
  
    [image: Starbound]
  


  
    
      STARBOUND

      A Starstruck Novel

    

    
      
        BRENDA HIATT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Dolphin Star Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        STARBOUND

      

        

      
        A Starstruck Novel

        Book 3

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2014 Brenda Hiatt

        Electronic edition

        Cover art by Ravven Kitsune

      

        

      
        All rights reserved

        This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance between the events or the characters in this story and actual events or persons, living or dead, are purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        License Notes

        This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

        

      
        Dolphin Star Press

        ISBN: 1-940618-05-3

        ISBN-13: 978-1-940618-05-0

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        DEDICATION

      

        

      
        For the hero hidden in each heart.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The Starstruck series by Brenda Hiatt

      

        

      
        Starstruck

        Starcrossed

        Starbound

        Starfall

      

        

      
        Fractured Jewel: A Starstruck Novella

      

        

      
        The Girl From Mars

        The Handmaid’s Secret

        Convergent

        Yuletide Perils: A Starstruck Novella

        Unraveling the Stars

        Mindbound

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Synopsis

          

        

      

    

    
      Being a Princess isn’t all it’s cracked up to be!

      

      Between keeping high security secrets from everyone (including Rigel) and trying to keep Rigel and Sean from killing each other (with no help from Trina, of course!) M has more than enough on her plate already.

      

      She knew that as newly discovered Princess of a secret Martian colony, she’d have to return there someday—but over spring break?? An emergency requires her immediate presence but not everyone is overjoyed to have their long-lost Princess back. Can she win her people over in time to save the colony from destruction? And what will she have to give up in return?

      

      Book 3 of New York Times bestselling author Brenda Hiatt’s electrifying new Starstruck series!
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      Subscribe to Brenda Hiatt’s newsletter for a FREE Starstruck short story and the latest news about upcoming books and specials: (click here)
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            Emileia

          

          (EM-I-LAY-AH): CURRENT BANFRIANSA (PRINCESS), DAUGHTER TO MIKAL SON OF LEONTINE; SOLE HEIR TO THE NUATHAN MONARCHY

        

      

    

    
      A year ago, if someone had told me I was born on Mars, heir to the last legitimate Sovereign of a three-thousand-year-old underground colony there, I’d have thought they were crazy. Of course, I also would have thought they were crazy if they’d told me nearly every cool kid from Jewel High would be at my sixteenth birthday party. My last birthday party had been a three-person sleepover with Bri and Deb, my whole circle of friends at the time.

      A year ago, I was plain, acne-ridden Marsha Truitt, twice-orphaned nerd, being unwillingly raised by an “aunt” and “uncle” who had no more idea who my real parents were than I did. It had been a pretty big shock to learn last fall that I was really Princess Emileia, born Sovereign of Nuath, the secret colony on Mars, and of all the Echtrans (expatriate Martians) on Earth.

      Not that any regular Earthlings, including my aunt and uncle, knew any of this. That wasn’t why I was so much more popular now than last year.  No, that had to do with my (real) relationship with Rigel Stuart since the start of the school year, and my (pretend) relationship with Sean O’Gara since Christmas.

      “Gee, M, maybe you should’ve asked Rigel to have your party at his house, it’s so much bigger than yours.” My best friend Bri shoved her way through the crowd, her dark curls swinging behind her. “Though maybe that would be awkward these days?”

      I shrugged, not sure how to answer. I mean, she had a point, since Rigel’s house was about four times the size of my aunt and uncle’s “historic” little cracker box. But it would have been awkward.

      “C’mon, everybody, let’s do cake!” Sean—tall, handsome, and the reason for the awkward—called from the small dining room across the hall.

      The crowd moved in that direction but I hung back a little, hoping to at least brush Rigel’s hand first. Suddenly, there he was beside me, dark-haired, broad-shouldered and gorgeous, just like he’d sensed my thought—which, of course, he had.

      “Did you actually invite this many people?” he whispered, brushing my hand to give me the boost I craved. He had to be craving it, too, since we got so few chances for physical contact these days. Now that most people thought I was dating Sean instead of Rigel.

      Craving is right. It sucks to go so long without touching you, he sent silently in response to my thought. Their stupid antidote hasn’t changed that.

      I smiled up at him, trying to hide my frustration from him the same way he was trying to hide his from me. “I originally invited about half of these people,” I whispered back, “But Bri mentioned it at lunch on Wednesday, so…” I waved a helpless hand at all the people who’d have been hurt to be left out.

      Rigel and Sean, and Sean’s sister Molly, were the only other Echtrans attending Jewel High, and all of them were here because of me. Shortly after Rigel moved here in August, he and I discovered we had a special bond, the graell, that was so rare most Martians didn’t even believe in it, outside of fairy tales. Because of our bond, even though I was a nobody and Rigel was the new star quarterback of Jewel High’s formerly lame football team, we started dating.

      Thus my meteoric rise in popularity.

      Sean was no slouch, either, of course. He’d come to Jewel late in the fall semester and almost immediately became the star of our also formerly lame basketball team. Unfortunately, Sean also happened to be the guy that Nuathan tradition said I was supposed to pair up with. And Nuathans, I’d learned by now, were all about tradition. Way too much about tradition, in my opinion.

      To keep the peace, especially on Mars, which was teetering on the edge of civil war, I was now having to pretend I was with Sean, even though Rigel was, and would always be, my soul mate and the love of my life. I knew this. Rigel knew this. The whole Echtran Council knew this. And Sean knew this, though he clearly kept hoping I’d buy into the make-believe and become his girlfriend for real.

      Thus, the awkward.

      “C’mon, M.” Sean brushed a coppery strand from his forehead and motioned to me. “The candles are going to burn out before you can blow them out.”

      Go ahead, Rigel thought. I’ll still be here.

      Thanks, I thought back, grateful—again—that Rigel and I had never told anyone else about our ability to communicate this way, since it was practically the only thing keeping us sane these days. Besides which, if the Council knew, they’d no doubt try to find an antidote to that, too, instead of just to the awful physical symptoms we both suffered whenever we were apart too long. Not that we’d been apart long enough since receiving their serum to know how well it really worked.

      And I hope we never will be, we both thought at the same time.

      With secret smiles, Rigel and I linked pinkies for a second. Finally, I moved forward, the crowd of jocks, cheerleaders and actual friends of mine parting with difficulty to let me through. I saw Sean’s bright blue gaze flick to Rigel behind me for a fraction of a second and noticed a very slight tightening around his mouth, but then he was grinning again.

      “Make a wish.” Sean threw an arm around my shoulders. “A good one,” he added, giving me a little squeeze.

      I didn’t stiffen like I used to, but I also didn’t look at him, not wanting to see what I knew I’d see in his expression. Instead, I faced the cake and took a deep breath.

      I wish for a permanent, perfect solution to our problem, I thought to Rigel, then blew out all the candles in one try.
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        * * *

      

      Even though it was a Saturday night, people started leaving my party around ten o’clock. I figured part of the reason was my Aunt Theresa, who was becoming less and less gracious the later it got (she and Uncle Louie were usually in bed by ten).

      But I knew the main reason was that Trina Squires was throwing a party tonight, too—a last-minute thing, announced after word got out about my birthday party. Which was Trina all over. I tried not to let it bother me, though I did wonder how she’d managed to bully her parents out of the house for the evening. Of course, they pretty much gave her everything she wanted, from a new car to the latest fashions, so it probably hadn’t been hard.

      Even Bri and Deb left around ten-thirty, though probably not to go to Trina’s. They’d always hated her as much as I did, and it was definitely mutual, though Trina reserved her worst nastiness for me.

      By quarter to eleven, only Rigel, Sean and Molly were left. Aunt Theresa pointedly started picking up plates and napkins and yawning widely. Uncle Louie had gone upstairs a while ago and was already snoring so loudly we could hear him through the ceiling.

      “Let us do that, Mrs. Truitt.” Molly smiled, her gray eyes wide and innocent as she stacked a bunch of paper cups to throw away. “You can go on to bed and we’ll head out as soon as we’ve cleaned up.”

      My aunt hesitated for a second, then smiled back—something she rarely did at me. “That’s very thoughtful, Molly. Thank you. Marsha, don’t let your friends do all the work. Anything not done by eleven o’clock you finish up by yourself, since their parents will be expecting them.”

      I nodded and she headed up the stairs. Before she even reached the landing, I was reaching for Rigel, dying to take advantage of this brief opportunity when we wouldn’t have to pretend. His hand met mine halfway and our fingers intertwined, a blessed relief. I was tugging him unresistingly toward the kitchen when Molly spoke.

      “Wow, quite a crowd, huh?” she said a little too casually, watching my aunt’s retreat. “I think everyone had a good time, though.” Then, more quietly, “We have news, and thought this would be our best chance to tell you.”

      “News?” I reluctantly delayed the Rigel-kiss I so desperately needed. “You mean from—” I hesitated, then heard my aunt’s bedroom door close. “From Mars?” I exchanged glances with Rigel, along with a spike of shared anxiety, since in our experience most news from Mars hadn’t been good—at least for us.

      Sean picked up the trash bag my aunt had brought out and started tossing paper plates and plastic forks into it. “Yeah. Our folks suggested we let you, um, both of you, know right away.” Though he frowned at our still-clasped hands, he continued without trying to provoke Rigel, like he did way too often. “There’s more and more call for elections, not just for legislators, but for a President or Prime Minister or something.”

      My heart beat a little faster. “You mean, somebody more permanent than the Interim Governor they have now? Somebody who could lead long term?” Maybe this would let me off the hook! It’s not like I wanted to be a leader, even after months of studying Nuathan history, government, society, and protocol. If I didn’t have to be Sovereign, I could live a normal life, be Rigel’s girlfriend openly again… It sounded too good to be true.

      “It won’t really happen, of course.” Sean sounded certain. “But the Interim Governor is already campaigning, building support, and a bunch of Royal Echtrans are heading back to Mars as soon as possible to do the same thing.”

      “Gee, that wouldn’t include your Uncle Allister, would it?” Rigel crumpled up the paper tablecloth and shoved it into a trash bag with unnecessary violence.

      Molly shook her head so vigorously her dark hair flew around her head. “There’s no way they’ll let him go back after what he tried to do to you, Rigel. Mum says he and his pal Lennox are still under guard in Montana, and a good thing, too.”

      I heartily agreed. Allister Adair, ex-member of the Echtran Council, and Lennox, former governor of the Martian compound in Montana, had conspired to take Rigel out of the picture permanently. I’d been incredibly lucky to make my deal with the Council—the deal involving Sean—in time to save Rigel’s life.

      “So, um, what am I supposed to do about all this?” I asked before I could think too much about that close call and upset Rigel with my feelings. “I already made that video they wanted right after Faxon was ousted and I’ve recorded two more statements since then.”

      “My dad says those last two statements didn’t get nearly as wide an airing on Mars as they expected.” Rigel’s voice was factual but I could feel his excitement at the idea of me not having to be Sovereign after all.

      Sean frowned again, though not at Rigel this time. “My folks said the same thing. Of course, communications are still screwed up there, so some villages used that as an excuse not to air them, especially villages that are either still anti-Royal because of Faxon’s propaganda or that have Royal leaders with their own agendas. Disloyal, shortsighted dabhal —“

      “Sean,” Molly cautioned him, though dabhal really wasn’t much worse than “damn” in English. Then, to me, “Anyway, Mum’s worried you haven’t had a chance to start building support of your own.”

      “I thought that’s what our trip this summer is supposed to be about. Isn’t that why your mom fixed it with Aunt Theresa so I can to go ‘Ireland’—” I made air quotes— “with you guys?”

      “Yeah, but now she says summer will be too late.” Sean threw the last few paper cups into the trash. “That some Royal or other might have enough support by then that it’ll be almost impossible to get you Acclaimed Sovereign. Especially since people have got used to not having one the last fifteen years. I mean, most of them hated Faxon, but now he’s out . . .” He trailed off with a shrug.

      I didn’t say anything for a few minutes, carrying the trash and recyclables into the kitchen, throwing away potato chip crumbs and rinsing out the empty onion dip bowl, trying to get my confusing emotions under control.

      A part of me was almost giddy at the thought that I might not have to do the Sovereign thing after all. At the same time I couldn’t help feeling a little betrayed, after everything I’d been told about the Nuathan people needing me and wanting me so badly. Also disappointed, mainly because I’d been looking forward to seeing not only Mars, but the all-Martian village in Ireland where Molly and Sean had lived for a year and a half before coming to Jewel.

      Once or twice Rigel brushed my arm or touched my hand as we handed off bags of trash. I appreciated it, though the hints of elation coming through told me he was totally fine with the idea of me maybe not becoming Sovereign after all. And so was I. Of course I was.

      Just as the last traces of the party were dealt with, right on the stroke of eleven, there was a light tap on the front door. Swallowing, wondering what other “news” I’d have to hear tonight, I opened it. The O’Garas stood on the porch.

      “Happy birthday, Emileia,” Mrs. O’Gara greeted me with a smile. “Again.”

      My real birthday, I’d discovered last fall, was actually a week earlier than the one I’d always celebrated—the one on my faked birth certificate. The O’Garas had thrown me a private party last weekend at their house with just them, Rigel’s family, and the two members of the Council who’d recently moved to Indiana. For three wonderful hours Rigel and I hadn’t had to pretend, which was the best present they could have given me, though I doubted they thought of it that way.

      “Thanks. Do you want to come in?”

      Lanky, sandy-haired Mr. O’Gara glanced past his wife toward the stairs. “Have your aunt and uncle gone to bed?”

      Uncle Louie’s snoring was louder than ever, so I nodded.

      “Even so, outside might be safer.”

      “Safer, maybe, but it’s like ten degrees out there.” In fact, I was already shivering. We’d had a late cold snap yesterday, not terribly uncommon in early March in north-central Indiana. It had dropped temps by almost thirty degrees, along with a foot of snow, and the O’Garas, who’d lived in a climate-controlled underground colony their whole lives, weren’t exactly used to that.

      “I’ve got my omni.” Sean pulled the amazing little Martian device out of his pocket.

      Rigel scowled—I knew how he felt about Sean owning one while he didn’t. Rigel’s grandfather, Shim, a senior Council member, had helped draw up some guidelines for Echtrans new to Earth, and carrying things like omnis around was definitely discouraged.

      I just said, “Will it work for this many people?” Because it would be safer to talk on the porch, if it was going to be about Martian stuff.

      “If we’re all touching.” Mr. O’Gara didn’t seem to register Rigel’s disapproval. “All right, then, everyone outside.”

      We all trooped out to the front porch and as soon as I closed the front door behind us, Sean flicked on the omni’s holographic screen, punched in the settings, then stuck it back in his pocket. He put one hand on my shoulder and the other on his mother’s, who touched Molly, etc. Rigel was on my other side. As soon as Sean touched me, the cold disappeared, of course. Personally, I thought the omni was beyond awesome, like an iPhone on steroids.

      “So, did Sean and Molly have time to tell you about the change of plans?” Mrs. O’Gara loosened her scarf, revealing hair as coppery as her son’s.

      “Um… That we might not go to Mars after all?”

      “That’s not what we said,” Sean protested. “We’re still going, right, Mum?”

      “You lot are, along with your dad. I need to stay here to deal with things at this end. The Council feels that could be important.” Mrs. O’Gara had replaced her brother Allister on the Echtran Council when he was booted off.

      I glanced at Sean, confused. “But you said that by summer the other guys will already have all their, um, political machinery in place. It sounded like there wouldn’t be much point in me going.”

      “By summer, possibly,” Mr. O’Gara agreed. “That’s why the Council believes the timetable should be moved up. They want you to leave on the very first transport rather than a later one.”

      “The summer dates were chosen to interfere with your school year as little as possible.” Mrs. O’Gara spoke briskly now. “But these new developments outweigh that in importance.”

      Sure, all of this was way more important than school—I’d realized that a while ago. But it would still cause a lot of questions, both at school and at home, to leave before the semester was over.

      “Can two or three weeks really make that much difference?” I knew from my longtime astronomy hobby (with an extra focus on Mars these past few months) that launch windows between Earth and Mars only happened every twenty-six months, and only lasted a month or so.

      “You’re thinking of Earth ships.” Mr. O’s smile was almost—but not quite—patronizing. “Ours travel much faster, giving us a longer window of opportunity for launching.”

      Oh. I hadn’t studied much about the Martian space program yet, but I should have guessed that, as advanced as they were. “Then when would we leave?”

      “The first transport is scheduled to leave around the start of your spring break, three weeks from now.”

      “Three weeks?” I practically squeaked. I’d been excited about leaving in three months, but— “That’s…that’s crazy. Isn’t it? I mean, the politics on Mars can’t change that fast, can they?”

      Mrs. O’Gara leaned forward and caught my eye, then turned to the others. “I need to discuss a bit of private Council business with Emileia. Would you all mind waiting in the car? It will only take a moment, and then we’ll take you home, Rigel.”

      Though Sean and Molly looked surprised and Rigel looked worried, no one argued. Mrs. O waited until they were inside the van with the door closed to put a hand on my shoulder—which I appreciated, since she now had Sean’s omni.

      “It’s important for you to know that there’s much more at stake here than mere politics.” Her blue eyes held mine, her voice deadly serious. “None of the others, not even my husband, are aware of the larger issue, but you should be.”

      Breathing suddenly became harder. “You mean…the Grentl?” I’d gotten in the habit of never thinking about that race of potentially hostile, super-advanced aliens, since it was such a huge secret I’d promised not to tell even Rigel.

      Mrs. O nodded. “A message has come from them—the first since Faxon’s overthrow—and no one on Mars can decipher or respond to it. Our hope—our fervent hope—is that you will be able to do both, as soon as possible. The fates of both Mars and Earth may depend upon it.”
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            Sean O’Gara

          

          (SHAWN OH-GAYR-UH): SON OF QUINN AND LILY O’GARA; DESTINED CHEILE RIOGA (ROYAL CONSORT) TO PRINCESS EMILEIA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sean

      

      

      “So, what was that last bit about?” I ask when Mum joins us in the minivan.

      She raises an eyebrow at me, the way she does. “Council business, as I said, and none of your concern.”

      I glance over at Rigel, on Molly’s other side. “You mean something he’s not allowed to know about?” I can’t resist the dig. I saw how he acted the second M’s aunt went up to bed, like he wanted to drag M off to some corner and make out with her. Plus M seemed just a little too happy at the idea of not becoming Sovereign after all, and I know Rigel’s the reason why.

      “No, something that concerns only the Council and the Princess.” Mum gives me one of her looks and I know better than to push it.

      I remember when she first replaced Uncle Allister on the Echtran Council back in December, there were a couple of meetings so secret she couldn’t even tell Dad what they were about, even though she was clearly upset after that second one.

      “So, Rigel, are you excited that we’re leaving for Mars so soon?” Molly obviously wants to change the subject before I can take my bad mood out on Rigel again. “I can’t wait to get back and show you and M around and all.”

      He shrugs. “I guess.” Then, to my parents, “These Royals who don’t want M to become Sovereign, they won’t do anything worse than campaign, will they? I mean, could she be in any actual danger?”

      “I wouldn’t think so,” my dad says, with a quick glance at Mum.

      She shakes her head. “We certainly don’t expect that, though of course, as her Bodyguard, you’ll be told if we hear anything along those lines.”

      Bodyguard. Right. It’s all I can do not to laugh. Rigel’s a year younger than I am, just a sophomore, nowhere near old enough to be a proper Bodyguard to our next Sovereign. But that’s one of the conditions M insisted on when she made her deal with the Council back in December.

      Molly starts talking about Mars again, and Bailerealta, where we lived for almost two years before moving to Jewel, but I’m really not paying attention. It’s taking all my self-control not to say any of the stuff I want to say to Rigel while M’s not here to stop me.

      Because while I’ve done my best to ignore the truth for the past two months, it’s always there, niggling at me: M is no closer to being my girlfriend now than she ever was. It’s still purely an act, a part she only plays because the Council says she has to. Not that she’s been doing a great job of it. Hell, she usually avoids touching me at all, because of that tingle we both get. The one she refuses to acknowledge. It must be as obvious to everybody else as it is to me that we’re not really a couple, that her heart isn’t in it.

      And that’s what hurts. Because my heart definitely is.

      During all those years everybody believed Princess Emileia was dead, I clung to a hope—a wish, really—that they were wrong. Even though I couldn’t remember her, could barely remember a time before she was presumed dead, I grew up thinking about her, thinking about what my life would be like if she was still around. I thought about her so much I practically conjured her. For a few years, when I was little, I actually believed she—or maybe her ghost—was always with me. That we were friends. Best friends, even though nobody could sense her but me.

      I outgrew that particular fantasy by the time I was nine or ten, but I still thought about her a lot. When word came last fall that Princess Emileia really was alive, I was beyond happy. It was like every wish I’d ever made had come true. When Uncle Allister suggested we move to Jewel so she and I could get to know each other, I wanted to leave on the very next plane.

      But dear Uncle Allister didn’t bother to mention that Emileia was already dating another Echtran. Sure, the whole Stuart family was mentioned in reports of the big battle with Faxon’s people that came so close to killing our Princess for real, but only in passing. So I knew Rigel Stuart existed, but it wasn’t until my first day at Jewel High that I had any inkling something was going on between them. It’s possible I overreacted a little when I found out. But who could blame me?

      Anyway, ever since that first two or three weeks, when I was still struggling to reconcile the real Emileia—M—with my fantasy version, I’ve behaved pretty decently to Stuart, all things considered. I mean, not only is he dating the girl I’m supposed to be with, but he manages to form some stupid genetic anomaly bond with her, which is totally not okay. Then he puts her in danger all over again, not to mention risking every Martian on Mars and Earth, by running off with her! The worst is, she acts like he didn’t do anything wrong at all.

      Meanwhile, no matter how well I play basketball, no matter how much every other dumb girl in Jewel flirts with me, I can’t even get M to notice me. At all.

      So yeah, I have lots of reasons to hate Rigel Stuart. But because M wants me to, I try to act like we’re friends. In spite of how much he’s screwed things up for me, for Mars, for the future of the whole damned human race. About the only good thing I can say about him is that he seems to love M almost as much as I do. And, much as it kills me to admit it, M loves him back.

      Which will make it a lot harder to convince her that I’m the one who’s her ultimate destiny. Still, I’m not giving up. Ever. There’s way too much at stake, and not only for me.

      I just have to get smarter about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Grentl

          

          (GREN-TUHL): ADVANCED NON-HUMAN ALIEN RACE FROM AN UNKNOWN PART OF THE GALAXY; LIKELY FOUNDERS OF UNDERGROUND HUMAN COLONY ON MARS

        

      

    

    
      Sitting in church the next day I still felt dazed. How could I possibly be leaving the planet in just three weeks? Maybe to save the world?

      By now I was almost used to these disorienting, living-in-a-sci-fi-novel moments. But the idea that the fate of two worlds might rest on my totally unprepared, inexperienced, inadequate shoulders went beyond disorienting to downright terrifying.

      Rigel picked up on my fear the moment he and his parents arrived, even from the opposite side of the sanctuary. What’s wrong? he thought, clearly alarmed.

      One more thing to worry about: keeping Rigel from picking up on how freaked I was, and why. I took a deep breath, tamping down my fear before answering him.

      My aunt, like always. I couldn’t remember ever outright lying to him before. I didn’t like it. Plus the whole going to Mars in three weeks, thing, I added truthfully. I worked harder to squash down my anxiety, along with any errant thoughts about scary, non-human aliens.

      Yeah, that’s pretty freaky, he agreed, especially for you. All I have to do is play Bodyguard, which I’d do whether they wanted me to or not. But you—

      Sean leaned over just then and Rigel broke off his thought.

      “Hey, you okay?” Sean asked in that sub-whisper only Martians could hear. “Guess we shouldn’t have sprung the change of plans on you so suddenly last night, huh?”

      Oops. I obviously needed to control my face as well as my thoughts. “I’m fine, just not used to the idea yet.” Lying to Sean didn’t make me feel nearly as guilty as lying to Rigel.

      Even though the Stuarts no longer shared our pew, Rigel and I had gotten so good at communicating over distance recently that he was still able to sense more of my thoughts and feelings than was safe.

      You’re still way on edge, M, he sent halfway through the sermon. Anything I can do to help? They can’t expect you to do the impossible, you know. Just your best.

      And if my best wasn’t good enough? I hastily stifled that thought and tried to focus on the sermon instead, but it might as well have been random words in Greek.

      What would the Council do if Rigel found out about the Grentl and they found out he found out? I remembered them using the word “treason” at least once when swearing me to secrecy. If nothing else, it would give them the excuse they needed to separate us again.

      What was that? Something about the Council? They’re not threatening you—us—again, are they?

      Crap. Just a bad dream I had last night. Sorry, didn’t mean to worry you.

      To my relief, he seemed to believe me—and it wasn’t so far from the truth. I’d lain awake half the night, too scared to sleep.

      For the next few minutes I deliberately counted the bricks on the wall behind the altar, forcing myself to take deep, even breaths like during meditation in taekwondo class. It helped. Some. Then the sermon ended and everyone started singing, which helped even more, since we couldn’t sing and “talk” at the same time.

      That left me free to worry—very privately—how long I could keep such a big secret from Rigel and exactly how big a disaster it might be if I couldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, I found out. Sean invited me over after dinner, which he did a lot these days and, like always, Aunt Theresa was totally okay with me going—which she never used to be when it was Rigel. But it was Mrs. O’Gara, not Sean, who opened the door when I knocked.

      “I hope you won’t be disappointed, dear, but Sean and Molly have gone out with their father so we can discuss Council business more thoroughly—and privately.” I could hear voices in the living room behind her, which meant other Council members were already there.

      “No, that’s fine. I, uh, need to know exactly what they expect of me.” I definitely wasn’t disappointed Sean wouldn’t have yet another chance to convince me to play my “girlfriend” role more believably.

      I followed Mrs. O into the living room and was startled to see the entire Echtran Council standing there, all seven of them, though only Breann, Malcolm and Mrs. O lived in Jewel. Those must have been some quick travel arrangements! They all saluted me by bowing, right fists over hearts. I used to flinch or blush when they did that, but now I just inclined my head like I was supposed to.

      Rigel’s grandfather, Shim, by far the oldest member of the Council, spoke first. “Thank you for joining us this evening, Excellency. We all felt that the more quickly we could acquaint you with the situation, the better.”

      I stepped toward him with a smile, trying to decide if it would be undignified to hug him. Shim was my favorite member of the Council, even though he could be intimidating, what with being so tall and so old. He looked maybe mid-seventies, his white hair still thick, but I happened to know he was closer to three hundred.

      Just as I was about to touch him, I noticed a tiny flicker, then realized at nearly the same instant that I wasn’t feeling any brath, or Martian vibe, off of him. I stopped, confused.

      “Wait, are you really here, or are you a, um, hologram?”

      Little Nara, another Council member I liked, answered. “I’m sorry, Princess, didn’t Lili tell you? In the interest of expediency, those of us not in Jewel conferenced in.”

      “Though I do expect to be in Jewel in the flesh in a few days,” Shim added.

      I blinked. They all looked so real. So…solid.

      “Oh. That’s…that’s great. I didn’t realize… Must save a lot on airfare, huh?”

      Several of them chuckled, but Shim quickly brought us back to the business at hand. “Excellency, how much has Lili already told you?”

      “Um, just that a message has come from the Grentl so we’re moving up my visit, hoping maybe I can somehow reply to it. We didn’t have much time to talk last night.”

      Mrs. O sat on the couch next to Breann, who I assumed was really here. I sat in the only empty chair left. Well, technically the ones with holograms in them were empty, too, but I couldn’t exactly sit on top of someone.

      “That is indeed the gist of things.” Shim’s expression was kindly but serious. “However, there is more that you should know, that you would have been told sooner, had not certain objections been raised.” He glanced at Kyna, who pursed her lips and frowned. Or, rather, her hologram did.

      “Get on with it,” she snapped.

      Shim merely smiled at her before turning back to me. “As you might expect, Nuath suffered a fair degree of chaos during the days and weeks following Faxon’s ouster, including the disruption of normal communications. Not until six weeks ago, more than a month after Faxon was imprisoned, did we learn the full story of his overthrow. Interestingly, it appears the Grentl may have been the deciding element.”

      “Huh?” I definitely hadn’t expected that. “How?”

      “According to an Informatics Engineer who has worked at the Royal Palace since your grandfather’s time, the Grentl activated their communication device late in Faxon’s tenure. Using rather brutal methods, Faxon forced the truth about the device from a fellow Palace Engineer—now, alas, deceased.”

      I assumed Shim meant murdered. I shuddered.

      “The Grentl apparently allowed Faxon to communicate with them for a time, perhaps to gain information. Whatever their motives, after a few exchanges, the Grentl used the device to, ah, disable Faxon, at which point a few loyal Palace staff members were able to imprison him, allowing for a quick and nearly bloodless overthrow of his regime.”

      For a few seconds I just stared at Shim, trying to wrap my brain around what this meant. “So…the Grentl are good guys after all? They found out how bad Faxon was and took him out?”

      “We can’t know that.” Kyna’s image leaned forward earnestly. “The Grentl still have the potential to be extremely dangerous. No one knows the content of Faxon’s communications with them, only that information was exchanged, and that Faxon was subsequently rendered unconscious. He has not been forthcoming with details since regaining consciousness. In fact, our Healers believe it likely he does not even remember those details.”

      “So…where do I come in? Mrs. O’Gara said they’ve sent another message?”

      Shim nodded. “Six days ago the device activated again. Our best guess is that the Grentl wish to learn the outcome of their last interaction, but when our remaining Palace Engineer attempted to respond, he was denied access. It appears they are again willing to communicate only with our Sovereign.”

      “Or, perhaps, they wish to verify that we still have one,” Malcolm theorized. “You are the only one who can find out what they want—and reassure them.”

      “Reassure them? About what? That I exist?”

      “And that Nuath is back on a peaceful path,” Shim said. “If indeed the reason they took action against Faxon had to do with his departure from that path, they may wish to know it has been restored. Whatever they want, history suggests the Grentl are apt to take offense should you not respond in a timely manner.”

      I swallowed nervously. “Offense? What will they do?”

      Shim lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. (He looked so real!) “We prefer not to find out.”

      Obviously it would be a bad idea to antagonize aliens way more advanced than even the Martians. But— “Why don’t we know? Haven’t we been communicating with them for like three hundred years?”

      Kyna answered me. “It took years—decades—to establish a true two-way communication. That only occurred after Sovereign Aerleas, your great-grandmother, imprinted on the device, for want of a better term. Since then, all attempts at communication were necessarily conducted by the Sovereign, as the Grentl were emphatically unwilling to talk with anyone else. Until Faxon, and then only briefly.”

      “But…all those years. Surely we learned something about who the Grentl are and what they can do to us? What they want from us?”

      Shim took up the explanation. “Over the years, some essentials were shared with certain trusted Scientists. We know that the Grentl are non-humanoid, seemingly composed of both matter and energy, and reproduce by fission. But only the Sovereigns have ever known the full content of all communications.”

      “Remember, Excellency, that until the, ah, events in December, Shim and I were the only people on Earth who even knew of the Grentl’s existence,” Kyna added. “Due to the extreme sensitivity of that information, only a few specifics, thoroughly encrypted, have ever been sent to us here. However, we believe there is at least one Scientist in Nuath who can show you how to access the complete historical record. Only then will we have a clear idea of what we are facing.”

      Which was why they needed me on Mars ASAP.

      “Then is it still important to keep it such a huge secret?” I held my breath, hoping the answer would be no.

      “Absolutely.” Kyna’s sharpness made me wince. “We even took the precaution of having former Council member Allister’s memory modified, to remove everything he learned about the Grentl. If anything, maintaining secrecy is more important now than it has ever been, given the current instability in Nuath. You haven’t happened to mention this to anyone outside the Council, have you, Excellency?”

      “Kyna!” Little Nara, who’d always been my champion, sounded horrified. “How can you even ask? She promised us.”

      Kyna bowed her head slightly, though she still frowned. “I apologize, Excellency. I did not intend to imply you might not honor your word. But you are still…young, and the young sometimes speak without thinking, only to regret later.”

      “That’s okay.” Now I was extra grateful they didn’t know Rigel and I could communicate telepathically. My insides quivered, remembering how close I’d come to telling him about the Grentl a few times. “And no, I haven’t told anyone.”

      Mrs. O watched me closely as I answered, no doubt using her “lie-detector” ability. Sure enough, she gave Kyna a small nod to indicate I’d told the truth.

      Kyna looked relieved, as did the rest of the Council. Apparently they’d all been worried I’d slip up, no matter what Nara said. Crap.

      “Lili, may I assume neither of your children are aware?” Kyna asked then, making me feel a little better.

      Mrs. O’Gara shook her head. “You’ve been very clear they’re much too young to be told.”

      “And your husband—”

      “He is extremely honored by this mission and wants me to convey his thanks. You can trust him to guard the secret—and the Princess—with his life.”

      This was news to me. “Wait, Mr. O’Gara knows?”

      “Given his extraordinary contributions to the resistance during Faxon’s reign and his willingness to sacrifice all for the good of Nuath and its people, his loyalty and discretion are above reproach.” Connor’s expression was downright reverent. “That is why he has been deputized by the Council to be our representative on Mars in the days to come.”

      “I must say, he took the news about the Grentl rather better than I did.” Mrs. O gave a slight shudder.

      “But I can’t tell Rigel? Even though we’re bonded? Even though he’s my Bodyguard?”

      “No.” Kyna was emphatic. “Forgive me, Excellency, but because of your youth, I argued strenuously against you being told about the Grentl. Sending other young people to Mars with that knowledge would be foolhardy, as an indiscreet word could easily lead to widespread panic. Part of Quinn O’Gara’s mission is to make certain that does not happen.”

      It still didn’t seem fair. At all. “What’s the rest of his mission?”

      “To do whatever is necessary to get you Acclaimed Sovereign,” Breann answered firmly. “Something he was already strongly motivated to do. He will endeavor to accomplish this before any opposition can become organized. To that end, he will act as your political advisor as well as your in situ guardian.”

      Shim spoke more gently. “Once Acclaimed, you will have access to the Palace and the device. At that point, an Informatics Engineer familiar with the device and with prior Grentl communications will assist you. In fact, Eric Eagan will likely contact you shortly after your arrival with more specifics. You can trust him completely.”

      “Which brings us to logistics,” Malcolm said. “The first ship launches three weeks from tomorrow from the Irish port. You and the O’Gara family will leave for Ireland the Wednesday before.”

      “And Rigel,” I put in quickly. “He’s coming as my Bodyguard, remember?”

      At least half of the Council started shaking their heads, nearly all of them frowning. My stomach clenched.

      “But that was our deal! Rigel and I get to be together as long as I play along in public. And I have.” Way more than I liked, in fact.

      “Here on Earth, while you were simply attending high school, that seemed harmless enough.” Connor received nods of support from everyone but Shim and Nara. “But with this new development, you will need a real Costanta…that is, a properly trained Bodyguard. An adult. Which would make explaining young Stuart’s constant presence a bit awkward.”

      I turned accusingly to Mrs. O. “Did you know about this? You told me they were okay with Rigel being my Bodyguard! And last night you didn’t say a word about him not coming.”

      She shrugged apologetically. “I did try to plead your case, dear, but those more experienced in such matters feel strongly—”

      “I don’t care,” I snapped, anger finally crowding out panic. “We had a deal! You all voted on it.”

      “We did promise,” Nara said to the others. “Suppose Rigel goes along in a different capacity? He could pretend to be young Molly O’Gara’s boyfriend…”

      Ew. It would be better than him not going at all, but— “That wouldn’t give him any excuse to be near me unless I’m with Molly all the time. And I won’t be, once we get to Mars, will I?”

      “If Molly is named your Chomseireach? Then he might have reason—” Nara began tentatively.

      “Handmaids aren’t allowed such visitors, you know that,” Kyna broke in. “Nor can I see him going as the Sovereign’s Bodyguard. That requires very specific training, which—”

      “He can train before we leave,” I insisted. “He’s a really fast learner, and he’s way more motivated to protect me than anybody else ever could be. Besides, my Bodyguard should be someone I trust completely and I trust Rigel more than anyone on Earth—or Mars.”

      When they still hesitated, I used the only real bargaining chip I had. “I won’t go to Mars without Rigel. Period. If you guys won’t honor your side of our deal, I won’t honor mine. Go find yourselves another Sovereign.”

      I glared around at them all, waiting, just like I’d done back in December when I’d first thrown out that ultimatum. And, just like then, they caved. To my massive relief, each of them eventually nodded. Some were clearly reluctant, but all that mattered was that they agreed.

      “Very well.” Connor’s tone made it obvious he didn’t like it. “Though once she reaches Mars, at least one more Bodyguard must be assigned, perhaps more. Until then, I suppose young Stuart will do.” Then, to Shim, “Can he be trained in time, do you think?”

      “I’ll see to it that he is. In fact, I will leave for Jewel tomorrow and remain there until they leave for Ireland to oversee his training myself. The Sovereign is correct that he will be highly motivated, both to learn and to protect her. Their bond—”

      “Yes, yes, we know.” Kyna was the only one with the nerve to interrupt Shim. “But that very bond makes Rigel Stuart our biggest security risk. If there’s anyone she will be tempted to confide in, it is he.”

      Shim inclined his head. “A fair point, and one you’ve made often. Excellency, I must again stress the importance of keeping all information pertaining to the Grentl absolutely to yourself. Should Rigel learn anything about that aspect of your mission, he will not accompany you to Mars in any capacity. I assure you that between Lili O’Gara and myself, we will know if that stricture is violated. Will that content you?” This last was to Kyna, who reluctantly nodded.

      I remembered suddenly what Rigel had told me about his grandfather practically reading his mind sometimes. In fact, I’d experienced that with Shim myself more than once. Between him and Mrs. O, they’d definitely know if I told Rigel.

      My heart in my throat, battling between relief and dread that I’d screw this up, I nodded. “I understand. Thank you.”
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      The next day at school I worked harder than ever before to shield my thoughts from Rigel. What I couldn’t hide was the fact that I was shielding my thoughts.

      You’re really worrying me, M, he told me halfway through first period. If you’re scared or have some problem, I want to help. Don’t shut me out.

      The pleading edge to his thought twisted my heart—I knew how I’d feel if he were doing this to me. I don’t want to, Rigel, I promise. But there’s stuff I can’t…that would be bad if you found out, okay?

      Bad? You mean it would piss me off? It’s something about Sean, isn’t it? I know you were at his house last night.

      I sighed, exasperation starting to crowd out sympathy. No. It’s not. Please don’t push me, Rigel. It only makes it harder.

      Fine. Sorry.

      But I could tell he wasn’t going to give up and I couldn’t really blame him. I’d be every bit as obsessed with finding out the truth if he were hiding things from me.

      As we were leaving class, he came close enough to “accidentally” brush my hand. “Don’t put up walls, M,” he murmured so no one else could hear him. “I just want to help. You know that.”

      “I know.” I started to link pinkies with him, like at my party, but noticed Trina watching us, her eyes narrowed. I took a reluctant step back from Rigel and turned away. We’ll talk later, I promised him silently. Not that there was much I could safely tell him.

      Rigel wasn’t in my next class, which I spent trying to convince myself there was nothing to worry about. I’d just go to Mars and do whatever the Scientists there told me to do. Until then, I didn’t need to think about it at all. Which meant there wouldn’t be anything for Rigel to accidentally “overhear.”

      That pep talk helped me relax a bit next period. While I could sense Rigel’s amused irritation at Trina’s blatant flirting, I deliberately didn’t probe his actual thoughts, since I wasn’t willing to share most of mine. Trina clung to his arm all the way to Earth and Space Science, something she did way too often now I was supposedly dating Sean. Even though it distracted Rigel from trying too hard to get into my head just now, I still didn’t like it.

      Once in class, I tried my best to focus on what the teacher was writing on the board about the space program. But when I heard Trina whispering softly to Rigel right behind me—they were lab partners—of course I had to pay attention to that. She probably didn’t think I could hear but, like all Martians, I had super-sensitive hearing. It wasn’t always an advantage.

      “—deserve so much better, Rigel,” she murmured, probably right in his ear. “No girl in her right mind would throw you over for someone else, even if he is a junior and can invite her to prom. After all you did for her last fall, too, plucking her from obscurity and making her more popular than she’s ever been in her life. Believe me, before you did that, somebody like Sean never would have asked her out!”

      I knew I should be happy Trina was distracting Rigel so effectively, but happy wasn’t how I felt when Rigel responded.

      “M’s free to date whoever she wants. She and I are…over. We’re just friends now.”

      Ouch. I mean, that was the front we were putting on these days, but it stung to hear him say it to Trina, of all people.

      “Then you need to move on, Rigel. It’s pretty obvious she has, the way she’s practically glued to Sean O’Gara these days.”

      It was hard not to turn around and contradict her, but Rigel did it for me. Sort of.

      “They’re close, yeah, but mostly just friends. We’re all friends.”

      “Friends? Don’t make me laugh! Maybe they act that way when you’re around.” Trina snickered softly. “Behind your back, they’re all over each other, believe me.”

      Not true! Not true! I thought quickly to Rigel, breaking my mental silence.

      Oh, so you are there? The resentment that came through with his reply proved I hadn’t been as subtle about blocking him as I’d hoped.

      “Everybody knows she’s over at Sean’s house practically every night,” Trina continued with smug mock-sympathy. “You need to forget her, Rigel, give other girls a chance. If you’d come to my party Saturday night I would have—”

      Luckily the teacher turned around right then, forcing Trina to shut up, but I could feel Rigel’s frustration and jealousy from what she’d already said, along with his worry about what I wasn’t saying. My compromise with the Council had been tougher on Rigel than anyone, no matter what Sean claimed. I’d gotten pretty good at defusing Rigel’s occasional spurts of jealousy, but keeping big secrets from him was bound to make that harder.

      Ever since that one almost-fight last fall (which I’d broken up), Sean and Rigel hadn’t exchanged anything worse than occasional snide comments, instead making an effort to at least pretend to be friends, for my sake. I was proud of them both and hated to think that truce might be threatened now.

      “I heard everything Trina said,” I told Rigel as we left for the cafeteria, wishing more than ever I could hold his hand. Stupid deal. No, a deal that saved Rigel’s life, I reminded myself sternly—and quietly.

      “Yeah, I wish she’d lay off.” Waves of irritation poured off him, distracting him. “If she’s not trying to set me up with one of the other cheerleaders, she’s trying to get me to ask her out or go to some party.”

      “I guess she’s made a project out of you.” But my attempt at a joke backfired.

      I hate everyone feeling sorry for me! he thought fiercely. I mean, I know you still…that we’re still…

      I surreptitiously brushed his hand. I still love you more than anything, Rigel! That hasn’t changed at all! But if it would make you feel less…feel more…  I don’t know…feel better, you can go to parties and stuff. I won’t get mad. I’ll know it’s just part of the act.

      “Hey, guys.” Sean came up from behind and wedged himself between us. “No need for a Bodyguard now that I’m here.” He grinned at Rigel and threw an arm around my shoulders.

      When the O’Garas first got to Jewel, I’d learned there was some kind of Martian taboo about people touching the Sovereign. They’d been so careful about it at first, it made me feel weird. Now I wished I hadn’t given Sean blanket permission to do this sort of thing whenever he thought it would “look good.” He was definitely taking way too much advantage of it.

      That’s for sure. Rigel’s thought reminded me yet again how careful I needed to be. He’s the one you need your body guarded from. His irritation surged back, along with a seriously rude comment about Sean he luckily didn’t say out loud.

      “You coming to the game tomorrow night?” Sean asked, oblivious. “First game of Sectionals, can you believe it?”

      Rigel answered for both of us, managing to sound like he wasn’t gritting his teeth, though I could tell he was. “We’ll both be there, unless M’s aunt keeps her home.”

      “She’s been loads better lately.” I wondered how either of them could even think about basketball when we were leaving for freaking Mars in three weeks.

      “Loads better than when we—” Rigel began, then broke off.

      Between us, Sean grinned widely. “Hey, it’s not my fault she trusts me more, or likes me better, or whatever.”

      “Stop it, Sean,” I snapped. “It’s your mom she likes so much, and you know it. And you know why.”

      In addition to her lie-detector power, Mrs. O’Gara had the Royal ability to gently persuade other people to her way of thinking. Sort of a psychic “push.” It creeped me out at first, but now I was figuring out how to use it myself, it was kind of cool. Especially when it worked on super-strict Aunt Theresa.

      Sean shrugged, still grinning. “If you say so.”

      From beyond him I felt Rigel’s jealousy surging up again.

      I sighed audibly so they’d both know I was tired of playing peacemaker. To my relief, Sean stopped his needling and Rigel’s emotions eased back down to reasonably normal levels. When we got to the lunch table Bri, Deb and Molly had already staked out, I made a point of sitting next to Rigel, something I couldn’t often do these days. The seat on my other side was empty, but only because Sean had been waylaid by a bunch of other basketball players and a few cheerleaders.

      I tried not to be annoyed how everyone took it for granted now that Sean and I would sit together. Instead, I took my opportunity to talk silently to Rigel before we got sucked into any of the conversations already going on around us.

      Don’t let Sean get to you, I thought as I opened my milk carton. You know he just likes getting a rise out of you.

      I know. Sorry. It’s not fair to you, especially when you feel everything I feel. I’ll try to do better.

      It won’t last forever, I promised. Maybe once we get to Mars, everything will change and we’ll be able to—

      Don’t! His sudden anguish startled me. Don’t get my hopes up, when for all we know we might have to do this for months or even years. I’m just…taking it a day at a time, okay?

      It helped me to believe things would get better soon, to look ahead to a day when we wouldn’t have to pretend anymore, but I couldn’t force Rigel to share my view. Instead of arguing, I offered him one of my cookies, which he took with an answering smile and a noticeable lessening of tension in his face and emotions. Better? I thought, losing myself in his eyes for a moment, something I used to do all the time before—

      “Don’t you two look cozy.” Sean scraped back his chair and thunked into it. Of course, every head within earshot turned to see what he was talking about, but by then Rigel and I had broken eye contact and were focusing on our lunches.

      “I just gave him a cookie, Sean. What’s the big deal?”

      “Yeah, I saw. Very nice of you.” Then, so softly only I—and maybe Rigel and possibly Molly, across the table—could hear, “Everyone else saw, too. You guys aren’t doing as good a job of cooling it as you think you are.”

      I turned to glare at him and noticed Trina standing a few feet away, smirking in our direction. She must have said something to get Sean riled up about Rigel, just like she’d done to Rigel last period.

      “Look, we’re doing our best, okay?” I whispered back. Then, to Bri, who was starting to look a little too curious, “Did you hear Matt broke up with Alicia over the weekend?”

      Since Bri had gone out with Matt several times last fall, that snagged her attention immediately. “Really? Did you hear why? I’ll bet she cheated on him, the little—”

      “I heard it was the other way around,” Molly said, giving me a half wink.

      Then Deb weighed in with her own bit of gossip and I was free to communicate with Rigel some more, though I was careful not to look at him.

      You guys need to stop listening to Trina. She’s just trying to make both of you mad at me.

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw him give a hint of a shrug. Problem is, some of what she says is true.

      Not when she says I’m over you, it’s not! You know she’s always—

      “Are you going to finish that?” Sean asked, pointing at my untouched roll.

      “No, you can have it. And my other cookie, too, if you want.” Maybe he’d realize how ridiculous he’d been a minute ago.

      Instead, he frowned across me at Rigel. “No, I know how much you like the double chocolate ones.”

      “Only the ones from Dream Cream,” Rigel shot back. “The school ones, not so much. Maybe you don’t know her as well as you think?”

      And so it went for the next few minutes, both guys making little digs till I pulled out the big guns. “Let’s talk about our history projects now, okay?”

      It always surprised me when my “push” worked, but I was grateful when they obediently started discussing how far they’d gotten on their respective projects.
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        * * *

      

      U.S. History, after lunch, was usually my favorite class, since Rigel, Sean, Molly, Bri and Deb were all in it, but Trina wasn’t. But today, less than five minutes in, Mrs. George called Rigel and me and both O’Garas up front.

      “You’ve all been asked to go to the office. No, I don’t know why,” she said when Sean started to ask, “but try to come back as quickly as possible, since you all still have a lot of work to do on your projects.”

      After the tension at lunch, my first thought was that Rigel and Sean had been caught fighting, but that didn’t explain Molly and me being summoned, too. Maybe it had something to do with our upcoming trip?

      My second guess was right.

      “Congratulations, all of you!” Principal Johannsen greeted us when we were shown into her office. “I’ve just received word that the four of you have each finaled in an essay contest, which means full scholarships to a study-abroad program in Ireland that I take it you’ve all applied for? I hadn’t heard about it before, but the paperwork seems clear enough. Was this something your guidance counselors told you about?”

      “Our mum, actually,” Molly replied while I was still groping for a good answer. “She heard about it from friends in Ireland and suggested we all apply.”

      The principal nodded. “I see. Very resourceful of you all to have followed through. Now, we’ll have to work out transfer of credits and other details, but assuming you decide to go…?” We all nodded. “It shouldn’t set back your graduations. Would you like to tell your parents, or shall I call them?”

      This time I spoke up. “Uh, I think my aunt would really like to hear it from you, Ma’am. Just so she knows it’s official and everything.”

      “Of course.” From the principal’s knowing smile, she was well enough acquainted with Aunt Theresa (who taught third grade at Jewel Elementary and knew everybody in the school system) to understand why I requested that. “The rest of you?”

      “We can tell our folks, since they already know about the program,” Sean said.

      Rigel nodded. “Me, too. But thanks for offering.”

      Principal Johannsen beamed around at us. “Wonderful. That’s settled, then. You’ll want to make appointments with your guidance counselors this week to be sure you’re on track with everything, since it’s a very short time frame. Congratulations again!”

      “That was pretty slick,” Rigel murmured as we headed back through the mostly deserted hallways. “I didn’t think they could manage it that fast.”

      Sean glanced at me. “Mum said the Council started setting things up a few days ago. I think they just wanted to run it past you first, M.”

      Though I was still feeling a little stunned, I had to laugh. “Run it past me? You make it sound like I was given a choice.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t usually pay attention to the morning announcements, since Trina was one of the announcers, but I glanced up at the video monitor the next day when I heard, “And special congratulations to four Jewel students for winning full scholarships to the Irish-American Cultural Enrichment program, which will allow them to spend the spring studying in Bally . . . Bail . . . in Ireland. The winners are—” Suddenly Trina looked like she’d swallowed something disgusting. “—are Sean and Molly O’Gara, Rigel Stuart…and Marsha Truitt. Now, here’s Carly Morehouse with an update on tonight’s game.”

      The camera switched to Carly. Next to me, Deb started laughing.

      “Did you see her face? That was awesome! I mean, I already thought it was way cool that you guys won this thing, but that makes it even better.”

      I had to agree. Especially when Trina came into the room a few minutes later, her expression still sour as she glared across at me. I just smiled sweetly.

      She didn’t look at me again for the rest of class. But as we were all leaving for second period, she sidled up to me. “There’s no way you won that thing on your own, Marsha,”  she hissed furiously. “I’m going to find out who pulled what strings to get you in, and then I’m going to make sure everybody knows about it. So don’t you start packing for Ireland just yet!”
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      Now it was Rigel’s turn to tell me not to listen to Trina, that she was just jealous, but I was uneasy. I’d had way too much experience with Trina’s vindictiveness from second grade on and knew what lengths she’d go to pay off a grudge. She’d already been pissed at me about Rigel and Sean, both of whom she’d decided she had first dibs on. Now this. At least I only had to keep my guard up for a couple more weeks.

      At lunch, Rigel got mobbed by cheerleaders while Trina waylaid Sean again. This time I focused, so I could hear what she said.

      “Hey, Sean, congratulations on that scholarship. I guess you guys found out about it because of being from Ireland, huh? I so would have applied if you’d told me, I’ve always wanted to go there!”
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