the world’s daily administration. Surrounding this tower were three shorter towers housing the Departments of Finance, Security, and Internal Affairs. Plastiglass walkways every fifth floor linked each of them to Triumvirate Tower like spokes.

From his position at one of the floor-to-ceiling windows of the Chamber—a massive room occupying most of Triumvirate Tower’s top three floors—Aiden observed that those walkways and much of the Four Towers complex itself were all but invisible. Swirling white curtains of snowflakes lashed the city, driven along by a relentless, howling wind.

He snorted softly to himself. The atmosphere inside the Chamber was considerably warmer, but no less frantic.

Under normal circumstances, the Triumvirate would be on winter break and preparing to begin a new session in Sonela after January first. Circumstances were anything but normal. The entire Coalition was in an uproar.

It had been two days since the G.U. breached Lanx’s shield and took Uva; two hectic, frenzied days filled with panicked meetings that had accomplished absolutely nothing.

“To see them carry on, you’d think this is the first crisis the Coalition has ever faced.”

Aiden glanced around to see Kane Fenton, Sta’Gloan Director of Internal Affairs, standing beside him. “This is the first crisis most of the people in this room have ever faced.” He fingered his short white beard, green eyes rueful. “It would be amusing, were it not for the fact that responsibility for the Coalition in this matter rests squarely on our shoulders.”

Fenton shook his head, his dark face drawing into a frown. “Was it this bad back when the blockades first arrived?” He nodded over his shoulder in the direction of their colleagues, who were huddled together in little clumps like frightened children.

Aiden had been halfway through his second term as the Representative of Sector 4 at the time. Turning away from the window, he started across the celadon marble floor to a large semi-circle of chairs and curved tables facing a smaller table and three chairs at the north point of the Chamber. “Oh, it was much worse. The G.U. had a third of Glo’Stea under their control before they got their shields working properly. The death toll was horrific.”

“So I’ve heard.” Fenton matched his pace. He was a giant of a man, quick-witted, and morally sound. His sensible politics sometimes put him at odds with a few Representatives and his fellow directors, but the Internal Affairs Department had prospered under his direction and Sta’Gloan voters continued to return him to office.

The semicircle of tables and chairs was broken into three sections—one for each delegation representing the Coalition’s inhabited worlds. Passing the Lanxian section on the left, the two men settled into their seats at the end of the center section. Aiden withdrew his datapad from his breast pocket and set it on the polished surface of the table before him.

“Speaking of Glo’Stea…” Fenton leaned back in his chair, black eyes flitting about the room. “Have you heard the Glo’Steans voted in a new Representative yesterday?”

“I have.” Aiden affixed a tiny mic to his collar and glanced over at the Glo’Stean section. Adding to the chaos deluging the Triumvirate was the fact that they were still reeling from the loss of one of their own. Representative Timnus Grimes and his wife had been killed in a skimmer accident the week before, leaving the Glo’Steans in Sector 5 scrambling to replace him. “I must say I was surprised they were able to do it so quickly.”

Fenton nodded his agreement. “Apparently, it was a landslide victory. They flew him in last night, caused something of a ruckus.”

Aiden lifted an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Koen ordered a shield be opened to let the transport through without running it by Thane first.” Fenton chuckled, but the sound had no real humor.

“Ah. That would do it.” Aiden glanced up, his gaze traveling around the Chamber until it came to rest on a redheaded man wearing a sour expression.

Malik Thane had only filled the post of Sta’Gloan Director of Security for two years, but in that time he had proven himself to be both controlling and ruthless. He had taken great delight in shutting down interplanetary travel until the Triumvirate reached some sort of decision, slowing commerce to a feeble trickle. That anyone, even the Chief Minister, had dared to bypass his authority was sure to have upset him.

Fenton sighed. “This sort of drama is the last thing we—” He broke off as the ornate wooden doors at the back of the Chamber swung open.

A hush fell over the room. Everyone turned to watch Sta’Gloan Chief Minister Hugh Koen and his entourage sweep into the Chamber. A stately middle-aged man with silver-streaked dark hair, Koen was nearing the end of his second term as head of Sta’Gloa’s government. He was not particularly creative, but Aiden thought they could have done a great deal worse.

Striding along in the Chief Minister’s wake were Glo’Stean Representative Bran Daren, presiding Triumvirate Chairman, and a brown-haired younger man none of them knew but all recognized.

Newly-elected Representative Shane Briscoe.

While everyone settled into their respective chairs, including holograms of off-world members appearing one by one, Daren directed Briscoe to stand in the center of the floor. Aiden took the opportunity to study him. He looks younger than I expected.

He recalled the data his staff had gathered for him. Over the last few years, Briscoe had taken the Glo’Stean political arena by storm. Parents deceased, one sibling—a younger sister. Married, two children.

The clean, pure chime of a bell carried through the Chamber, silencing whispers and interrupting Aiden’s thoughts. Daren cleared his throat. His pale, thin faced lacked the pinched look it had worn of late. “Today’s emergency session of the Triumvirate will now come to order. Before we begin, it is my pleasure to announce that following the loss of our venerable colleague, Representative Grimes, Glo’Stea’s Fifth Sector has elected a replacement.”

With a stiff flourish, he motioned to the man standing in the center of the Chamber. “May I present Representative Shane Briscoe?”

The instant Briscoe took a step forward and his hazel eyes swept around the Chamber, Aiden knew at least part of the reason his election was a landslide victory. There was something electrifying about the younger man, a crackling intensity that effectively commanded the attention of the entire room.

“Good morning.” He inclined his upper torso in a polite bow. “While I regret the circumstances under which I am here, I am honored to be joining the Triumvirate. I can only strive to live up to the standard set by my predecessor.”

Amid a polite round of applause and various murmurs of welcome, Aiden glanced up and down along the curved row of seats to discreetly gauge his colleague’s reactions. At thirty-six, Briscoe was by far the youngest Representative to join the Triumvirate. His age alone would ensure his opinions differed.

Watching him slip into the empty seat at the end of the Glo’Stean section, Aiden leaned toward Fenton. “This should be interesting.”

“I agree.”

Both returned their attention to Daren as he called for the Directors of Security to give a report on the status of the investigation into the Uva attack.

The holographic form of Wade Talon, a stocky Lanxian with swarthy skin and close-cropped black hair, rose to his feet. “Communication with Uva is still sketchy, but we’ve been able to piece together a more accurate account of what happened. Based on our analysis of this data, we have confirmed that the G.U. does not possess weaponry capable of penetrating our shields. This attack was carefully planned, timed, and executed to ensure destruction of the shield generator. Damage to the rest of the city is minimal. They wanted Uva more or less in one piece.”

Next, Malik Thane stood and clasped his hands behind his back as attention focused on him. “Shutting down interplanetary traffic is only a short term fix. Our pilots have gotten cocky over the past few years and they’ve been taking risks a child would have the sense to avoid.” His brown eyes narrowed. “That’s going to change.”

A murmur of approval rippled through the Representatives. Aiden was silent, disliking the quiet triumph in the younger man’s voice.

“For this reason,” Thane continued, “the joint Departments of Security are revamping the safe-zone system.” He curled his right hand into a fist. “We’re going to prevent this from happening again.”

Another, less satisfied, wave of murmurs greeted this announcement.

“Impact to interplanetary traffic should be minimal,” Guy Caradoc, Glo’Stean Director of Security, was quick to reassure everyone. “We’re all aware the sooner we get supplies moving again, the sooner people will stop panicking.”

“How long until spaceports are fully functional?” Riley Nessan eyed Thane shrewdly. The Sta’Gloan Director of Finances’ hair was carefully arranged to hide the fact that he was going bald, but no one on the Triumvirate was his equal when it came to numbers. Aiden was sure he knew exactly how much revenue had been lost in the last few days.

“Three days,” Thane answered promptly. “We have a few more security measures to implement as well.”

Nessan shook his head. “I’m afraid that won’t do.”

“I agree.” Lief Heg, the Glo’Stean Director of Finance, frowned at Thane. “Glo’Stea has enough supply problems as it is.”

After ten minutes of deliberation and what Aiden could only deem marketplace haggling, the Directors of Security agreed to reopen interplanetary travel in two days.

Tapping his bell, Daren moved on. “Our next order of business—”

Four seats down from Aiden, Dion Pamos rose to his feet.

Daren hesitated a split second before striking the bell again. “The Triumvirate recognizes Representative Pamos.”

“I have new information regarding Admiral Chesnee,” Pamos began crisply. “Information which closely concerns several issues the Triumvirate would prefer to avoid.”

The air charged with equal parts keen anticipation and suspicion. Aiden suppressed a frown, a sense of foreboding creeping up on him. If Pamos was going where he thought he was going, the entire Triumvirate would shortly be in chaos. Just what we need.

“I am sure everyone in this room is aware of the long-standing arrangements a group of Coalition businessmen and women have had with G.U. blockade commanders over the last twenty years.” Pamos looked around the Chamber as though challenging someone to disagree with him. “Those agreements are the reason we have been able to use blockade runners to develop our shipping industry. They are also why the G.U. has never made a concentrated effort to breach Lanx or Sta’Gloa’s shields or bother the mining worlds.”

He gave an eloquent little shrug. “Until now, that is.”

Absolute silence greeted him. Even if they disagreed with the procedure, everyone knew of it.

“Since Admiral Chesnee took command of the blockade four months ago, he has received several increasingly lucrative offers, which he has shown no inclination to accept. In fact, the last offer was made the morning of the Uva attack.” Solemnly, Pamos spread his hands. “Our tactics must change.”

His dark eyes swept around the room and his voice sharpened. “If Chesnee has not yet informed his superiors of these offers, I have no doubt he will soon do so. A certain amount of embarrassment on the G.U. StarFleet’s part will ensue, but it is almost certain they will deploy more ships to bolster the blockade and to subdue us.”

Aiden exhaled slowly. That was to be expected. A grim prospect, considering no one knows what to do with the G.U. ships we’ve already got.

A loud crash echoed through the room as one of the Lanxian Representatives slammed a meaty fist onto the table before him. Hefting himself out of his chair, he bellowed, “There must be something we can do!”

Aiden surveyed Nolan Snyder with a trace of sympathy. The man was the Representative for Sector 4; Aiden knew his non-Uva constituents were bombarding him with everything from scathing denouncements to pleas for protection. Clearly the stress had begun to take a toll on him.

Snyder thumped the table again and glared balefully at his colleagues. “Is there no way to persuade this man? We don’t have the resources for all-out war!”

Helen Urquart, one of Aiden’s fellow Sta’Gloan Representatives, fixed Snyder with an icy look. “Admiral Chesnee smells blood. No amount of panicked blustering is going to change that fact.” Her iron gray hair was pulled into an elaborate coif on top of her head, looking every bit as rigid and unmoving as her angular features. “Instead of worrying about Chesnee, we ought to be battening down the hatches on each of our worlds to ensure they cannot take further advantage of our shields.”

A murmur of assent ran along the semi-circle.

“Well said.” Lanxian Chief Minister Pryce Gammick’s hologram nodded to Urquart before turning his attention to Snyder. “Nolan, please have a seat.” His brown eyes bored into Snyder until, grumbling to himself, the heavy-set man complied.

“This show of interplanetary support is all very touching,” commented a dry voice, “but we are doing nothing to combat the real root of our problem.”

Surprise jolted through the Chamber. All heads turned to the far end of the Glo’Stean section, where Representative Martin Hollowell now stood on his feet.

Reluctantly, Daren tapped his bell. Hollowell spoke for one of Glo’Stea’s two occupied sectors; there would be no peace until he had his say. “The Triumvirate recognizes Representative Hollowell.”

A decade younger than Aiden and five centimeters shorter, with close-cropped curly white hair, Hollowell was the sort of man who looked like he should have a flock of laughing grandchildren riding on his coattails. Thanks to the G.U., he would never have those grandchildren. His wife and children had been aboard the Luminous.

“Ridding our worlds of the Tarynians is good, but it won’t do a thing to change our situation. We will still have those blasted ships hanging over our heads, trapping us in our own system.” Eyes blazing in his pale brown face, he lifted his chin. “Everything spirals down to the fact that we lack the firepower to drive them out and they know it. What are we going to do about that?”

Malik Thane opened his mouth to speak, but Dion Pamos saw an opportunity and pounced on it. “Perhaps, Representative,” he said smoothly, “it would be wise to consider whether joining the Galactic Union and rendering the blockade unnecessary would be beneficial for—”

He got no further.

The Chamber erupted in a discordant cacophony as two-thirds of the Triumvirate surged to their feet in protest. The remaining third followed, arguing Pamos’s point. Only a few people remained seated; among them Aiden, Kane Fenton, Helen Urquart, Guy Caradoc, and Shane Briscoe.

Bran Daren repeatedly struck his bell, to no avail.

Pandemonium reigned; a flurry of arguments and counterarguments thrown back and forth across the room. Every ugly emotion that had been festering among them for the past two days found an outlet. In the midst of the chaos, Pamos stood like a proud father.

The sight made Aiden’s hackles rise; he had to force himself to look away. His eyes found Shane Briscoe and stayed there, held by the intense calm the younger man radiated. Briscoe appeared to be cataloging every shout, every angry gesture, filing it all away for future reference.

Daren continued to beat his bell, a muscle in his jaw jumping. “Sit down, all of you!”

No one listened.

Aiden closed his eyes and began to pray.

~~~~

When the Triumvirate finally let out for the day, Aiden remained in his chair. Sullen fragments of conversation, most of them involving Pamos, swirled and eddied around him as the Chamber emptied. He collected each one, piecing them together into an overall impression of the Triumvirate teetering on the edge of a high cliff.

“That was productive.” Closing his datapad with a snap, Kane Fenton pushed his chair back from the table. “Can’t say I was expecting anyone to broach that subject for at least another week.” He gave Aiden a shrewd look. “You, on the other hand…”

Aiden shook his head; he was not surprised. “Dion Pamos has been waiting years for the chance to bring that up again.” Rising to his feet, he shook hands with the Director. “Have a good evening, Kane. I imagine it will be more of the same tomorrow.”

Fenton grimaced. “Unfortunately.”

After the Director departed, Aiden glanced around the Chamber. Only a few Triumvirate members now remained; most had opted to brave the media camped downstairs in the lobby and head home. Among those left were Egan Ashford, who represented Glo’Stea’s other occupied sector, and, to his surprise, Shane Briscoe. They were deep in conversation, but both looked up as he approached them.

Ashford’s sallow face brightened and he motioned with a knobby cane Aiden had long suspected was more for show than any real need. “Briscoe, this is Aiden Monroe, one of the Triumvirate’s staunchest supporters of Coalition freedom.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, sir.” Briscoe bowed politely. “I’ve heard good things.”

“Likewise, Representative.” Aiden returned the gesture. “Congratulations on your election and welcome to Sta’Gloa.” Glancing at Ashford, he smiled faintly. “I think the Triumvirate can use a younger mind.”

“Quite,” the other man agreed.

A thought occurred to Aiden; he weighed it briefly before coming to a decision. “If you can squeeze it into your schedule, Briscoe, I would like to invite you and your family over for dinner this coming Wednesday.”

“We would be honored.”

“Excellent. I will have my aide contact your staff with details. Good evening.” With a nod to both Representatives, Aiden headed for the Chamber’s massive doors. They swung open on noiseless hinges and he passed through into the spacious hall beyond.

The Hall, as it was known to the myriad aides, bodyguards, and other staff who waited there during sessions, stood as high as the Chamber and ran the full length of the top floor. Triangular accelevators at either end connected the Hall and Chamber to the rest of the tower. A few people still occupied the elegant chairs and couches scattered along one side of the Hall in between floor-to-ceiling windows. Aiden glanced about for his oldest grandsons, but Michael and Derek Strong were already on their feet and moving toward him.

In years past, people had mistaken Michael and his younger brother Lon for twins, but closer observation revealed Michael had inherited more of his father’s looks. His hair was a trifle brighter, his features not as angular, and he shared the twins’ violet eyes. He was in training to eventually replace Aiden’s head of security, Will Graves.

Derek was taller, with dark brown hair and green eyes he had inherited from his mother’s side of the family. Thus far the only one of Aiden’s grandchildren to show a serious interest in politics, he had spent the past few years working as Aiden’s chief aide. Both young men were Guardians.

“Ready to leave sir?” Derek held out a heavy coat.

“Yes.” He had already spoken to Felix Mouta, his Chief of Staff, about preparing a press release for the weekend.

Michael tapped the comlink hidden in his ear. “Jenson? We’re on our way. Get her prepped.”

Aiden frowned at his reflection as he entered the west accelevator ahead of his grandsons. Though the plastiglass outside wall offered a stunning view of the city and the gardens winding around the Four Towers, he had always found it gave him vertigo.

“Lobby,” Michael said crisply. The accelevator descended without a sound.

When they reached the ground floor, he led the way across the all but deserted lobby to the accelevator bank that would take them down to the skimmer bay. A blast of cold air met them as they stepped out into the underground VIP parking bay where Aiden’s chauffeur waited with the skimmer.

Despite the weather, Aiden relaxed into his seat as Jenson took them out into the snowy evening. Michael and Graves had chosen the sleek black model for its balance between armor and speed. He liked it because it was a comfortable ride.

Glancing over at his grandsons, he allowed himself to ask the question that had been hovering in the back of his mind all day. “Have you heard anything from the twins yet?”

Michael nodded. “They made it and they’re doing fine.”

“Good.”

The skimmer swayed slightly, buffeted by a sudden gust of wind. Aiden pressed his lips into a thin line. He understood his youngest grandchildren’s reasoning, but the fact that the three of them were on the edge of an active war zone had never particularly thrilled him. That business with Lilia and Coral Island still gave him heart palpitations.

Derek seemed to read his thoughts. “Don’t worry, Grandfather,” he said, extracting his datapad from what Aiden still considered thin air. “Believe it or not, being Guardians will help keep them safe.”

He stared out into the night. “I certainly hope so.”




Chapter 9

LILIA spent most of the weekend sleeping. She made it to church Sunday morning, but skipped meeting friends in favor of another nap. Several brief conversations with Kevin informed her he was still fatigued from the infusion process as well. Lon assured them it was normal.

Monday morning dawned hazy and humid. Feeling much more energetic, Lilia breezed through plastiglass doors into the hospital’s main reception area in a blaze of early morning sunlight. She nodded to a few people seated on the coral chairs and sofas occupying the right side of the room and rounded the front desk to slide into her seat.

“Morning, Rhea.”

Rhea Garr, a slender woman with midnight skin, shoulder-length curls, and doe-brown eyes, stifled a yawn before waving. “Morning.”

Lilia raised an eyebrow at her. By this time Rhea was usually on her second cup of coffee and a bundle of energy. “Late night?”

“My husband’s got a cold. Coughed and hacked all night.” Rhea wrinkled her nose. “I slept on the couch and I could still hear him.”

“Lovely.” Lilia reached out to tap the computer display in front of her, bringing up a list of people across Glo’Stea awaiting callbacks about relatives.

“Have a good vacation in Jamal?”

“Yes. It rained a lot, but it was nice to see my brothers.” Lilia blinked. “Oh, my. There are a lot of names here.”

Rhea’s expression darkened. “Yeah. The Tarynians have been a lot more active the past week.” She waved her coffee cup around. “We’ve been swamped.”

“I can tell.”

A small chirrup from her pocket signified the arrival of a new vmail. Still studying the list of names, Lilia pulled out her comlink. One glance at the small screen and her violet eyes widened in surprise.

NCDC—URGENT.

She wasted no time scanning its contents. In concise terms, the message informed her that the NCDC required her presence in Sonela the following morning. The attached signature was unfamiliar; someone named Riley Callahan.

For a second, Lilia stared at the words in shock. Her stomach gave a peculiar lurch, as if torn between anxiety and excitement. What could they possibly want with me?

Without taking her eyes off her comlink display, she opened a channel to her twin.

~~~~

“Lon, we’re coming up on Cara.” Kevin’s voice broke the stillness lying over the Crimson Star’s cockpit. He glanced at the seat beside him, but his brother gave no sign of having heard. Lon was gazing up at the overhead, arms folded behind his head and boots propped up on the console in front of him—obviously lost in thought.

Kevin returned his attention to flying. Probably just as well. He didn’t need Lon scrutinizing his every move—not when he had flown this route before and especially not when they both knew he was the better pilot.

They were still soaring over kilometers of sun-kissed open water, but their destination within the Peony Isles would soon be in sight. Smiling, he opened the throttle. Nothing like seeing the world spread out beneath you while you cut through the air at speeds nigh impossible to duplicate on the ground.

His pleasant train of thought was derailed when a familiar tickling brushed his mind. [Hey, sis.]

Lilia bypassed his cheerful greeting and dove straight to the point. [Kevin, I have a problem.]

His fingers tightened on the steering yoke in alarm. She sounded both grim and shocked—never a good combination. [What’s wrong?]

[I got a message from the NCDC. They want me at the Cramer Building in Sonela for a meeting at 0800 tomorrow.]

[What?] His jaw dropped; he hadn’t been expecting that. [You’re kidding.]

Silence greeted him; he could almost see the unamused look on his twin’s face. He shook his head. [Okay, you’re not kidding. Why do they want you?]

[Didn’t say.]

He nodded slowly, though he knew she couldn’t see him, and stared out across the ocean. [You need a ride back to Sta’Gloa?]

[If you don’t mind.]

He ran through their schedule in his mind. [I don’t think it’ll be a problem.]

She hesitated. [Have they sent you anything?]

He blinked again. Hadn’t even thought about that. [Good question. Let me check.] Aloud, he said, “Hey, Lon.”

No response.

“LON!”

Lon started. “What?” His boots hit the deck with a little thud as he sat up straight and looked over at Kevin. A slight edge to his voice, he repeated, “What?”

“Take over for me, will you? I’ve got to check something.”

Lon shot him a questioning look, but took the controls without comment.

“Thanks.” Dropping into the seat his brother had just vacated, Kevin fiddled with his comlink. A moment later, he made a small noise of satisfaction. They want me too.

“What’s going on?”

He fixed Lon with a penetrating stare. “Have you gotten anything from the NCDC today?”

Lon raised his eyebrows. “Not that I’m aware.” He paused for a beat. “Did you?”

“Yep.” Grinning, Kevin told him what little they knew.

When he finished, Lon frowned at the viewshield, rubbing the back of his neck with his free hand. “This changes a few things. I’m glad we’re ahead of schedule.”

“Yeah.” Kevin glanced back at his comlink. A hint of doubt crept into his voice. “You don’t think the NCDC—”

Lon cut him off. “You’re rookies. Whatever they have planned for you, I doubt it’ll be anything dangerous. You haven’t got the experience.”

“You make it sound like we’re babies.”

“You know what I mean.”

The Peony Isles lay ahead of them now; an uneven ring of small, lush islands and bare, wind-scoured rock formations surrounding a massive island. This island, Cara, was their destination. The snowcapped peaks of a mountain jutted proudly in the air hundreds of meters above sea level, while a river snaked its way through the trees covering the mountain’s slopes like a glistening blue ribbon.

It was a breathtaking sight, but Kevin barely noticed. His mind was racing, busily processing and correlating everything.

[Kevin? Are you still there?]

He jumped guiltily in his seat. [Sorry, Lil. I was talking to Lon].

[I figured as much. Did you—]

[Yes.]

[Is this normal? I mean, we’ve just joined.]

[Lon thinks it’s all right.]

[Well…I guess he’d know, wouldn’t he?]

[Maybe.]

[What should I do?]

[About Kyman? The only thing you can do.]

Lilia sighed. [Emergency leave of absence it is, then. Not sure how well it’ll go over.]

Kevin shrugged. [Not much you can do about that, sis. Besides, it’s not like you have a contract.] He glanced at his watch, calculating the time in Kyman. [We should be there by this evening. Gotta finish this route.]

[Great. I’ll probably be at the Cafeteria. Fly safely.]

[We will.]

~~~~

“Honey, are you all right?”

Rhea’s concerned voice jolted Lilia back to her surroundings. Startled, she looked over at her coworker. “Y-yes, I think so.” Lon’s assurances notwithstanding, this was a bit of a shock.

Shoving her comlink back into her pocket with one hand, she rubbed her forehead. If she was leaving, their department head was the man to whom she needed to break the news first. “Something’s come up—I’ve got to talk to Dr. Lefkaditus.”

Rhea nodded, looking more awake. “You go right ahead. I’ll watch the desk.”

“Thanks.”

Standing up on shaky legs, Lilia made her way down a neutral cream corridor into the central offices. Her mind raced, sifting through all the possible explanations for why she needed to leave Kyman again after only having just returned. The NCDC was by no means a secretive organization, but they did counsel Guardians to be discreet.

Dr. Isaiah Lefkaditus reminded Lilia of her grandfather—though much shorter and with skin like a piece of old leather. He was a calm, capable manager with a talent for smoothing ruffled feathers when personalities and schedules clashed. His door was open; she rapped on the doorframe.

Lefkaditus glanced up from his computer and waved her inside with a smile. His office had a lived-in feel at constant odds with the hospital’s otherwise uniformly sterile appearance. “Ah, good morning, Miss Strong. What can I do for you?”

Lilia met his gaze, twisting her hands together behind her back. “I apologize for the short notice, sir, but I’ve just received word that I’m needed back home. It’s rather urgent.”

“On Sta’Gloa?” Bushy gray eyebrows rose in an expression of surprise that quickly morphed into concern. “Is everything all right? It’s not your grandfather, I hope?” Lefkaditus had spoken to Aiden several times since Lilia arrived in Kyman, still reeling from surviving Coral Island.

“Oh, no, sir. He’s fine. A little stressed by current events, but otherwise healthy.” Lilia bit her lip, debating what to say, and gave a little shrug. “It’s a personal matter.”

“I see.” Lefkaditus did not pry. He simply leaned forward in his seat. “Do you think you are likely to return?”

She started to say yes, but stopped. “I don’t know.”

The doctor nodded slowly. “Well, as a volunteer, Miss Strong, you are of course free to leave whenever you like. I know you’ve been here longer than you originally anticipated.” He regarded her with a slight smile. “Should you decide to rejoin us, the door is always open.”

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.”

Lefkaditus handed her a datapad to fill out the appropriate form. “Do you need assistance arranging transportation?”

Lilia shook her head. “I’ve got it covered. My brothers are picking me up.”

“Very well. I’ll ensure you remain in the system through this evening.”

“Thank you.”

“Be careful, young lady.”

Dipping her head in acknowledgement, Lilia left his office.

On her way back to clean out her desk, she compiled a mental list of the people to whom she needed to personally break the news. Rhea was one, as were her roommate and the people in her Bible research group. I don’t need to offer details, but they ought to hear it from me.

All things considered, Rhea took the news fairly well. Any other day she would have drowned Lilia in a deluge of rapid-fire questions, but she was too tired to offer more than stunned amazement. Lilia hugged her, wished her well, and escaped outside before Rhea could regain enough of her senses to start an interrogation. She had plenty of experience—her children were teenagers.

The hospital complex formed a rough circle occupying the largest portion of Kyman’s shielded ground. The main hospital building stood near the eastern edge, with emergency routes to both the main landing pad and the dock to the east. Smaller medical buildings orbited it like satellites. Men’s and women’s dormitories and a family-oriented section of duplexes completed the circle. In the center stood a flower garden and the Cafeteria—the one place where practically everyone in Kyman could be found in their spare time.

Hugging a small box containing a coffee cup and a few other personal effects she’d managed to accumulate in her desk, Lilia made her way along the curved walkway linking the buildings to each other. It was shorter to cut across the garden, but she needed a few minutes to gather herself. It’s funny, really. Just when I start to feel like I’m fitting in, it’s time to leave.

The women’s dormitory was an L-shaped building five stories tall. Lilia headed to the entrance at the northern end, passing through a cloud of flowery perfume from jasmine vines creeping up the concrete block walls, and took an accelevator up to the fourth floor. Then she moved down the pale blue hall to the room she shared with a nurse from the other side of Glo’Stea.

Balancing the box on one hip, Lilia used her free hand to punch in her access code. The door let out a sick hydraulic wheeze. She held back an exasperated sigh. “Not again.”

She was in no mood to be toyed with by a piece of machinery.

“Come on.” She slapped the door release. “Open up. I know you can do it.”

The door’s motor wheezed again, but stubbornly refused to move.

Fixing the door with an irritated glare, she reentered the access code. “I know the mechanics haven’t gotten to you yet, but they’re working on it. Can’t you just cooperate until then?”

The door emitted another sickly wheeze and slid aside with a grinding jolt.

“Thank you.” Stepping into the sunlit room beyond, Lilia hit the release button. The door immediately shut and she stifled a sigh. They fought this battle daily, with varying degrees of success. There were times she could have sworn the door enjoyed the attention. I’ll almost miss it. Almost.

As Glo’Stea had never been known for its manufacturing plants and what few manufacturing plants they had were devoted to producing as much of the equipment the Glo’Stean Resistance needed to hold the G.U. at bay as humanly possible, the blockade made it difficult to procure replacement parts and new equipment from Sta’Gloa or Lanx. Anything broken or malfunctioning in Kyman was relegated to one of two lists—”absolutely essential” or “we can live without it for a while”. She had noticed things on the latter list tended to stay there; people merely coaxed as much use out of them as they could.

Lilia set the box down on the little table in the corner by the kitchenette. Then she leaned up against the wall and took a deep, steadying breath. Funny how a temporary, three-week stay can stretch into six, and six weeks turns into four months. She didn’t know why the NCDC wanted her and she had no idea when—or if—she’d be back, but one clear truth stood out in her mind. It’s all going to work out.

~~~~

That evening, Lilia cast one last glance around her dorm room. It looked bare without her belongings interspersed with those of her roommate. She hadn’t brought much with her—clothes, technical paraphernalia, and a few odds and ends. Whatever did not fit into two travel bags went into her ISF.

After a moment’s thought, she shoved one of the travel bags into a spot by her left hip. Then she slung the other over her shoulder and strode to the door. It jammed to a halt halfway open.

Shaking her head, Lilia slipped sideways out into the hall and headed for the tiny accelevator. Shouldn’t have expected it to work just because I’m leaving.

She exited the dorm into the familiar heady smell of jasmine and set off down a broad footpath leading through the edge of the garden to the Cafeteria. As usual, not a breath of wind stirred the sultry evening air. In the distance a bank of dark clouds lay low on the horizon, threatening to swallow up the setting sun.

She sighed. It’s a shame we won’t get any of that rain. It’d be just the thing to chase off some of this sweltering humidity.

Wild-looking trees and shrubs lined the path, sending red-gold shafts of sunlight slanting across her way. They thinned out as the Cafeteria came into view; a low, sprawling building with wide screened-in sections filled with tables at either end. At her approach, the entrance door opened with a rush of cool air.

Broad latticed windows gave the Cafeteria the illusion of being open to the air—an illusion reinforced by trailing curtains of leafy green plants hanging from the ceiling. Fluttering in the air circulated by the climate-control system, they separated the massive room into sections filled with tables and chairs of varying size and design. In the center of the room, somebody had rigged a holoprojector to simulate a waterfall. Every once in a while, one of the bark-colored server ‘bots zooming back and forth over everyone’s heads zipped straight through it—much to the consternation of diners on the other side.

Lilia wove around leafy curtains, dodging low-flying ‘bots as she passed tables packed with tired doctors, nurses, off-duty soldiers, a few families, and other staff. She nodded to those she knew as she headed for the back corner, where her circle of friends and acquaintances usually met for meals. Greg Bhar should be waiting for her there. His shift had just ended and he was prompt about meals.

He was also the last name on her list of people to bid goodbye to in person.

Rounding a leafy corner, she spotted him at a small table by a window. He made it. She noticed the fatigue in the broad set of his shoulders and resolved not to keep him long. It’s not as though I have much time anyway.

Greg did not look up as she approached; his gaze seemed focused somewhere beyond the azalea bushes visible through the latticed window. Only when she slid into the seat opposite him did he return to reality. “Oh.” He turned to her in slight embarrassment. “Hello, Lilia. Didn’t see you come in.”

“I take it the view is particularly engrossing today?” She nodded to the window, flipping her long braid over her shoulder out of the way.

Greg let out a tired laugh and shook his mop of curly red hair out of his eyes. “Not really. Those bushes never go anywhere.” He smiled. “Actually, I was thinking about the new med ‘bots your brothers brought in the other day. They’re going to be a big help.”

“Good.” Lilia fished her meal card out of her pocket and swiped it over the scanner chip embedded in the center of the table. A holographic menu appeared and she punched in an order for a bowl of soup. “I know you’ve needed new equipment.”

“Desperately,” Greg agreed, placing his own order.

They lapsed into semi-comfortable silence until a server ‘bot arrived with their food. The ‘bot’s dark brown body was an inverted triangle, with two spindly metal arms at each shoulder joint and two equally spindly legs protruding from its bottom point. Each set of arms carried a full tray; its legs held several empty trays.

Hovering over the table, it asked in a chirpy, cricket-like voice, “Vegetable soup?”

Lilia raised her hand. “That’s mine.”

The ‘bot swiveled its elbow joints and set the tray containing the bowl of soup before her. Then it reeled off the contents of the other tray. Once Greg verified it as his order, the ‘bot set the tray down in front of him. “Good eating,” it said, before zooming away.

Lilia and Greg bowed their heads for a quiet word of thanks and commenced their meal. Or at least, Greg began to eat. Lilia’s appetite inexplicably vanished, leaving her with a writhing knot in the pit of her stomach. She swirled her spoon through her soup, watching the broth form little eddies while she tried to figure out how to begin. This shouldn’t be that hard.

Except that it was.

Greg was her friend, but she knew he wouldn’t be happy if he knew she was toting around guns, nanoblades, and a variety of other paraphernalia in an interdimensional storage field created by millions of nanites she’d had injected into her body. He wouldn’t understand why I became a Guardian.

He’d never had to run for his life while others died around him, knowing with every fiber of his being that fewer lives would have been lost if only a few people on Coral Island had been equipped to resist the Tarynians. Self-defense, the defense of others, and the proper use of deadly force were gray areas in life that troubled him deeply. And that was why she couldn’t tell him anything more than she’d told Lefkaditus and her friends.

“You’re awfully quiet tonight, Lilia. Even for you.” Greg was frowning at his gravy, which had seeped over to contaminate his vegetables. He liked to divide his meals into sections that did not touch and it always bothered him when his food refused to cooperate. After attempting to stem the brown tide, he looked up at her through ginger lashes. “I know what this is about.”

“You do?” She hadn’t intended to sound so surprised.

He nodded. “You’re leaving Kyman.”




Chapter 10

FOR the second time that day, Lilia’s world tipped upside down. She froze, staring at Greg like he had suddenly sprouted wings. “How did you—”

“Good news travels fast.”

With a groan, Lilia pushed her untouched soup bowl aside and slumped forward to rest her arms on the table’s weathered surface. “I wanted to tell you myself.” She closed her eyes. “I’m flying back to Sta’Gloa tonight. There’s been…an emergency of sorts.”

When she opened her eyes, Greg was staring at her. “What kind of emergency? Is your family all right? Is there anything I can do?”

She resisted the urge to squirm in her seat. Should have known he’d probe deeper. “It’s sort of complicated. If you’d just pray that we get back to Sta’Gloa in one piece and that everything works out, I’d really appreciate it.”

“Yeah, okay. I can do that.” Greg leaned back in his seat, nodding. His gravy conquered his vegetables and went on to wage all-out war on his roll, but he didn’t notice. His steady brown eyes bored into her face. “I just—I don’t know what to say exactly. This is—”

“Sudden?” Lilia suggested wryly. She shrugged. “I know. Emergencies usually are.”

He almost smiled. “How are you getting back to Sta’Gloa?” He made a face as he picked up his soggy roll. “You’ll probably be able to get a ride out of Kyman, but interplanetary flights are bound to be practically non-existent.”

Lilia waved her hand. “I’ve got that covered. My brothers are taking me.”

Greg brightened. “That’s good. Much safer.” He frowned at his plate before motioning to her soup. “Better eat that. Not good to skip meals, you know.”

Lilia picked up her spoon. “Yes, Doctor.”

“You’re going to be missed, you know.”

She paused, spoon halfway to her mouth.

“Our group won’t be the same without you. Who’s going to keep Kara in line when she goes off on those tangents of hers?”

She offered him a small smile. “I think you’ll manage. You know you love those debates.”

They spent the rest of the meal discussing other topics, but it was overshadowed by unfamiliar awkwardness. Lilia felt a wave of relief when a familiar voice said, “Knew I’d find you in the back.”

She and Greg both turned in their seats to find Kevin standing beside their table. With a polite nod to Greg, he raised his eyebrows at his sister.

Lilia nodded in reply and looked back at Greg. “We’ve got to go.” Reaching for her travel bag, she slid out of her seat and stood.

Greg rose to his feet as well and engulfed her in a hug. “Be careful. I’ll be praying for you.”

“Thanks. You take care too.”

“Don’t get into too much trouble.”

Kevin grinned. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll space tape her to a flight seat if she gets too rambunctious.”

“How considerate of you, Kev.”

Her twin sketched a half-bow. “I live to serve, sister dear.”

“Oh, really? I’ll be sure to remind you of that the next time you try to weasel out of your turn in the galley.”

“Hey, that’s fighting—”

“Dirty?” she asked sweetly. “Where do you think I learned it?”

“Lon, of course,” he replied without missing a beat. “Where else?”

Greg attempted to repress a snort of laughter, but failed miserably. “I don’t think Sta’Gloa’s ready for you two to go back yet.”

Kevin shrugged, grin still fixed firmly in place. “Too late now. They’ll have to be ready.” He touched two fingers to his temple in a lazy salute. “See you later, Bhar.” Linking arms with his sister, he began to steer her toward the door.

“Bye.” Lilia waved to Greg over her shoulder. The redheaded doctor raised his own hand in farewell, watching the two of them until they rounded a curtain of green leaves and disappeared.

~~~~

As they emerged from the Cafeteria into fading twilight, Kevin bumped Lilia with his shoulder. “What’d you tell him?”

“That we have an emergency at home.”

Through the energy shield arching above them, inky clouds heavy with the promise of rain spilled across the darkening sky. Lightning flickered in the distance. Glowposts set along the various paths and streets crisscrossing Kyman began to light up one by one, sending faint circles of illumination through the gloom

“Right…” Kevin took in the grim set of his twin’s face and his violet eyes softened. “Telling him what’s really going on wouldn’t have done you any good, Lil. He can’t comprehend why this is so important.”

Lilia pressed her lips together in a thin line. “I know that. I just—”

“—wish it didn’t have to be this way?” He glanced down at her, shoving his hands into his pockets. He’d tried to take her bag for her, but she wouldn’t relinquish her hold on it.

“Yeah.”

“Me too. Unfortunately, we don’t know—”

“—what’s going on yet.”

“Exactly.”

They shared a look and picked up the pace. Neither of them said anything further as they hurried back to the landing pad.

Jagged streaks of lightning began to split the dark sky more frequently, but the only trace of their accompanying thunder lay in the faint vibrations of the ground underfoot. Lilia had always thought that a little strange. The techs found a way to block lasers, debris, and sound, but they managed to make it permeable to comm waves. Go figure.

The first fat raindrops fell onto the shield overhead with a sizzle and a flare just before she and Kevin reached the landing pad. By the time they were halfway across the broad expanse of concrete, the storm let loose its full fury. Sheets of rain poured inaudibly down onto the shield.

Lilia nudged her twin with her elbow. “Look up.”

“Wha—oh, wow.” Kevin stopped short and she halted beside him. Both stared up at the eerie sight stretched above their heads.

A pale, shimmering blue corona danced along the shield, formed by the rapid evaporation of the rain. It was visible through the landing pad’s floodlights and even when a bolt of lightning turned the sky above the shield as bright as day.

“That is bizarre,” he breathed, slightly awestruck. “Beautiful, but bizarre.”

Lilia nodded. “I’ve never gotten used to it.”

They resumed walking just as another flash of lightning lit the sky. She caught a glimpse of the foliage beyond the shield, where the wild wind turned trees and bushes into mysterious creatures with writhing, lashing limbs. The next instant, all lay dark beyond the perimeter once more.

In contrast, the freighter waiting on the far side of the landing pad was a shining beacon. Warm, welcoming light spilled down the Star’s lowered ramp. Kevin thudded up into the ship and Lilia followed, blinking as her eyes adjusted. She paused long enough to toss her travel bag onto the bunk of the cabin she usually occupied before she joined her brothers in the cockpit.

“Pre-flight check’s all done and I’ve contacted Kyman Control.” Lon flipped a switch for the Star’s running lights. “Take her up, Kev.”

“Gladly.” Kevin dropped into the pilot’s seat and his fingers danced over the controls. The Crimson Star rose into the air and drifted toward the shield’s southern boundary.

Lilia settled into the seat behind Lon. “Thanks for picking me up. Where are we headed?”

“Antar, Sector 4. They should be within the safe zone by the time we get there—I figure we can probably persuade them to let us out.”

Kevin drummed his fingers on the arm of his seat as he waited for Kyman Control to open a gap in the shield for them. “I don’t fancy flying into this storm.”

Lon snorted. “You’ll be fine.” A moment later, he glanced at his console. “Go.”

His command was unnecessary—Kevin was already guiding them through the gap. The instant they left the protection of the calm air within, heavy gusts of wind buffeted the Star. A sudden crash of thunder nearly deafened them all. Lilia clutched the armrests of her flight seat as they pitched wildly to the starboard and hastily fastened her crash webbing.

“Get us out of here,” Lon said tersely, scanning the various readouts before him.

“I’m working on it.” Kevin was fighting to hold the Star steady and could not spare a glance at his brother, but annoyance laced his voice.

“Well, work harder. The last thing we need is to be hit by lightning.”

“Isn’t that what the shields are for?”

“Less talk, more flying.”

Behind them, Lilia just shook her head.

When they finally broke through the storm clouds into calmer skies, Kevin sent a sideways glare at his older brother. “You know, Lon, if it bothers you so much, why don’t you quit giving me grief and just fly the ship yourself?”

“Because you need the experience.”

Not in the mood to listen to them bicker any longer, Lilia slipped out of the cockpit. Passing the hatch to the hygiene unit, she turned through the next hatch on the left into her cabin and made herself comfortable on the top bunk. Then she logged on to the ComNet via her comlink.

The NCDC had sent her nothing further, but she did find one message that prompted a smile. If there was anyone from whom she wanted to hear at the moment, it was her best friend.

Alexis Deleón was the second youngest of four children. Her parents were good friends of Lilia’s grandparents; in fact, some years before Aiden and Teresa had loaned them the money to open their café a few streets over from Ferndale. Growing up, Lilia had only seen Alexis when they were back on Sta’Gloa, but the two bonded over the ComNet.

Clicking on the vmail, she began to read. As usual, Alexis meandered from topic to topic, throwing in anecdotes from the café, personal stories, and making inquires about life on Glo’Stea. She’d never had the chance to travel off-world—her parents had always deemed it too risky—and she desperately wanted to leave Sta’Gloa.

Toward the end, however, Alexis’s words took a different turn.

When are you coming home? You haven’t been back here in almost a year. I know you left because you think you have something to prove, but you’ve got to realize you don’t. You never did.

Lilia’s smile slipped.

You’re putting a burden on yourself that you don’t need to carry. It doesn’t matter what anybody thinks about your parents. You, Kevin, and Lon exiling yourselves to Glo’Stea to help get rid of the Tarynians isn’t—

Groaning to herself, Lilia rolled over onto her back and lay staring up at the smooth metal overhead. Alexis, she thought tiredly, I love you dearly, but you’re missing the point. We’re not here because we’re ashamed our father was from Taryn, we’re here because people are being treated unjustly and the rest of the Coalition doesn’t seem to care. Including a good number of Glo’Stea’s own population.

It was a subject her Bible research group had frequently discussed. They always came back to the fact that basic human nature meant people tended to be complacent until directly threatened. Three people are barely a drop in the vast sea of Glo’Stea’s population. Sure, we’ve helped a bit, but more Glo’Steans need to be involved or things are never going to change.

Flipping over onto her stomach, Lilia stuffed her comlink into her pocket and slid out of her bunk onto the deck. Sorry, Alexis. I’ll finish it later. She needed a distraction and her brothers were as likely candidates as any. Although I hope they’re not still arguing.

~~~~

The Crimson Star reached Antar’s spaceport a few hours later. Spaceport Control directed them to an empty berth and Lon began the process of negotiating with Shield Control for permission to depart the planet. The task was more arduous than it used to be, but not nearly as difficult as he had expected. Antar prized its reputation as a hub for traders, supply runners, and the like, even if the distinction carried more danger than usual. They were as anxious as anyone to get things moving again.

“All set,” he announced at last. He leaned back in his seat, tapping a stylus against his console. “We’re part of the next convoy they let out of here shortly, headed for Lystra.”

“Excellent.” Kevin rubbed his hands together. “I’ll fly.”

Lon shook his head. “No, you won’t. I’m flying.”

“You got to make the last interplanetary run. It’s my turn.”

“No, somebody with more ex—”

“Why don’t you flip for it?” Lilia interrupted, glancing up from the news article she was reading about the situation on Lanx.

Her brothers both looked at her before eying each other warily. Then Lon produced a silver coin. “Heads or tails?”

“Heads.”

Lon flipped the coin, slapped it down on his wrist, and lifted his hand. He groaned.

“Yes!” Kevin pumped his fist in the air and took the controls.

“Fine.” Lon slumped into the copilot’s seat. “Just be careful.” He glanced at his watch. “We’ve got enough time to pray before we leave.”

“Good idea.” Lilia set her datapad aside and joined hands with her brothers.

“Dear Lord,” Kevin began quietly, “You set each of the stars and its planets in place and You’ve given us a way around those who would keep us trapped. I pray right now that You would protect each of the ships in our convoy as we prepare to fly home. Please keep us safe, Lord. All this we ask in Jesus’ name, amen.”

“Amen,” Lilia and Lon echoed.

Moments later, the comm crackled with convoy jump coordinates. Kevin prepped for take-off. “All right, here we go.”

Lon clapped him on the shoulder. “I know we’re in a convoy, but do me a favor and keep us inconspicuous.”

“What, you don’t want to experience the thrill of outrunning a Piranha?”

“Inconspicuous,” Lon repeated firmly. Piranhas were the G.U.’s main starfighters.

Kevin shook his head mournfully as he engaged the Star’s thrusters. “Lil, he’s starting to sound like Michael again.” They rose into the sky and fell in with the line of freighters and a handful of yachts snaking up through the atmosphere.

Lilia missed Lon’s comeback—her attention was focused on the acceleration now forcing them painfully back into their seats. Okay, she thought, curling her fingers around her crash webbing as she stared at the back of Kevin’s head. Any second now…

The freighter’s artificial grav generator kicked in and the pressure lessened. Thank you.

As the convoy approached Glo’Stea’s shield, a hole appeared in the iridescent surface like a drop of acid eating through metal. The lead freighter punched through the final wisps of Glo’Stea’s atmosphere and hurtled into the star-studded vacuum of black space beyond. Everyone else followed.

As soon as the Crimson Star was free of Glo’Stea’s gravitational pull, Kevin input the coordinates for the hyperspace microjump they were about to make to Lystra, Sta’Gloa. Lon kept a sharp eye on the sensors while Lilia watched.

Despite the burst of excitement she felt upon being in space again, she had not forgotten this next stretch was the most dangerous part of their journey. If they were intercepted at any point before they made it to the safety of Sta’Gloa’s shield, their chances of escaping were minuscule. By the grace of God, it won’t come to that.

The last ship cleared Glo’Stea’s gravitational field and comms crackled again with the signal to jump.

“Here we go.” Kevin slapped the green hyperspace button on the right side of his control panel and the Star surged forward. Beyond the cockpit, the star field elongated and began streaking past in a blinding blur of multicolored light. The plastiglass viewshield darkened in response.

The safe-zone method had been developed in the early years of the blockade by a group of scientists and businessmen, with input from the joint Departments of Internal Affairs. Designed to pinpoint windows of opportunity for safe interplanetary travel, it also slashed the time ships spent in unprotected open space. Computers tracked planetary orbits and the movements of G.U. ships in-system to work out precise microjump coordinates.

As evidenced by Admiral Chesnee’s success, it was not a perfect system, but it usually worked.

The stars realigned themselves in a familiar—though slightly different—configuration as the Crimson Star dropped out of hyperspace along with the rest of the convoy. Sta’Gloa hung before them; a giant blue-green globe that took up more of the viewshield the closer they came.

While Kevin and Lon dealt with the convoy leader and Lystra Shield Control, Lilia leaned forward against her crash webbing to stare at her homeworld. I forgot how beautiful the view is up here.

Sta’Gloa’s night side faced them, sparkling with thousands of lights beneath the faint periwinkle shimmer of the shield. To the right, a tiny glistening sliver of light denoted the division between the night and day sides. To the left, Sta’Gloa’s sole moon floated in space, also protected by a shield. No one had wanted the Tarynians setting up a base there.

Lystra finally gave them the all-clear and opened the shield. Once the last ship slipped through and the gap sealed shut, the convoy scattered. Freighters and yachts alike parted ways for the air routes that would take them to their various destinations.

Kevin slid into an air route to Sonela and Lon stretched his arms above his head with a sigh of relief. “I’m glad that’s over. The idea of being in range of a Tarynian cruiser gives me cold chills.”

Kevin nodded sagely. “You look like you’re going gray too.” He threw a wink over his shoulder at Lilia.

She smiled and stifled a yawn. Her eyes felt like somebody had poured sand in them.

“If I am, it’s your fault, not the Tarynians’.” Lon motioned for Kevin to vacate the pilot’s seat. “We’ll be there in a few hours—you two might as well get some rest.” He held up a hand to stave off protest. “I’ll manage the Star just fine by myself.”

Kevin fixed him with a hard stare. “If anything—”

“—happens, it’ll be all hands to battle stations, as always.” Lon flapped his hands at them in a shooing gesture. “Hit the rack.”

Lilia yawned again. “I think I will. Night, Lon.” She draped her arms around his shoulders and kissed his cheek.

It had the desired effect—he screwed up his face and pretended to convulse. “Go to bed, already!”

Laughing, she left the cockpit.

Kevin followed, grumbling something about older brothers who thought they could take on the galaxy.

Lilia raised a disbelieving eyebrow at that and he scowled. She held up her hands, shrugging. Boys.




Chapter 11

“WAKEY, wakey, sleepyheads.” Lon’s voice crooned through the Star’s intercom. “Up and at ‘em. Can’t keep the NCDC waiting.” His singsong tone held an irritating quality that made his listeners itch to shoot him.

Prompted by this latter impulse, Lilia rolled over in her bunk and fumbled for the intercom panel on the bulkhead. “Thank you, Lon,” she said, cutting off his second rendition.

“No problem. Happy to help. I know you don’t want to be late.”

She rubbed her eyes to chase away the last remnants of sleep. He shouldn’t be this perky. Wasn’t he up all night? “Lon—”

“Coffee’s on,” he interrupted.

She shook her head. “That explains everything.”

He just laughed and signed off.

Flopping onto her back, Lilia stared up at the underside of the bunk above her. We’re back in Sonela. Funny, when I woke up yesterday, this is not where I thought I’d be today.

She gave her head a quick shake to clear it and sat up. “Lights, low.”

A glowpanel in the overhead blinked on, filling the tiny cabin with a soft glow. Wincing as her eyes adjusted, she threw back the coverlet and slid out of her bunk.

The instant her bare feet hit the deck, Lilia discovered the Star’s internal temperature had dropped further while she was asleep. Shivering, she looked around for her socks—and then realized she had something better. Two seconds later, the cold deck was no longer an issue.

“I could definitely get used to this,” she mused, looking down at her nanoboots.

After a quick trip to the hygiene unit, she followed the heavenly smell of coffee to the galley. Kevin was already there, sitting at the table in his pajamas pondering a cup of tea. His dark hair had the disheveled look of someone who had fought a battle with his pillow and lost horribly, but he sent her a quick grin.

“Morning, Lil.”

She nodded in reply, but did not pause in her journey to the coffee dispenser. Only after she had poured herself a cup and taken a sip did she reply, “Good morning.”

On her way back to her cabin, she nearly had a collision with their other cleaning ‘bot as it careened down the corridor on a mission of its own. Squeegee veered around her at the last second and she clutched her coffee cup protectively. Thank goodness for that. I’d have hated to lose my first cup.

In the event of such a tragedy, Kevin would have poked his head out of the galley, laughed, and advised her to just get more. He didn’t understand that the first cup of coffee in the morning was always the best. Always.

Lilia suspected it was probably some law of nature scientists had yet to satisfactorily prove.

Stepping back into her cabin, she set her coffee down on a little table that folded out from the wall and swept her curtain of dark hair—temporarily freed from its confining braid—over her shoulder. Then she knelt and began to dig through the storage compartment beneath her bunk in search of warmer clothing.

It’s a good thing I left everything I didn’t need here when I went to Kyman. We don’t have time to stop by the penthouse.

Her selection was limited, but she finally settled on a soft black skirt and a long-sleeved emerald shimmerweave blouse. It was a timeless combination suitable for a variety of occasions, including dropping by Triumvirate Tower if they got a chance. A small dilemma presented itself in the form of finding footwear appropriate for the weather, but she solved it by keeping her nanoboots on and tucking a pair of pumps into her ISF for when they reached the Cramer Building.

Twisting her hair into a figure eight on top of her head, she went back to the galley for another cup of coffee. Then she made her way to the cockpit, where she was sure she would find Lon. Kevin was in the hygiene unit, singing a rock anthem at the top of his lungs.

As she settled into the copilot’s seat, Lon greeted her with a bright, if tired, smile. There were bags under his eyes and a sandy five o’clock shadow dusted his jaw. “You look nice,” he offered, setting an empty coffee cup down on the deck beside him.

“Thanks.” She favored him with an answering smile and sipped her coffee.

Lon leaned back in his seat, propped his feet on a non-essential part of the console, and closed his eyes.

For a few moments, companionable silence hung over the two of them. Save for the ever-present hum of the ship’s essential systems and the faint sounds of motion from the spaceport outside, the cockpit was quiet. It was a comforting, relaxing sort of peacefulness and Lilia gratefully soaked up every bit.

Over the past few months she had forgotten how much she missed her brothers. Kevin, naturally, because he was her twin and they shared a bond, but Lon, too. When they were younger, the three of them had been inseparable; an intrepid trio who thought they could accomplish anything.

Lilia smiled into her coffee cup. We haven’t changed much.

Through the viewport, she saw that this section of the spaceport was bustling with activity. Ships moved in and out of berths and crews scurried to load or unload cargo. Unlike the last few days on Glo’Stea, the commotion seemed untouched by any real sense of danger.

She was watching crates of goods on grav sleds float past the Star’s nose when Lon’s voice broke the stillness.

“You excited?”

Lilia looked over at him. His eyes remained closed, but she knew he was listening. “A little.”

“Nervous?”

It doesn’t take a space scientist to figure that one out. “Of course.”

A hint of a smile curved his lips. “At least you’re honest.”

She wrapped her fingers around her coffee cup, leaching its warmth. “What do you think they want with us?”

It was more a rhetorical question than anything else, but Lon answered anyway. “Who knows?” He flicked his fingers in a careless little wave. “Don’t worry. You’re rookies—they’re going to ease you into the swing of things.”

Somewhat reassured, she nodded.

He chuckled. “When Kevin quits warbling, we’ll pray.”

“I’d like that.”

~~~~

Half an hour later, the twins were en route to Sonela Spaceport’s East Gate, which provided access to the city’s business district. The spaceport had not changed much in their absence, but little details here and there jarred their sense of familiarity. Security was noticeably more stringent than they remembered—especially when it came to the unobtrusive cam ‘bots hovering overhead in various places.

While they waited in line for the last security checkpoint before they would be free to enter Sonela proper, Kevin opened a channel to Lilia. [Is it just me, or has the Department of Security gone a bit overboard?]

[It’s not just you.] She craned her neck to see how many people stood between them and freedom. [It almost looks like they expect the Tarynians to come waltzing in here at any moment.]

Kevin shook his head, but refrained from commenting further. The line was moving.

When they finally emerged into Sonela’s cold early morning air, Lilia let out a quiet sigh of relief. Her breath puffed out in a frosty cloud. “I was half-afraid we’d set off every alarm in the place.”

Kevin grinned. “Now, see, I had every confidence we’d pass with flying colors. ISFs are amazing things.”

Fluffy snowflakes spiraled down from the dark sky, muffling the sounds of traffic from the streams of skimmers weaving sluggishly around and above Sonela’s buildings. A half meter of snow lay over everything, contriving with the aid of street lights to lend a ghostly glow to the air. A fair number of pedestrians tramped up and down the heated sidewalks.

Kevin looked from his watch to the slow-moving trickle of traffic. Then he shook his head. “We might as well go on foot. Looks like we’ll get there faster.”

He set off along the sidewalk, damp from melted snow. Lilia matched his pace. She tucked her arm through his to prevent them from being separated by the throng of early morning workers thickening around them and held out her free hand to catch a few snowflakes. As she watched, they melted and faded away into nothingness.

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen snow.”

Kevin made a face. “I didn’t miss it.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Too cold.”

“You’re just not used to it anymore. None of us are.”

The shipping route he and Lon followed seldom took them into the colder regions of Glo’Stea and Kyman always hovered somewhere between ‘blistering’ and ‘broiling’.

Kevin sighed. “We got spoiled, didn’t we?”

“Maybe you did. I just got roasted alive.”

“You look pretty healthy to me.”

They were now skirting the heart of the city and entering familiar territory. Here were museums and galleries; there corporate headquarters and massive banks with what was rumored to be the tightest security this side of the galaxy to protect the precious metals they housed. In the center of it all stood the Four Towers, rising obsidian black against the backdrop of Sonela’s colorful lights.

Blinking snowflakes out of her eyes, Lilia looked up at Triumvirate Tower. She strained to catch a glimpse of the Chamber, but saw nothing above the first ten floors. Snow fell too rapidly, shrouding Sonela in a white blanket. “Do you think we’ll have time to—”

“—visit Grandfather? We’d better,” Kevin said frankly. “He’ll be really—

“—disappointed if we don’t.”

“Besides, I’d like to talk to Mike and Derek and find out how things are going here.”

Lilia nodded and they plowed on in silence. She had forgotten just how big Sonela was. She felt like a tiny insect crawling through an indescribable maze with high, confining walls. After months on an island with a tiny fraction of Sonela’s population, the city’s energetic pace struck her as frenetic and borderline stifling.

An enclosed steel and plastiglass four-way pedestrian bridge spanning a broad thoroughfare provided a temporary respite from the snow. Glowstones lit the bridge on either side, but the running lights of the skimmers and other traffic streaming above and below them were visible in the darkness beyond.

Kevin slowed to watch the never-ending dance. After a moment, he looked at Lilia. “Have you ever wondered how often skimmers slam into things like this?”

“I was just thinking that.” She shook her head. “We’ve been on little islands too long. It’s probably safer to stand here than it is to ride in a skimmer.”

“Maybe.”

They neared the end of the bridge. “How much farther?”

Kevin consulted the holocard containing directions he had created before they left the Star. “The Cramer Building is over there.” He motioned to an angular skyscraper with a slanted roof on the next block.

The eastern sky—not that they could see much of it from ground level—was just beginning to lighten when they finally reached the building he had indicated. Lilia tilted her head back to scrutinize the skyscraper towering above them. “Are you—”

“Positive.” Kevin tugged on her arm and led her to the wide, glass doors. “Come on, we don’t want to be late.”

The lobby, decorated in rich tints of burgundy, forest green, and gold against a burnished dark wood background, was mostly empty. Lilia pulled off her hat and tucked it into her coat pocket, before discreetly dematerializing her gloves—an experiment to see if they were any good at keeping her hands warm. She was not terribly surprised to find that they were.

Kevin had just finished dematerializing his own gloves when a sepulchral voice sounded behind them. “Good morning, sir and madam.”

Startled, the twins wheeled around. They found themselves face-to-face with a ‘bot of a rather singular appearance.

Either the owners of Cramer Building thought humanoid receptionist ‘bots were too expensive and had tried to alleviate the problem by only ordering parts of ‘bots, or else they had a soft spot for the ludicrous. The ‘bot was nothing more than a floating bronze head wearing a matching top hat with a pair of arms protruding from what should have been its neck. This hat it now doffed and swept beneath its disembodied head in a polite bow. “How may I be of service?”

Torn between surprise and amusement, it took Kevin a few seconds to find his voice. “Er…hello. We’re here to see Mr. Callahan, with the NCDC office.”

The ‘bot’s forest green photoreceptors flickered. “Ah, yes,” it intoned with satisfaction. “The NCDC office.” Replacing its hat on its head, it gestured to a sleek accelevator bank on the other side of the lobby. “Level 23.”

Kevin sent Lilia a sidelong glance. “Anything else we need to know?”

“No, sir. You cannot miss it.”

“Thank you,” Lilia said.

The ‘bot tipped its hat and drifted away.

Without delay, the twins crossed to the accelevator bank. Once inside, Lilia pulled her shoes from her ISF and replaced her nanoboots with them—much to Kevin’s amusement. His levity, however, did not last.

As the accelevator whisked them up into the far reaches of the building, he fell into moody silence. Lilia focused on regulating her breathing. Her heart was pounding; her palms sweaty with nervous anticipation. Inhale, hold it for four beats, exhale, hold it for four beats, and repeat.

Seconds later, the doors opened and they emerged on Level 23. The meaning of the ‘bot’s words was immediately obvious. They couldn’t miss the NCDC office because it occupied the entire floor.

Lilia looked around in faint surprise. They stood in a waiting room reminiscent of the one in Jamal’s main NCDC branch office, but not nearly as pretentious. Tan chairs and couches were arranged on one side of the crisp white room, leaving a broad walkway of lustrous green tile between them and a reception desk up against the right-hand wall. At the end of the room, a hall led deeper into the office.

A young man with a shaved head and an inscrutable expression regarded the twins from behind the reception desk. Holographic letters identified him as Travis Willard. In distinctly nasal tones, he inquired, “Can I help you?”

The twins stepped over to him. Lilia offered a polite smile. “Yes, please. We’re here to see Mr. Callahan.”

“Names?”

“Kevin and Lilia Strong.”

Willard nodded, fingers flying over his virtual keyboard. “Mr. Callahan is expecting you.” He motioned to the hall. “Third office on the left.”

“Thank you,” the twins said together.

As they started across the room, Lilia caught sight of a familiar object and temporarily forgot her anxiety. There, mounted on the wall to the left of the hallway, was a plaque comprised of interlocking gold rectangles—just like the one in the solemn round room in Jamal. She drifted over to it. There must be something significant about this.

At first glance, there appeared to be names on many—if not all—of the rectangles. She turned to her brother. “Kev—”

She broke off. He was just turning the corner at the end of the hall. Sighing at his single-mindedness, she gave the plaque one last longing look and hastened to catch up with him. It’s not like the plaque’s going anywhere.

The door to the third office on the left was open. A tiny holochip embedded in the wall at chest-height displayed the name Riley Callahan in neat gold letters.

Kevin hesitated on the threshold, his confident stride faltering. He looked at Lilia and she saw her own uncertainty mirrored on his face.

Then an authoritative voice from within called, “Come in—we haven’t got all day.”

The spell was broken. They did as commanded.

Callahan’s office was small and windowless, but its sparse decorations gave it the illusion of being much bigger than it was. A few pieces of art, including, Lilia noted with surprise, a diagram of the cross-section of one of Glo’Stea’s luxury cruise liner, hung on the wall, while a narrow set of dark wood shelves held boxes of datachips. The man himself sat behind a matching desk.

As they entered, he rose with wiry grace and moved around the desk to greet them. “Riley Callahan.” He was on eye level with Lilia. “Welcome back to Sta’Gloa.” He waved to several empty chairs with leathery green cushions in front of his desk. “Please, sit.”

Removing coats and hanging them on the wall, the twins obeyed.

Callahan was a brown-haired, smooth-shaven man in his early thirties. There was nothing particularly striking about him except for his eyes. They were a pale, almost colorless blue—like chips of ice—and threw a kink in the otherwise pleasant aspect of his features.

Those pale eyes now coolly flicked back and forth as their owner studied the twins over his desk for a handful of seconds. Then Callahan leaned back in his seat. “First off, I’d like to apologize for bringing you here from Glo’Stea on such short notice. It isn’t the way we usually do things.”

A shadow of a frown passed over his face. “That said, we have something of an unusual situation on our hands.”

“Unusual situation?” Lilia and Kevin echoed. That did not sound good. They glanced at each other; a tiny, almost imperceptible motion that Callahan caught nonetheless.

“We’re short on time, so I’ll be brief. The NCDC is assembling an emergency rescue team to retrieve three scientists from Uva and I have received incontrovertible orders that the two of you are to be on this team.”

Lilia blinked. I can’t have heard that correctly. “What?”

At the same time, Kevin laughed. “Right. Nice one.”

Callahan’s expression did not change. “You leave in approximately two hours. I’m told it will be nothing short of disastrous if the project they’re developing falls into Tarynian hands.”

Had he produced a bucket of icy water and dumped it over her head, Lilia could not have been more astonished. She stared at Callahan in stunned silence. This can’t be right.

Kevin’s amusement faded rapidly. “I don’t understand.” He shook his head, frowning. “We just became Guardians last week. Surely you’ve got people who are better qualified than us.”

“Believe me,” Callahan said grimly. “You wouldn’t be here if I had a choice.” He massaged the bridge of his nose. “Unfortunately, someone went to a great deal of trouble to assign the two of you to this roster and there is absolutely nothing any of us can do about it.”




Chapter 12

LILIA stiffened. Someone did this to us?

“Who?” Kevin demanded sharply. “Why?”

A muscle in Callahan’s square jaw twitched. “I’d like to know that myself.” He shook his head slowly, drumming slender fingers on the edge of his desk. “I can’t even reject you on grounds of incompetence because technically, you’re both qualified. Although, as team medic, Miss Strong, it would be better if you had more medical experience.”

Lilia was still too stunned to do anything but stare. [Up until yesterday, I was a receptionist. What does he expect?]

Kevin lifted his shoulders in a minute shrug.

Callahan surveyed them with a frown before leaning forward on his desk and clasping his hands together. “In theory, this mission is simple. You, Mr. Strong, will fly the team to Lanx. Once you find a way to bypass the shield and enter Uva, you will proceed to the lab where the scientists are waiting for you and get both them and their project out of the city. From there, it’s merely a matter of bringing everyone back to Sta’Gloa.”

His pale eyes narrowed. “You’ve heard about Quinton and Bevel being overrun, correct?”

Kevin nodded; Lilia’s stomach clenched. News of that disaster came the day after they got back from Jamal. Both were cities not far from Uva; Quinton was Lanx’s capital.

“With any luck the Tarynians will be too busy trying to subdue their new conquests to maintain much of a ground presence in Uva. They’ve got to be spreading themselves thin at this point.”

Kevin rubbed the back of his neck. “Mr. Callahan, this may sound obvious, but why hasn’t the NCDC put together a team on Lanx to rescue these guys? They’re a heck of a lot closer than we are.”

Lilia caught her breath. That’s true. Hope sent out a tiny, questing tendril.

Callahan’s lips thinned into an expression of distaste. “Your team will also be testing interplanetary travel to Lanx. The NCDC wants to know what Admiral Chesnee has done to tighten his interception web.”

Hope died a quick, violent death.

Unimpressed, Kevin folded his arms across his chest. “Is anybody on the team familiar with Uva? We’ve only been there a couple times, and that was years ago.”

“Yes. You’ll be meeting your last team member on Lanx—he’s a resident of Uva.” Callahan produced two datachips and slid them across his desk. “These contain all the information we have available for this mission, as well as directions to the docking berth where you’ll be meeting the rest of your team.”

Reluctantly, Lilia picked up her chip and inserted it into her ISF above her left wrist. Her hands trembled. I don’t believe this.

“I suggest you use your remaining time on Sta’Gloa to study those.” Callahan paused, something like regret flashing through his icy eyes. “I also suggest you ensure your affairs are in order.”

There was no need to say why. Oddly, it was this last statement that enabled Lilia to find her voice. “Mr. Callahan, the NCDC was created to be a civilian defense line. We’re not commandos.” She raised her chin and met his disconcerting gaze squarely. “If I wanted to go gallivanting off into war zones, I’d have joined the Glo’Stean Resistance.”

Callahan inclined his head. “I understand your sentiments, Miss Strong. That said, let me remind you that some situations require skills and tools beyond the norm. This is one of them”

Lilia narrowed her eyes, but before she could say anything else, he added, “Believe me, I’ll be investigating this while you’re gone.”

His assurance was not as comforting at he intended.

A comlink began to emit insistent trills from one side of the desk. Recognizing that as their cue to leave, Kevin stood. Lilia followed a few seconds later, her knees a trifle unsteady. With a nod to Callahan, the two of them moved to the door.

“Good luck,” he called after them.

~~~~

Someone is deliberately sending us into a city full of Tarynian soldiers.

The words formed an endless loop inside Lilia’s head as she and Kevin retraced their steps to the accelevator. Memories arose from her last encounter with the Tarynians, but she forced them aside. Now is not the time for a nervous breakdown. Things are different.

Slipping her coat back on as they reentered the quiet reception area, she looked over at Kevin. [You do realize Grandfather’s going to—]

[—have a coronary when he hears about this?] He snorted. [Yeah. It’ll be worse because we—]

[—won’t have the time to break the news ourselves.] Lilia chewed on her lower lip. [I feel sorry for Lon.]

Kevin lifted one shoulder in a prosaic shrug. [Not much we can do about it at the moment.] He nodded to Willard, whose sharp eyes followed their progress across the room, and then scowled. [Lon’s not going to be able to leave until we get back.]

She winced. [I hadn’t even thought of that.]

[He’ll manage.]

They stepped into the accelevator and Lilia realized with a jolt that she had forgotten to take a closer look at the plaque. She sighed, but the fear making her stomach cramp took first priority. She wrapped her arms around her torso. If we live through this we’ll be back.  It can wait.

A snide little voice in the back of her head pointed out that if they got killed, she’d never know. Don’t go there, she warned herself.

In search of distraction, she traded her shoes for nanoboots again before glancing at her brother. The expression on his face made her stomach cramps worse. It was obvious the idea of going to Uva had started to take hold of him—she could practically see the gears in his head whirring and spinning. Before her eyes, his grim astonishment morphed into barely-contained excitement.

She swallowed a lump in her throat. It hurt to suddenly realize she was the only one petrified with terror.

“I think we can do this.” His words broke the stillness that had fallen over them. “It’s not what I had in mind when we joined, and it won’t be easy, but it’s doable.”

Lilia compressed her lips into a thin line. Her mouth felt dry, like the mountain air around Quinton. “I—” She swallowed. “I really don’t want to walk into a city the Tarynians have just taken. You know it has to be absolute chaos in there.”

She remembered chaos with vivid clarity.

“I know.” Kevin ran a hand through his hair, leaving it sticking up wildly in all directions. “I can’t say I’m thrilled about this either…” He leaned his head back against the wall, staring up at the ceiling.

“But?”

“At least we’re doing it together.”

Lilia twitched her shoulders in an uncertain shrug.

He turned his head to look at her. “Lil, whatever those guys are working on is important enough that they need to be rescued. Let’s get ‘em out.”

She dropped her gaze to the floor. She wanted to say something—needed to say something—but none of the languages she spoke had the right words to express the tangled mass of emotions roiling inside her.

In another moment, she was saved the necessity of finding a coherent reply. The accelevator came to rest in the lobby and opened its doors, revealing a knot of people waiting to take it up to their respective levels. She and Kevin exited and wove through the oncoming rush of morning workers. After pulling on hats and materializing gloves, they slipped outside.

The instant they left the Cramer Building’s protective environs, icy gusts of wind slammed into them. Gone were the fluffy snowflakes of earlier—they had been replaced by stinging shards of ice that whirled gleefully into the twins’ faces. Visibility was terrible; air traffic had slowed further.

For a second, Lilia relished the shock. It proved she was not as numb as she felt inside.

“We might as—” Kevin began, but the wind snatched the words out of his mouth and carried them away. Annoyed, he switched to Nancom. [We might as well go back to the Star.]

[No time for anything else,] Lilia agreed, pulling her hat down farther over her ears. A sudden idea occurred to her and she materialized the visor of her helmet. To her delight, it provided ample protection from the wind and icy snow.

Kevin squinted at her. [Hey, good idea.] He materialized his own visor and offered her his arm. [Let’s go.]

~~~~

With imminent departure hanging over their heads, the trek back to Sonela Spaceport was over much too soon for Lilia’s liking. The wind had not delayed them as much as it should have; the spaceport’s slidewalks seemed to be moving faster than usual. Even the security checkpoints through which they passed seemed unwilling to detain them.

It was, she reflected irritably, as if the entire city was anxious to deliver them to their doom.

They reached the Crimson Star in record time. Kevin pulled a small black remote from his ISF and punched in his access code. With a faint hydraulic creak, the ramp began to lower. He did not wait for it to fully extend, but vaulted up onto it and disappeared into the ship.

Lilia, however, chose to linger until the ramp came to rest on the deck. The Star doesn’t like the cold any more than we do, she thought with a small smile. As she climbed aboard, she gave the freighter’s hull a comforting pat. She wanted to promise the ship she would be back on Glo’Stea soon, but choked on the words.

As she rounded the corridor into the living compartment, she half-expected to find Lon waiting for them under the guise of cleaning one of his pistols or tinkering with one of the Star’s spare parts. To her surprise, he lay sprawled on the faded blue couch, fast asleep.

Kevin stood in the center of the compartment, thoughtfully surveying their brother. Without turning, he said, [I’m debating whether or not we should tell him now.]

While she considered it, Lilia pulled off her hat and shrugged out of her coat. She deposited both articles on the other couch and looked from Lon to Kevin. [I don’t think we should. The more sleep he has, the better he’ll take it.]

[Good point. And if we tell him at the last minute—]

[—he won’t have time to argue.]

[Exactly.]

They shared a look of mutual understanding. Lon’s older brother syndrome was not as acutely developed as Michael or Derek’s, but they both knew this turn of events was bound to set it off.

Kevin tossed his coat on top of Lilia’s. Then he jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the cockpit. [Let’s sit in there.]

Lon shifted as they crept out of the compartment, but did not wake.

Once in the cockpit, Kevin closed the hatch and dropped into the pilot’s seat. Then he produced his datapad. “I don’t think we should use the ship’s computer for this.”

“I agree.” Lilia made herself comfortable in the copilot’s seat and pulled out her own datapad. While it booted up, she fished out her datachip. On the verge of inserting it, she paused and gave it a doubtful glance. “You don’t think this has been rigged to self-destruct or anything, do you?”

Kevin raised an eyebrow at her. “Getting paranoid, are we?”

She copied his expression. “I’m just asking. I don’t want to fry my datapad.”

Kevin examined his datachip for a moment. “It’s probably okay. Blowing it up or wiping it would defeat the purpose. Although,” he added musingly, “I could see the idea of a datachip wiping itself after a Guardian reads it appealing to the Glo’Stean NCDC.”

Lilia snorted. “So can I.”

For the next half an hour, the cockpit was quiet. Callahan had given them maps of Uva as well as brief bios and descriptions of the three scientists, among other things. The twins absorbed it all.

When they reached the end, Kevin leaned back in his seat and folded his arms across his chest. “Well, this should be fun.”

Lilia shut her datapad off and rubbed her eyes. “Oh, yeah.” A glance at her watch set butterflies fluttering in her stomach—butterflies with razor-tipped wings.

Kevin caught her flicker of a grimace. “Lil, look at me. You are going to be fine. This isn’t like—” he broke off, shaking his head. “It’s not the same. You’re not helpless.”

They locked gazes. She was bolstered by the steady conviction in his eyes. “You’re right. I—”

The hatch irised open and Lon entered, sleepily ruffling his hair. “Thought I’d find you two here.” He stifled a yawn. “What’d they want?”

Kevin regarded him with amusement. “Aren’t you supposed to be asleep?”

“Did we wake you up?” Lilia asked.

Lon stifled another yawn and waved his hand. “Set my alarm. I’ll catch up later.” He leaned against the hatch frame. “Don’t dodge the question, Kevin. What did they want?”

The twins exchanged glances.

“Well,” Kevin said, “we’re part of a team heading to Lanx on a rescue mission.”

Lon shot him an exasperated look. “Sure you are. Just tell me truth”

“I’m serious. We’re going to Lanx.”

Lon swiveled his head back and forth between them. “You’re going to Lanx. On a rescue mission.” Clearly, he expected them to start laughing and confess it was all a joke.

Lilia held back a sigh. She could relate to that. “It’s true, Lon. We leave in an hour.”

He gaped at her like a fish out of water, utterly flabbergasted.

“If you have any advice—”

“—we’re open to suggestions.” Kevin glanced at Lilia out of the corner of his eye. [Don’t tell him what Callahan told us. There’s nothing anybody can do about it and it’ll only upset him more.]

She frowned, but lowered her eyelashes in an acquiescent blink.

Lon finally snapped out of his daze. “This is something to do with one of the cities the Tarynians have just occupied, isn’t it?” At their identical expressions of surprise, he sank down into the seat behind Lilia.

Words tumbled out of him. “I don’t understand! You’re rookies—why would they—? This is—Lanx is…” he sputtered and trailed off, passing a hand over his face. When he spoke again, his voice was calmer. “Have you told Grandfather?”

Kevin shook his head. “Not yet.”

“He’s not going to be happy.”

“We know.” Lilia shifted in her seat to face him. “Don’t have a meltdown, Lon. We can handle this.” She was a little taken aback by how quickly he had grasped their situation.

Lon didn’t seem to have heard her. “Couldn’t you have declined or—”

“No,” Kevin said shortly. “We couldn’t. This is something we have to do.”

Lon switched his focus to Lilia and his bewildered expression changed to one of deep concern. “You’re awfully pale. Are you going to be all right?”

She shrugged. “By the grace of God I will be.”

“Lil—”

“Look,” she interrupted. “I can’t live my life in fear.” She met his eyes. “This isn’t Coral Island.”

Lon did not relax. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt again. And I don’t want to have to tell Grandfather—” He grimaced. “He still hasn’t recovered from last year.”

Lilia scowled peevishly and crossed her arms. “I’m not the only one you have to worry about.”

“I know that. But you’ll always be my baby sister.”

Kevin cut in before Lilia could reply. “Are you going to stay with Grandfather while we’re gone?”

Lon frowned and ran a hand through his hair again. “I don’t know. Probably.” His eyes flicked to back Lilia. “Just stay calm and use the brains I know God gave you. You’ll be okay.” He gave Kevin a skeptical once-over. “Same goes for you. At least, I’m hoping He gave you brains.”

Kevin rolled his eyes. “Real funny, Lon. Did you come up with that all by yourself?”

“As a matter of fact—”

“We need to pray,” Lilia interrupted forcefully. Both of her brothers looked at her in surprise and she shrugged. “We’re on a tight schedule, remember? And we can use all the help we can get.”

“Right, right.” Kevin leaned over to grab her hand and then, wrinkling his nose good-naturedly, took Lon’s. Lilia joined hands with Lon and the three of them bowed their heads.

“Gracious heavenly Father,” Lon began, “You are an awesome, holy God. You hold the galaxy in your hands; you hold each of our lives in your hands. You even know the number of hairs on our heads. Forgive us for our sins—forgive us for falling short of the mark.”

He took a deep breath. “I pray, Lord, that you would watch over and protect Kevin, Lilia, and the rest of their team. Keep them safe from harm and help them accomplish this task that has been set before them. Give them peace and focus and bring them back safely. Thank you and praise you for everything, God. We love you. All these things we ask in Jesus’ name, amen.”

Lilia kept her eyes closed a few seconds longer. The butterflies had stopped rampaging.

“Now…” Lon rubbed his hands together briskly. “You said something about needing advice?”

Kevin shook his head. “Forget it. You probably don’t know anything more than we do. Have you ever been on a mission?”

Lon’s mouth dropped open. “Hey! Take that back!”

Kevin smirked at him. “Make me.”

Lilia rested her elbow on the console, watching them bicker. It’s a wonder they get any work done at all. She nudged Kevin with a booted foot. “Hey, Kev, we’ve got holos to record.”

The atmosphere took an abrupt nosedive into gloom. Lon’s shoulders tensed.

Kevin blew out a breath. “Right.”




Chapter 13

I never want to do that again. Lilia transferred the vid she had just created to a datachip and shut her datapad off with shaking fingers. Recording a message for her grandfather and brothers in the event of her death or disappearance had been difficult. It took half a dozen tries before she found the right words—or at least what she hoped were the right words.

Attempting to sum up twenty-one years of accumulated memories and say goodbye in less than fifteen minutes just seemed so…inadequate. Not to mention awkward.

Grimacing, she stowed her datapad and glanced at her watch. Almost time to leave. Wonder how Kevin’s doing? She doubted he was faring any better.

After changing into black slacks, she grabbed her travel bag and hastily packed several changes of clothes suitable for Uva’s dry, early summer weather. To hear Callahan talk, they’d only be gone a day or two, but there was no telling how long it would actually take.

Slinging the bag over her shoulder, Lilia stepped out into the corridor—just as Kevin stalked past her cabin. His face was a study in mingled defiance and embarrassment; the tips of his ears were bright red.

He looks like I feel, she thought, following him down the corridor.

Lon was waiting for them on the couch in the main compartment. Hands clasped, elbows resting on his knees, he focused on the deck beneath his feet with somber concentration. At the sound of their footsteps, he straightened and schooled his face into pleasant neutrality.

Kevin marched up to him and slapped the datachip into his hand. “The only way you get to watch this is if I’m dead. You peek and I’ll beat the living daylights out of you when we get back.”

Lon tilted his head back to smirk up at his younger brother. “Who says you’d even know?”

Kevin’s eyes narrowed into glittering slits. “Oh, I’d know.” He folded his arms across his chest. “You wouldn’t be able to keep your mouth shut.”

Lon raised his eyebrows. “Must be pretty good.” He turned to Lilia and his smirk broadened. “Are you going to threaten to beat me up too?”

She shook her head as she passed him the datachip. “No point. Kevin will do a better job.”

“Got that right,” her twin muttered.

“Ouch.” Lon looked back and forth between them. “I’m really feeling the love here.”

Some of Kevin’s irritation faded. He clapped Lon on the shoulder. “Just keeping you honest.”

Their banter defused the tension building in the compartment. For a moment, time seemed to stretch in a foggy gap between now and everything else that had happened that morning. It was just Lilia, Kevin, and Lon starting out on another adventure.

Except that this time Lon wasn’t coming with them.

Kevin cleared his throat. Time snapped back into its normal flow. “We’ve got to go.”

“Right.” Lon nodded and shoved his hands into his pockets. He started to say something else, stopped, and then tried again. “Be careful.”

“We will,” Lilia assured him.

“Of course,” Kevin added.

Lon hugged Lilia and she tried to smile when he murmured, “I’ll be praying for you,” into her ear. Then he turned to Kevin, who drew himself up to his full height.

“I’m sorry you have to deal with Grandfather,” he said awkwardly.

Lon shrugged. “What are big brothers for?” His voice was airy, but his green eyes were shadowed. “I’m not saying goodbye,” he continued in the same nonchalant vein. “You’ll be all right.” He held up the datachips. “Besides, you want these back, don’t you?”

Kevin snorted. “You bet your nanoblade I want that back.” As he headed toward the outer hatch, he called over his shoulder, “Lon, just remember—I’ll know.”

Lon flashed Lilia a sly smile. “Sure he will.”

“It’s not worth it,” she warned.

His laughter followed her out of the ship.

~~~~

Docking berth 17D-1497 was only a short walk from the Crimson Star. Kevin slowed when they reached it and ran a critical eye over the ship to which they would be entrusting their lives. “Well, this is interesting. I was expecting a freighter.”

Lilia frowned. “Are you sure that thing’s even spaceworthy?”

The Windfall, as the faded green script etched into her side proclaimed, was a small, teardrop-shaped Ladybug-class pleasure yacht. At the start of her life, she had been a shiny, expensive toy, but several decades and an apparent lack of upkeep had rendered her a rusty, dented shadow of her former glory. A long, jagged welding line ran across the starboard hull beneath an elliptical viewport.

Kevin’s mouth curved into a satisfied smile. “Oh, yeah. Whoever owns her has probably souped up the engines over the years. Good choice. We’ll blend in admirably.”

Slightly amused by the dreamy cast to his voice, Lilia sent him a sidelong glance. “Have you ever flown one of these before?”

Eyes still fixed on the Windfall, he shrugged. “I think once in a sim, but it won’t be that hard. The basic principle is the same, even if the controls are a little different.”

“I see.” She looked back at the yacht. The landing ramp was down and two people—a tanned young man with short, platinum blond hair and a petite woman with dark brown skin—stood leaning against it. Both were giving the twins their full and undivided attention.

[Kev, we have an audience.]

[Where?] he asked distractedly. [Oh. I see ‘em. Probably our teammates.]

[Probably.]

As they approached, Kevin called out, “Good morning!”

“You’re late,” the blond man drawled in return, hooking his thumbs through his belt loops. A little shorter than Kevin, he wore a tan vest over a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Brown trousers tucked into well-worn boots completed his ensemble.

Kevin glanced at his wrist. “Not by my watch.”

The man smirked. “Maybe you—ow!” He doubled over as his companion elbowed him none-too-gently in the side.

“Don’t mind him. Erik likes the sound of his own voice.” She wore a cranberry tunic over black slacks and her curly black hair was confined in a tight, shoulder-length braid.

“Not true,” he insisted, straightening up and rubbing his ribs.

She ignored him to fix dark eyes on Lilia and Kevin. “Which one of you is the pilot?”

Kevin raised his hand. “That would be me.”

“Sheena Azif. I’ll be your copilot.”

Lilia and Kevin introduced themselves and then Sheena jerked a thumb toward her companion. “This is—”

“Erik Holt. I’m along in case we get to blow anything up.” His brown eyes swept over Kevin to settle on Lilia. “You two look like twins.”

Lilia managed to keep a straight face. Master of the obvious. “We get that a lot.”

“Can’t imagine why,” Kevin added.

Erik smirked and started to say something else, but footsteps sounded on the ramp. They all turned as a tall, broad-shouldered man with coal-black skin descended, wiping his hands on a grease-stained rag. He was half a head taller than Kevin, with close-cropped black hair. A faded scar twisted along the base of his neck, just visible above the collar of his blue jumpsuit.

He gave Lilia and Kevin a hard, penetrating stare. “You must be the Strongs.” When they nodded, he stuffed the rag into one of his jumpsuit’s many pockets and held out a hand. “I’ll need to see your NCDC identcards.”

The cool, calculating appraisal in his brown eyes made the hair on the back of Lilia’s neck prickle. I think he knows exactly how new we are to this. She lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Certainly.”

She and Kevin both produced their new identcards. The man perused each, nodded, and returned them. “Welcome aboard. I’m Vam Neek. I’ll be in charge of this operation.”

[No surprise there,] Kevin murmured via Nancom.

Lilia gave him a fractional nod.

Vam cast a quick glance around, scanning faces. “Now that we’re all here, let’s get down to business.” He addressed Kevin. “Engine’s in better shape than you’d think. I tweaked her a bit—she should run like a dream.”

“Thanks,” Kevin replied with a nod. “Always good to hear.”

Vam started up the ramp and the four of them fell into step behind him. As they boarded the Windfall, the first thing Lilia and Kevin noticed was the lack of an entry corridor. They stood in a spacious, if threadbare, living area.

Overhead and bulkheads alike had been designed to evoke reminisces of the ocean; wavy bands of color gradation from teal to navy blue sporadically rippled across the pale aquamarine surface. Couches and plush chairs formed a teal semicircle at the forward part of the compartment, facing a fold-out entertainment system. Simpler chairs ringed an oval table set beneath the elliptical viewport they had seen from outside.

A stocky man with wavy black hair and dark eyes sat at this table, poring over a datapad. Vam performed the required introductions and Nob Farr, after nodding politely to the twins, turned back to his datapad.

Sheena eyed Kevin. “You have our itinerary?”

“Yes, ma’am, I do.”

“Don’t call me ma’am.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder toward the bow. “Cockpit is this way.”

She and Kevin disappeared down a pale aquamarine corridor. Vam followed, leaving Lilia and Erik standing in the center of the living area.

Lilia looked toward the cockpit. [I’ll be praying for you, Kev.]

[Thanks.]

She spent the few moments before the Windfall lifted off investigating the yacht. Four cabins, an escape pod, and a hygiene unit lay along the port side of the aquamarine corridor, which stretched from the engine room in the aft to the cockpit. The galley was located through an open hatchway to the aft of the living area and the other escape pod nestled to the starboard side of the cockpit.

Cozy, she thought, peeking through a plastiglass viewport in the escape pod’s hatch. Barely looks big enough for four people.

Beneath her feet, the deck began to vibrate as the engines thrummed to life. Time to go. She hurried back to the living area, noting that the bulkheads’ color display now resembled raindrops on the surface of water.

Erik was poking around the entertainment system, but he glanced at her as she returned. “Interestin’ ship, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

He motioned to the walls, a peculiar expression on his face. “Is that normal?”

Shrugging, Lilia dropped into a chair facing the bow. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen it before.”

“That could give somebody nightmares.”

She fastened her crash webbing, which had been discreetly hidden behind the cushions. “Then don’t go to sleep.”

One corner of his mouth turned up in a lopsided smile as he took the chair beside her. “Trust me, I won’t.”

~~~~

It took Kevin a few minutes to adjust to the Windfall’s controls, but he maneuvered them out of the spaceport and up into Sonela’s snowy skies with only minor jostling.

[Nice job,] Lilia told him, unfastening her crash webbing.

[Not really, but thanks.]

Sheena’s voice came over the intercom. “We’ll be in Mona in a couple of hours, so just sit back and enjoy the ride.” She sounded less than enthused.

Lilia glanced over her shoulder. Nob was still engrossed in his datapad, seemingly oblivious to everything else around him. Beside her, Erik leaned back in his chair and locked his hands behind his head. Lively bunch we are.

She was watching the walls ripple with color and wondering if Lon had broken the news to their grandfather yet when Erik spoke.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a brother and sister work the same team before. They usually try to keep family members separate.”

Surprised, Lilia looked over at him. “Oh, really?” She shrugged. “I suppose somebody decided to make an exception for us.” There really isn’t any other explanation for it.

“Guess so. Which one of you is older? I can’t tell.”

“Kevin is—by ninety-seven seconds.”

Erik let out a low whistle. “So you are twins. Interestin’. Did you join the NCDC at the same time?”

For a split second, Lilia stared at him, frozen in her seat. We should have expected this, she realized. How did it not occur to us that somebody might be curious?

Probably because they hadn’t had much time to really think about this mission so far.

With an effort, she pulled herself together and managed a stiff nod. “We did.”

Erik rubbed his chin. “I joined two years ago.” He nodded in the direction of the cockpit, smiling. “That’s when I met Sheena.”

It was the perfect opportunity to change the subject. “So you’re friends?”

Erik shrugged. “Not really. We were infusion partners and we trained together, but we haven’t kept in touch. I think I irritate her,” he added cheerfully. “How long have you been a Guardian?”

Lilia knew the question was coming, but it still filled her with terrible apprehension. Her palms grew sweaty; her heart began to beat faster. Vam might know how green they really were, but the rest of the team did not. She doubted they would be thrilled to learn the truth.

Her trepidation increased when she felt eyes boring into the back of her head. Nob had temporarily abandoned his datapad to follow their conversation. I don’t know what to say. Please, Lord, show me what to say.

The words came.

“Not as long as you have.”

To her relief, Erik laughed. “Okay. Don’t tell me now. I’ll get it out of you eventually.”

Thank you, Lilia thought, before arching an eyebrow at him. “Your self-confidence is astounding.”

He merely winked at her and took another tack. “Where are you from?”

That was a much safer topic. “We grew up in Marina, Sector 4, but for the past few years we’ve pretty much lived in Sonela.”

Blond eyebrows shot up into his hairline. “What a coincidence! So do I.”

She blinked. “You’re from Sonela?”

He nodded. “Small galaxy, huh? I’m a police officer with the 19th precinct bomb squad.” He held up his hands with a grin. “Been there four years and I still have all my fingers, toes, and other assorted body parts.”

Bemused, Lilia smiled. “I suppose that does help.”

“Oh, definitely. Let me tell you about this guy I knew who wasn’t so lucky…”




Chapter 14

THEY reached Mona ahead of schedule. Once Kevin settled the Windfall into the berth Spaceport Control temporarily assigned them, he left to pay the berthing fee and find out when the next convoy was departing. Vam and Sheena rejoined everyone else in the living area.

Erik was playing with a knife he had pulled from his boot. After a few minutes of semi-awkward silence, he pointed the hilt at Vam. “So, Neek, you’re ex-military, right?”

“Yes,” the taller man replied in a deep rumble.

“What do you do now?”

“Engine mechanic for a shipping company called Hesperia.”

“You like it better?”

Vam shrugged. “Most days.”

Lilia had the impression Erik badly wanted to ask Vam what happened to his neck, but wasn’t quite sure how the inquiry would be received. Instead, the blond turned his attention to Nob.

“What about you, Farr?”

“Independent programmer.” Nob did not look up from his datapad. “I work out of Floren.”

Floren, if Lilia remembered correctly, was a small town to the east of Sonela.

“I’ve been there. Nice town. Low crime rate.” Erik glanced at the other couch. “Hey, Sheena, do you still have that flower shop or have you gotten back into the blockade runnin’ business?”

Sheena leveled him with a look. “Yes, I’m still running that flower shop. I have absolutely no desire to go gallivanting across the galaxy any more.”

He held his hands up. “I was just askin’. Sheesh.”

Lilia felt the probing niggle of a channel request and debated a few seconds before allowing the connection. He’s a teammate. I can always block him later.

Erik quirked a half-smile at her as though he knew what she had been thinking. “What do you do?”

“I’m a receptionist.”

His smile widened a little, but before he could probe deeper, footsteps thudding up the ramp drew their attention to the outside hatch. Kevin burst into the compartment, looking irritated.

He flipped Vam a goldcard. “You would not believe what they’re charging for us to sit here until they open the shield. I’ve seen better fees in cities on Glo’Stea near occupied territory!” Scowling, he sprawled on the couch at the opposite end from Vam.

“You’ve been to Glo’Stea?” Erik asked, impressed.

Sheena rolled her eyes.

“Lil and I spent the past two years there.”

Erik swiveled his head around to face Lilia, brown eyes half-interested, half-reproachful

She knew what was coming. Why did I let him connect to me?

He opened a channel to her. [You didn’t tell me that.]

She gave him a tiny shrug. [It’s a long story.]

[But relevant. What were you doin’ there?]

[Helping.]

Erik smirked at her. [Helpin’ how?]

Lilia drew her knees up to her chest and clasped her hands around them. [I worked at a few medcenters.]

He started to say something else, but a shift in the others’ conversation drew his attention. She seized the opportunity to close his channel.

“…meeting our guide?” Kevin was asking.

Vam nodded. “He’s waiting for us in Harmony. He’ll help us find a way into Uva.”

“Why didn’t they ask us to retrieve everything from Uva’s banks while we’re at it?” Sheena asked sarcastically. “We might as well.”

“These men and their project are important,” Vam reminded her.

“But no one will say why.” She rose to her feet. “And if we’re going to risk our lives like this, I’d at least like to know why I’m doing it.” She sent a glare around the compartment and stalked back to the cockpit.

Lilia chewed the inside of her lip. Nice to know we’re not the only ones less than thrilled to be here.

Glancing around the compartment, her eyes fell on Nob and lingered. His grave expression held a peculiar element, almost like he was holding an internal debate. Wonder what’s up with that?

She debated asking him, but dismissed the idea. If it’s anything important, it’ll come out.

Sheena’s departure put a damper on conversation. They were all relieved when Kevin finally announced, “Time to go.”

He and Vam returned to the cockpit, while the rest of them buckled themselves in again. Nob even closed his datapad for the occasion.

Lift-off was smooth enough, but the Windfall bumped and rattled ominously as the convoy forced its way through Sta’Gloa’s atmosphere. Visions of the yacht simply shaking herself apart danced through Lilia’s mind. Get a grip, she scolded herself. It’s just a little turbulence.

Glancing around for distraction of some sort, she noticed Erik clutching the arms of his seat as though his life depended on them. His eyes were squeezed shut, his face waxy white. Looks like he doesn’t like lift-off anymore than I do. Either that or…

“Hey, Erik, are you all right?”

“I’m…fine,” he muttered through gritted teeth.

Realization washed over Lilia. I keep forgetting most people don’t travel off-world as much as we do. “First time in space?”

He swallowed heavily. “Is it that obvious?”

“Well,” she began delicately, “you do look a little—”

“Terrified?” he suggested without opening his eyes.

Lilia bit her lip to keep from smiling. “I was going to say ‘nervous’, but I suppose ‘terrified’ will do.”

Erik managed a strained smile, which turned into a grimace as the Windfall shuddered again.

“Don’t worry—things will calm down once we clear the atmosphere.”

“Can’t…wait.”

When the Windfall’s rocket-like trajectory finally evened out and the disturbing jolting subsided, Lilia looked over at Erik again. “Congratulations. You survived.”

He chuckled once and took a deep, shuddering breath. A little of the color returned to his face. “That is goin’ to take some adjustin’ to.”

“Hang on, everybody,” Kevin announced over the intercom. “We’re making the jump to Lanx now.”

Lilia glanced out the viewport in time to watch the star-studded expanse of black space swirl into a familiar multicolored blur. A moment later, they dropped out of hyperspace and the stars reappeared. Shedding her crash webbing, she climbed to her feet.

Erik’s eyebrows climbed up into his hairline. “Where are you goin’?”

“I want to see Lanx from space again.”

“Again?”

She did not answer. Without warning, the engine cut out. The power flickered and died, plunging the yacht into darkness.

Lilia’s feet left the deck without her express permission and a jolt of fear flooded her veins with adrenaline. This is not good.

“What the—” Erik sounded startled.

Red emergency lights lit the yacht’s interior as the back-up power generator kicked in, but the artificial grav generator remained offline. Lilia found herself floating a meter off the deck. Her long braid trailed through the air as though it had a mind of its own.

“Don’t panic!” Vam called from the cockpit. “I’ll have everything back up in a moment!” Ricocheting clumsily off the now-blank bulkheads to gain momentum, he worked his way down the corridor to the engine room. He was muttering something about the hazards of using old, semi-broken down equipment for something as important as this mission under his breath.

Lilia took stock of her situation. As many times as she had been in space during her life, she had never experienced zero gravity. This is amazing. Absolutely amazing. She was floating in mid-air, utterly weightless. Pressure from a single fingertip against the overhead was enough to propel her gently back down in the direction of the deck.

Not that up and down are more than relative terms at the moment.

“That looks like fun.”

Lilia twisted around to find Erik watching her. He looked like a five year-old in the presence of a shiny new toy. “It’s bizarre.”

His red-tinted face brightened. “I want to try.” Shoving off from his seat, he sailed past her to hover near the viewport. “Nice.” He looked over at Nob. “You’ve got to try this.”

The older man shook his head. “I’ll pass.”

“Your loss.”

Bangs, thuds, and the occasional muffled curse issuing from the engine room brought Lilia back to reality. [Kev, are we okay?]

[We are as long as the Tarynians don’t make any sweeps. Daln has opened the shield and the other ships in our convoy are going through. If Vam doesn’t find the problem—]

A triumphant yell resounded from the engine room.

[Looks like he found it,] Lilia said, just as the engines flared to life.

She and Erik had a split-second’s warning before gravity reasserted its dominion over them and they dropped like dead weights. Lilia managed to land on her feet. Erik was not as fortunate.

He had been drifting near the overhead, quite at his ease, and the new status quo took him by surprise. He crashed onto a chair and rolled off onto the deck with a jarring thud. For a few seconds, he lay there, spread-eagled. Then, in a perfectly normal tone of voice, he said, “That hurt.”

Sitting up, he rotated his left shoulder and sent a mock-glare in Lilia’s direction. “Nice to see somebody has a sense of balance.”

She shrugged. “It’s not like you didn’t know the power was going to come back on.”

“Enjoy the moment, I say.”

He looked so nonchalant sitting in the middle of the compartment that Lilia felt her lips twitch. At that moment, Vam hurried out of the engine room and passed them on his way back to the cockpit, completely oblivious to the drama that had just unfolded. Shaking her head, Lilia followed.

Erik looked at Nob, who was regarding him with mild amusement, and held up a hand. “Not a word, please.” He hauled himself to his feet and collapsed into the chair on which he had landed a moment before. “I think my pride has suffered enough for one day.”

~~~~

Compared to the Crimson Star’s bridge, the Windfall’s cockpit was cramped and stifling. It was, however, happily free of the light display plaguing the rest of the yacht’s bulkheads. Lilia slipped inside and took the last empty flight seat beside Vam, who greeted her with a little nod.

Kevin had by this time caught up with the rest of the convoy. Lanx’s day side loomed before them, completely filling the wide, crescent-shaped viewshield. Flickers of something that could have been lightning skittered inside dark patches of clouds below.

For the space of a heartbeat, Lilia was eighteen again, beholding this same view with her grandmother as they made their semi-annual move to Lanx for Aiden’s Triumvirate sessions. It was the last time she had been there; Teresa died before the next Lanxian session rolled around and Lilia left Sta’Gloa with Kevin and Lon.

Her eyes traveled involuntarily to her brother, but if he was remembering anything, it did not show. His concentration was on the swiftly dwindling line of ships.

Flipping a switch on the frequency modulator to scan incoming frequency waves for tags, Kevin looked over at Sheena. “Keep a sharp eye on the scanner. Sitting out here with no protection is making me nervous. “

“Preaching to the choir, kid.”

He flashed a grin in her direction just as the modulator locked onto a signal being broadcast directly to them and decrypted it.

A voice tinged with a hint of fuzziness filled the cockpit. “Daln Control to unknown ship, please identify.”

Vam and Lilia both leaned forward as Kevin hit a button on his console. “Daln Control, this is the Windfall, out of Sta’Gloa, requesting entry.” He reeled off their convoy access code and waited for a response.

“Windfall, you’re just in time.”

Kevin made a face at the condescension dripping from the disembodied voice. “We had a bit of mechanical trouble. Ship doesn’t like hyperspace much.”

There was a long, tension-laden pause. Then, “Windfall, stand by for entry coordinates.”

“Understood, Daln Control. Thanks.”

Seconds later, Sheena had their coordinates and the Windfall followed the last few ships toward the gap in the shield. They were a hundred meters from the opening when her voice cracked through the compartment like a whip. “Incoming, two o’clock!”

On their starboard side, a trio of G.U. Piranhas popped up over Lanx’s horizon. Warning klaxons began to keen in high, ear-piercing notes as they streaked toward the Windfall like silver harbingers of doom.

Kevin reacted instantly. He opened the throttle and the Windfall closed the remaining distance to the shield before shooting down into Lanx’s atmosphere. Kilometers below, a layer of thick clouds obscured the ground.

Lilia’s heart lodged firmly in her throat. Dear God…

Sheena muted the klaxons with an impatient flick of her wrist. “They’ve got a targeting lock on us.”

Kevin shook his head. “Won’t do ‘em any good.”

Daln Control was back, jabbering frantically, but none of them paid any attention.“You can’t stay on this course.”

“Have to. Can’t risk flying into anyone. Daln—”

“Hang Daln Control!” Sheena said sharply. “I’d rather not be blown up, thank you very much. Change course.”

“No.”

“Sheena,” Vam began.

She ignored him to fix Kevin with a steely glare. “You’re going to get us all killed, Strong.”

“Have a little faith, Sheena.” Kevin swallowed his own panic. “They’re going to get that shield back into place.”

They have to get it back into place.

Lilia’s eyes were glued to the display screen showing the shield and their pursuers beyond. Come on, she begged silently, her pulse pounding in her ears. Please, Lord, protect us…

“They’re firing!”

Above them, the gap in Daln’s shield closed up just as two pairs of concussion missiles slammed into it. The resulting detonation sent undulating ripples blossoming out from the point of impact, but the shield held. Deprived of their target, the Piranhas wheeled around and zipped away.

For a brief moment, stunned silence reigned over the occupants of the Windfall’s cockpit. Then Vam let out a whoop of joy. “Yes!”

Kevin punched the air with one hand. “Thank you!”

Sheena sagged back in her seat, anger draining away in light of their survival.

Lilia pressed a hand to her heart and closed her eyes. Thank you, Lord.

Footsteps pounded up the corridor. Erik skidded through the hatch and looked wildly around the cockpit. “What’s going on? What happened?”

Kevin and Sheena were now dealing with an apoplectic Daln Control. Vam and Lilia glanced at each other. Vam cleared his throat. “It’s like this…”

Erik took the news of their brush with death in stride. “Nothin’ like a little excitement.” He leaned up against the back of Lilia’s seat and threw her a wink. “This mission is shapin’ up to be mighty interestin’.”

She raised her eyebrows at him. He is entirely too cheerful about this.

It did not bode well for the rest of the mission.




Chapter 15

EVERY time he set foot in his quarters, Admiral Giles Chesnee wondered which of his predecessors was responsible for the decorations. In the spacious compartment that served as his office, for example, indigo carpet—carpet!—covered the deck. Antique tapestries from worlds throughout the Galactic Union adorned the glossy walnut-paneled bulkheads; a random collection of ancient and abstract fiber art tied together by the same somber colors.

Chesnee found the gloomy decadence unsettling. A simpler, better-lit approach would have suited him more, but he had to admit the furniture was comfortable. And he had a large viewport to distract him on those occasions when he was half-convinced beady eyes were staring at him from a particularly strange tapestry in the corner.

At the moment, the viewport provided him a magnificent vista of Lanx’s day side as the Winds of Change continued to lazily orbit the world. Leaning back in his black leather chair, a faint smile played across his craggy features. This was the way things were supposed to be.

His crew had a tangible cause again—something to fight for beyond increasingly hollow words. The Change crackled with energy and purpose in a way unlike anything he had experienced during this command. Furthermore, that same invigorating energy had spread to the rest of his taskforce. The Sta’Gloan Coalition was back on the Blockade Division’s radar display and the men and women under his command were determined to make sure they stayed there.

A sharp buzz interrupted his thoughts.

Reaching under the left edge of his desk, Chesnee tapped one of three square buttons. A small holodisplay instantly appeared above the corner of the desk, giving him a flat view of Lieutenant Armal standing in the corridor outside his door. He frowned.

Armal knew he was expecting a conference call from Admiral Tyler. Must be important, he concluded. Casting a glance at his watch, he tapped the other two buttons in quick succession.

The hatch unlocked itself and slid aside to allow Lieutenant Armal entry. He crossed the spacious compartment in a few long strides before halting in front of the desk and saluting. “My apologies for disturbing you, Admiral.”

Chesnee waved a hand. “I have a few moments. What’s this about, Lieutenant?”

“Sir,” Armal began, his back ramrod straight, “Captain Sanford requested that I inform you that one of our patrols just spotted a convoy in the process of passing through Lanx’s shield.”

Chesnee’s blood quickened. Travel to Lanx had been dead for the past week. “And?” he prompted.

Armal shook his head regretfully. “The convoy escaped, sir. The patrol fired on the last ship, which was trailing behind the others, but hit Lanx’s shield instead.”

Chesnee suppressed a sigh. That was disappointing. They needed to cut off Lanx’s interplanetary supply lines if they were going to bring the world to her knees. “How many?”

“At least a dozen, possibly more.”

A small convoy, by most standards, but there would be more if the smugglers started to regain their nerve. They’ll soon find the rules of engagement have changed. “I have no doubts we’ll run into them again.”

His comm panel began to chime. Chesnee spared it a glance before looking back at Armal. “Was that all, Lieutenant?”

Armal eyed the comm panel as well, weighing matters in a split-second. “It’s too early to say for sure, sir, but Captain Sanford suspects the smugglers have changed their methods. We don’t know where that convoy came from.”

Very interesting. Chesnee narrowed his eyes a fraction. I wasn’t expecting them to move so soon. “Thank you, Lieutenant. Dismissed.”

“Aye, sir.” Armal saluted again, performed a precise about-face, and departed.

As soon as the hatch closed behind his aide, Chesnee put an end to the incessant chiming by accepting the incoming transmission. When the head and shoulders of a portly man with silver hair appeared on the other side of his desk, he sketched a salute. “Admiral Tyler.”

Fleet Admiral Joseph Tyler had been commanding the G.U. StarFleet for the past decade. He expected regular progress reports, which, up until a week before, Chesnee had loathed with every fiber of his being. Few things were worse than having to explain to a superior you had nothing to show for months of work but meticulous plans that had not yet come to fruition.

But those plans had paid off. Chesnee would never forget the astonishment written all over Tyler’s round face when he had the satisfaction of breaking the news about Uva.

Now Tyler’s brown eyes glittered with anticipation. The success of the Blockade Division was his success. “Admiral Chesnee!” he boomed, in a voice like a foghorn. “How goes the Lanxian campaign?”

Chesnee inclined his head, discreetly reaching for the volume control. “We are making steady progress, sir. The Infantry is still researching alternate methods of breaching shields, but I expect them to neutralize more shield generators in cities along the river before the Lanxians find a way to stop them.”

“Ah, are they still blocked on land?”

“Unfortunately.”

Tyler nodded ponderously. “Populace causing much trouble?”

Chesnee shrugged. “No more so than expected. There are pockets of resistance here and there, but the Infantry is stamping them out rather efficiently.”

“Fear of orbital bombardment has an extraordinary effect on people.” Tyler looked smug. “We’ll be welcoming the Coalition into the Union in no time. With Lanx’s capital city in our control, Sta’Gloa and the holdouts on Glo’Stea will have no choice but to beg for terms.”

Pressing his fingers into a steeple, he regarded Chesnee over his fingertips. “High Command is pleased. The Senate is delighted. The public is thrilled. Even the media seems to be happy about the turn things have taken.”

“I have noticed it hasn’t stopped them from debating why this has taken so long,” Chesnee said dryly.

Tyler coughed. “Indeed.” He cleared his throat. “You’ve brought the Sta’Gloan system back to the forefront of the public’s eye, Giles. They want more.”

They want victory.

The words, though unspoken, hung between them. Chesnee almost laughed. We want the same thing. He nodded to Tyler. “They shall have it. I am preparing to launch Phase 3 now.”

“Excellent. That’s what we like to hear.”

It was the opening Chesnee had been awaiting. “Speaking of which, I would like to request reinforcements. The Infantry needs more troops to hold the ground we are taking on Lanx and I need more ships to bolster the blockade.”

Tyler’s face lost its good cheer. “Can you not pull troops from Glo’Stea?”

Chesnee shook his head. “Not without relinquishing hard-won control to the Glo’Stean Resistance.” He leaned forward before Tyler could speak. “Admiral, we must cut the Coalition’s supply lines—both internal and external—or we could be here another twenty years. I doubt anyone wants that.”

“I see.” Tyler was silent for a long moment, as though internally running through various scenarios. At length, he inclined his head. “I’ll place the request.”

“Thank you.” Chesnee felt a little knot ease inside him. He expected Tyler to leave it at that, but the Admiral lingered.

Chesnee braced himself. Unless something was brewing in the Fleet of which he was unaware—a possibility, he conceded, given his relative isolation—only one subject was likely to cause Tyler such deliberation.

“Have you heard anything more from your Coalition contact?”

Just as I thought. Despite its offhand delivery, the question was anything but casual. Chesnee shook his head. “Not a word. I fully expected to receive a last-ditch offer involving more money or even a plea to open peace talks, but there has been nothing.”

The lack of communication was disturbing. It made him wonder what Pamos and his cronies were plotting.

Tyler pursed his lips. “Giles, I’ll be frank. You have no idea how much you’ve shaken things up. Since you apprised High Command of the Coalition’s bribery attempts, they have launched an inquiry into your taskforce’s command history.”

Chesnee kept silent. Good.

“They are attempting to keep it quiet, but given the public’s renewed interest in the Blockade Division, High Command is concerned it could result in a scandal.” Tyler shook his head. “If this gets out…”

“It was not my intention to—”

“That is understood.” Tyler brushed his concern aside. “You are a good man, Giles. The Fleet is fortunate to have you. Just be aware that they will be investigating.”

For some time after Tyler ended the transmission, Chesnee remained at his desk pondering their conversation. High Command was taking action more quickly than he had expected, but the impending inquiry did not trouble him. His hands were clean. They would send him his reinforcements regardless of potential drama. It was to everyone’s best interest that Lanx be subdued while they had the chance and he knew that fact would be understood.

Tyler’s praise, however, lingered in his mind.

In all probability, the words were simply a gruff commendation from one old soldier to another, but they opened up a possibility Chesnee had never explored. Perhaps he had been given this command not because his career was at an end, but because someone was hoping he could turn things around. It was certainly more logical than any other reason he could find.

Regardless, he was here and the Coalition would fall. Nothing else will be acceptable. He’d show them. He’d show them all.




Chapter 16

IN comparison to their near escape from death, the flight across Lanx to Harmony was uneventful. Lilia spent most of her time in the main compartment with Erik and Nob, but as the Windfall drew closer to their destination, she gravitated back to the cockpit. Kevin was in his element. Sheena had relaxed enough to trade stories with him and Vam occasionally joined the conversation.

Closing her eyes, Lilia leaned back in her seat and let their words wash over her. Her stomach began to churn. Don’t panic, she told herself. You can do all things through Christ.

As the Windfall neared Harmony, they were hailed by a harried woman from Spaceport Control. She informed them the city was under a state of emergency and warned they would be subject to its mandates should they choose to land. These included possible restrictions on their departure.

Given the steady flow of ships clearly visible on the scanner as leaving Harmony, this seemed rather unlikely, but Kevin let it pass. He assured the woman they understood and put the yacht on the approach vector she assigned them.

Peering over Sheena’s shoulder, Lilia saw they were soaring over a valley. To their port side, the city of Harmony lay draped over the rolling hills like a silvery cloak, glinting in the evening air. Far below, a red-brown river slowly wound its way along the bottom of the valley.

Her gaze traveled further up the valley. In the distance, faint outlines of skyscrapers denoted the now-conquered city of Bevel stretching beside the river. She swallowed. Somewhere beyond Bevel, concealed by a bend in the river, lay Uva.

In another moment, the valley disappeared. They were gliding toward the spaceport on Harmony’s northern side. She had a brief view of sandy stone walls before Kevin gently set the Windfall down in their assigned docking berth.

Leaning back in his seat, he stretched his arms over his head. “Well, we’re here. Hopefully there isn’t a media crew waiting for us.”

Vam grimaced. “I sincerely hope not.”

Daln Control had issued a statement blaming the missile incident on a combination of bad luck and worse timing, but they were unable to quell a burst of panic caused by the detonation. Newshounds immediately bombarded the ships in the convoy with requests for interviews. Vam had spent the past few hours fending them off.

“I’ll go—” Kevin began, but Vam stopped him.

“I’ll take care of the berthing fee, Strong. I have to meet our Uva contact anyway.”

Kevin shrugged. “You’re the boss.”

After Vam left, Sheena frowned blankly at the viewshield. Then she rose to her feet. “The sooner we get this over with, the better.”

As she stalked out of the cockpit, Kevin glanced at Lilia out of the corner of his eye. [I have no idea what’s eating her.]

[Neither do I.]

[Somehow I get the feeling now would not be a good time to ask.]

[Somehow I think you’re right.]

Sharing a look, they followed the dark-skinned woman down the aquamarine corridor and emerged into the main compartment. Nob was still buried in his datapad, but he glanced up long enough to acknowledge them as they entered. Erik threw them a grin from the corner, where he sat juggling four small, dark objects.

Sheena took one look at him and posted her hands on her hips. “Are those what I think they are?” she demanded sharply.

Erik schooled his face into the picture of innocence. “Depends.”

Lilia and Kevin exchanged baffled glances.

“Erik…” Sheena began in a dangerous voice, her dark eyes narrowing.

He sighed. “You’re still bossy, woman.” Tossing one of the objects to her, he continued to juggle the other three without missing a beat. “It’s a wonder I survived trainin’ with you.”

The twins leaned in to see what it was, but Sheena’s hand convulsed around the object. “More like it’s a wonder I survived you, Erik,” she said tartly. She shook the object in his direction. “I can’t believe you’re playing with these again. Have you forgotten—”

“Hey.” Erik looked mildly affronted. “They’re just flashbangs, Sheena. It’s not like you can set ‘em off by accident. You’re paranoid.”

“With good reason,” she snapped, throwing the flashbang back to him as if it had burned her fingers. “This isn’t helping.”

Erik realized everyone was staring at him and cleared his throat. “Okay. If it makes you feel better…” One by one, the flashbangs disappeared back into his ISF. “Happy?”

“Thank you.” With one last glare, Sheena sat down on the couch and pulled out her datapad.

Kevin glanced at Lilia again before taking a seat near Erik. “I’m sure there’s an interesting story behind that.”

Erik grinned ruefully. “Our trainin’ sessions were…intense.”

“Sounds like it. What else do you carry?”

“Anything I can get my hands on. You never know what might come in handy.”

While they discussed equipment, Lilia crossed to look out the viewport by the table where Nob sat. All she could see was a smooth stone wall. So much for that idea.

Sighing, she leaned up against the bulkhead. I hope Vam gets back soon. Not that she had a burning desire to go strolling into newly-occupied Tarynian territory, but she’d had enough of spaceships for one day. Solid ground would be nice.

She glanced around the compartment and her eyes stopped on Sheena. The older woman was regarding her datapad as if she was half-afraid it would bite her the second she touched it. Unaware of Lilia’s scrutiny, she stared for a long moment before she dared to power it on.

Lilia did not have long to ponder Sheena’s behavior.

A few minutes later, the hatch irised open and Vam stepped through, followed by another man in casual clothes. He was Erik’s height, with slanted almond eyes and bright green hair. Anxious energy seemed to simmer inside him.

Casting a quick glance around the compartment—the kind of look that meant he had mapped out where the exits were and determined who to shoot first should the need arise—he inclined his head. “Evening. I’m Xian Denel.” His Sta’Gloan had a flat accent characteristic of Lanxians.

“Nice hair,” Erik commented. Sheena shot him a reproving glare, but Xian merely nodded again.

When everyone had been introduced, Vam motioned for them to have a seat. Lilia moved over to join Sheena, while Xian selected a chair commanding a view of the entire compartment.

“All right,” Vam said briskly. “Let’s get down to business. The NCDC is sending us to rescue three scientists and their project and return them safely to Sta’Gloa. Sounds simple enough, right?” Without waiting for a response, he glanced at Nob. “Hit it.”

Nob, who was now leaning against the table, tapped a key on his datapad. A scaled reproduction of the valley bloomed into existence above it. He manipulated the map until it zeroed in on Harmony and the shield curving down to separate the city from the land the Tarynians occupied.

Then he scanned the faces surrounding him. “Our objective can be separated into four phases. The first is bypassing Harmony’s shield. Once we’ve accomplished that, we’ll move on to Phase Two, which is infiltrating Uva and rendezvousing at the safe house.” Their view of the map morphed into a view of a city sprawled beside the river.

