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      A Martian misfit…

      

      Molly O’Gara has never really fit in anywhere, born on Mars to Ag farmer parents but adopted and raised by a high-ranking Royal family. Unfortunately Molly lacks the usual skill with plants that go with her birth heritage, while also lacking the prestige she would have as a true Royal. Her only claim to importance is being appointed official Handmaid to the Martian Sovereign, Emileia. Holding such a position is a great honor for a lowly Ag but now that she and Emileia, better known as M, are back on Earth, there is little for Molly to do in that capacity. That is, until a new Royal boy shows up at Jewel High. Though absurdly handsome, Tristan is also arrogant and obnoxious—and seems determined to steal M, the Sovereign, away from her bonded soulmate, Rigel. As Handmaid, Molly’s job now is to keep Tristan away from M and Rigel, even if that means spending way more time in his company than she’d like. Such familiarity breeds contempt, on both sides. At first, anyway…

      
        
        The much-anticipated continuation of the electrifying Starstruck series, where teen romance blends with science fiction to open a whole new world of action, adventure and discovery!
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      Sign up for Brenda Hiatt’s newsletter and get a FREE Starstruck short story! (CLICK HERE TO SUBSCRIBE)
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        Molly

      

      

      “Molly, are you ready to try that new move we talked about yesterday?” Trina, our head cheerleader asks as we finish our pre-practice warmup on the track by the football field.

      “Sure.” I step between the two girls who act as my “bases” for most of the flyer routines. “I have it looking pretty good on the ground, anyway. Where’s Amber?” She’s usually my back spotter.

      Trina looks around, frowning. “This is the second time this month she’s been late. If she doesn’t— Oh, here she comes.”

      Amber trots up, all smiles. “Sorry I’m late, but I come bearing gossip. Believe it or not, we’re getting another new student tomorrow!”

      All the girls start talking excitedly.

      “Seriously?”

      “That will make nine in one semester!”

      Just three weeks ago we got eight new students all at once. That would have been a huge deal for a school as small as Jewel High even if they weren’t all from Mars. Not that any of the other cheerleaders know that particular detail.

      “Boy or girl?” Trina demands, cutting through the chatter.

      “Boy.” Amber waggles her eyebrows. “Sounds like his parents will be working out at NuAgra, too.”

      NuAgra is the new company on the outskirts of Jewel supposedly responsible for the recent influx of newcomers to town. Along with its stated purpose of conducting top-secret agricultural research, it’s also supposed to become a sort of government headquarters for Martians on Earth.

      “Hm. I wonder if he’ll be as good looking as the other new guys?” Trina’s eyes narrow speculatively.

      I suspect he will, since Echtrans in general tend to be unusually attractive by Earth standards.

      “Did you hear what year he’ll be?” she asks then.

      Amber nods. “A junior, I peeked at his paperwork. His name’s Tristan. Tristan Roark.”

      “Ooh, yummy name,” Donna declares, to general agreement.

      “Tomorrow we’ll see if he lives up to it,” Trina says, but then she’s all business again. “Okay, time to get serious, girls. It’s barely two weeks till our first playoff game and Jewel’s bound to go to State this year. We need to be in top form by then. Molly, you ready to fly?”

      I am. We start our latest choreographed routine with its synchronized dance steps and kicks, then Donna and Tiffany, my base girls, hoist me up by both legs to their chin level. I wait a beat, lift one knee into my basic Liberty pose, wait three more beats, then transition into an Arabesque, extending my raised leg straight behind me as I lean forward slightly and spread my arms out to the sides.

      I’m about to shift from that to the Needle, the new move, when Donna changes her grip slightly.

      “Ooh,” she exclaims, looking back at Amber. “You said this new guy’s a junior. Did you hear what classes he’ll be in?”

      I wobble for a second, but then I feel pretty solid again. Tipping further forward, I point my back leg straight up until I’m doing a vertical split—the Needle. I hold that pose for a beat, just like I rehearsed in the gym, then take two beats to return to my prep position so I can do my pop-cradle dismount.

      “I did!” Amber replies from behind me. “I even jotted his classes down, so I’d remember. Remind me after and I’ll—”

      “Quiet!” Trina yells. “Do the finish first.”

      My bases pop me up for the cradle dismount but Donna and Amber, both distracted, are out of position to catch me properly. I hear everyone screaming as I pitch backward and see the asphalt track hurtling toward my face.

      In desperation, I tuck into a last-second reverse somersault and miraculously manage to land on my feet, well behind everyone else. I’m still marveling at my close call when I belatedly realize no normal Earth human could ever have pulled off that maneuver. It was purely my Martian reflexes that saved me from a cracked skull.

      “Omigod Molly!” Amber shrieks. “I’m so sorry! How did you—?”

      Trina shoulders her aside. “That was amazing, Molly! You should always dismount like that.”

      The others are still staring at me with expressions of shock mingled with relief. I force a laugh.

      “Um, no thanks, Trina. That was way more up-close than I ever want to see the pavement again. I’m just glad I remembered that gymnastics move from when I used to compete back in Ireland. I only ever managed it twice before, and that was with nice thick mats under me.”

      Not true, of course. I never actually competed in gymnastics, though I took a few classes as a kid. But claiming that keeps the other cheerleaders from freaking out over my superhuman flip, which is all I care about. I’m just glad there were no other Echtrans around to see me do it, or I’d be in big trouble.

      On that thought I glance up at the bleachers to see M there, staring right at me…and looking more than a little upset. Oops.

      With a sheepish grin, I wave at her. To my relief, she smiles back as she returns my wave. I hope that means she’s not too mad at me. Because in addition to being my best friend, M also happens to be our people’s supreme leader, Sovereign Emileia.

      From beside me, Trina makes a disgusted noise.

      “Do you have to, Molly? It reflects badly on the whole squad when you insist on hanging around with a loser like Marsha Truitt. If you weren’t such a good flyer, I’d be tempted— Never mind. Let’s practice that routine again. And Amber, try to focus this time, okay? Injuries reflect badly, too.”

      I want to tell Trina—again—that M is the exact opposite of a loser, but I know it won’t do any good. She’s apparently been determined to hate M since they were both in elementary school. So I just shoot another quick smile M’s way and get back into position.

      At the end of practice, when the rest of the squad heads to the locker room, I sprint up into the bleachers to talk to M.

      “Guess you saw that, huh?” I brace myself for a well-deserved scold, even though I can’t remember her ever yelling at me before.

      “Yes, I saw! What happened? I was scared to death you were going to break your neck.”

      “The girls were gossiping about this new guy instead of paying attention to my dismount. I think they all bought my excuse that it was something I learned in gymnastics, but it was dumb to panic and pull such a crazy stunt in front of everyone. Are you mad?”

      She looks startled. “Mad that you didn’t break your neck? Are you kidding me? Anyway, it sounds like you came up with a good cover story. You always do. I’m just relieved you’re okay.”

      Her concern warms me. “Thanks, M. So, about this new guy who almost got me killed. Sounds like it’ll be another Echtran—Tristan Roark?”

      “Roark?” she repeats. “Connor has a son? I didn’t even know he was married.”

      “Connor’s last name is Roark?” I wince. Connor is easily my least favorite member of the Echtran Council, which meets at my house most weekends. “Did you know he was moving to Jewel?”

      She lifts a shoulder. “Sure, eventually, because of the new government center at NuAgra, but not this soon. It’s weird he didn’t say anything about it last Saturday. I wonder what his son is like?”

      “Snooty and arrogant, just like his dad,” I predict.

      M laughs. “Come on, you don’t know that. Maybe he’ll be nice, like the rest of the newcomers.”

      “None of them are Royals. You watch, this guy will look down on me for being a lowly Ag the way Connor always does. Like father, like son.”

      “Well, he’d better not do it in front of me or I’ll— Oh, there’s Rigel.”

      I turn and see Jewel’s quarterback—M’s boyfriend—jogging toward us.

      “See you later, M. I’d better scurry if I want to catch my ride.” With a smile for Rigel, I trot off to the locker room.

      I doubt Amber will really leave without me after her screwup earlier, but I know M and Rigel like to have a few minutes together before taking their separate late buses. Even if playing chaperone is technically one of my duties.

      It was a huge honor to be appointed M’s official Chomseireach, or Handmaid, before we went to Mars last spring. While we were there I selected all her outfits, chaperoned her when necessary and kept presumptuous favor-seekers from getting too close. Sure, she had a Bodyguard, but I was always her last line of defense—and did a great job, according to M.

      Since getting back to Earth, not so much. For obvious reasons, she doesn’t want me tagging along whenever she and Rigel are together, and it’s not practical for me to pick out what she’ll wear to school every day. As for being a last line of defense—hah! I didn’t even hear about last month’s attempt on her life until the day after it happened, because I was at some stupid cheerleading party.

      I need to seriously up my game…if M will let me.
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        * * *

      

      Like father, like son. My words to M yesterday echo in my head when the new boy waltzes into Pre-Cal the next morning like he owns the place. His Adonis-like profile is remarkably like Connor’s, his deep gold hair only a shade darker. In other words, outrageously handsome, same as his dad—and probably just as stuck up.

      Sauntering up to the teacher, he hands her a slip from the office and turns to survey the classroom, his gaze lingering on M. Then, with a confident smile, he ambles over to the empty desk closest to her—which happens to be on my other side. Before sitting down he pauses, one proprietary hand on my desk, and inclines his head to M. Not a bow, which would be too obvious, but respectful.

      “Hi, I’m Tristan,” he says, looking right past me, “and you must be…Marsha?” It’s like the people sitting around her, even those of us who are obviously Echtran, don’t exist.

      “Hello, Tristan.” M’s voice is a tiny shade cooler than normal. “Welcome to Jewel.”

      “Thank you. I very much look forward to getting to know you better.” There’s something distinctly suggestive in his low, smooth voice that puts me on high alert.

      Rigel, on M’s other side, leans over to see past M and me. “We’ll look forward to that, too. We all will.” His glance includes me and Liam, another Echtran, sitting just in front of me.

      Tristan’s dark brown eyes slide over us negligently, then refocus on M as if Rigel hadn’t spoken.

      “Maybe you and I can get together after school to, you know, talk.”

      By now every girl in the room is staring at him with blatant interest, though as over-the-top handsome as he is, I’m sure he’s used to that. I get the distinct impression he’s disappointed M isn’t reacting the same way. He finally sits down when class starts but continues to direct intense, almost smoldering glances at M every time the teacher isn’t looking. If M notices she doesn’t let on, though Rigel occasionally glares back.

      When the bell rings, Tristan quickly stands, then sidles forward in an attempt to wedge himself between M and Rigel as they move toward the door. Finally, a chance for me to do my job!

      Stepping in close, I cut Tristan off just before he reaches them. “Hey, Tristan.” I stick out my hand despite my reluctance to touch him. “I’m Molly.”

      He totally ignores my hand, still watching M. “O’Gara, right?” He sounds bored.

      “That’s right. Sean’s sister. Have you met him yet?” My only goal is to keep him occupied until M and Rigel are out of the room where it will be easier to avoid him. Creeper.

      “Not yet. Why? He’s renounced his claim there, hasn’t he?”

      His smirk when referring to my brother makes me bristle. Because that was definitely a smirk.

      “Yes, and for good reason. So there’s no point you trying to stake one, if that’s what you’re planning.”

      Whether it’s my words or the acid in my tone, he finally looks at me. “No point? What makes you think so?”

      “The fact that I know a lot more about them both than you do. Trust me, you’d be wasting your time.”

      M and Rigel reach the door and a moment later they’re gone. He isn’t watching them now, though. Instead he looks down his perfect, aquiline nose at me, still with that slight curl to his lip. “Of course you’d think that. You’re Sean’s sister.”

      “That has nothing to do with it,” I assure him. “I just happen to know—”

      I break off, suddenly aware of several interested pairs of eyes, most belonging to girls. At least half a dozen of them have moved in close, obviously hoping to introduce themselves to Tristan before he leaves the room. With a tiny smirk of my own, I step back to let them converge.

      “Have a nice day,” I toss over my shoulder as I walk off to French class.

      

      Unfortunately, Tristan shows up there, too. Rigel’s not in this class, which Tristan takes advantage of by trying to chat M up before the bell. I’m ready to run interference again if necessary but she shuts him down just fine on her own.

      “You’re Connor’s son, right?” she asks when he stops at her desk to suggest getting together that evening.

      He frowns. “Um, yeah. Why?”

      “You look a lot like him. And I get the impression you share his opinion of my relationship with Rigel. Am I right?”

      Blinking, he flushes noticeably. Clearly, he didn’t expect such a direct question—or that she’d see through him so easily. Idiot.

      “Hey, I don’t even know him,” he responds after only a slight hesitation. “For all I know, he’s a great guy. Really good at football, from what I hear. I’m just trying to be friendly. There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?”

      “That depends on your reasons.” She turns a shoulder to him to face me. “I forget, Molly, which set of vocabulary words were we supposed to go over last night?”

      

      When Tristan turns up in Chemistry third period, I begin to suspect he signed up for every one of M’s classes. At least Rigel’s in this one, though the lab table he shares with Trina is on the opposite side of the room from M’s and mine. He obviously took Tristan’s measure as quickly as I did, judging by the way he watches him.

      “Everyone welcome Tristan, who’s with us for the first time today,” the teacher—also an Echtran—announces after signing him in. “Since we’re starting a new module tomorrow, I’d already planned to have you select new lab partners. With Tristan here our numbers are even, so nobody will need to triple up this time around.”

      He nods to two girls and a boy near the back who’ve been sharing a lab table since the start of the year. Both girls immediately look hopeful.

      “Since Tristan’s new, it would probably be best if someone very familiar with the material partners with him. Beyond that, I can either assign you alphabetically—” There’s a collective groan. “—or let you choose your own partners, as you did at the start of the year. Try to pair up with someone new but don’t waste too much time. You have ten minutes, after which I’ll start assigning partners. Go.”

      With a hasty scraping of chairs, every single girl heads for Tristan. Even though she was all the way across the room, Trina reaches him first, elbowing the others out of her way.

      “Hi, Tristan.” She gives him the brilliant smile that tends to make guys go nonverbal around her. “I’d love the chance to show you everything we’ve covered so far.” Among other things, her tone implies.

      Though he manages a bland smile in return, he barely glances at her before turning a charm-infused smile on M. “I was hoping maybe Marsha here might be my partner? I’ll bet you’re one of the best students in the class, aren’t you?”

      “Not really.” She looks more amused than flattered. “Molly here is better at Chemistry than I am. Anyway, I have a different partner in mind.” She looks past Tristan’s shoulder at Rigel, shouldering his way through the gaggle of girls still vying for Tristan’s attention.

      “She’s right,” Rigel says, joining us. “I’m pretty sure Molly has the best grade in the class now. Right, Molly?”

      Though I’d far rather leave him to Trina’s tender mercies, I’m forced to nod. My grades are better than M’s or Rigel’s, though that’s only because they’ve had way more important stuff to deal with this semester. Like saving the world.

      “Er, yeah, I think so. I guess I can help you catch up, unless you’d rather—” I look pointedly at Trina. She isn’t a great student, but those two definitely deserve each other.

      Tristan doesn’t even glance at her—or at me. He’s still completely focused on M, like he’s trying to use that “push” thing some Royals have. Rigel moves to M’s side and faces him, a faint challenge in his eyes. There’s a tense silence for a moment before Tristan finally turns to me.

      “Sure, Molly, that would be great. Thanks.” He sounds anything but grateful.

      With a huff of disgust and a poisonous glare at M, Trina moves off. So, gradually, do the others, not wanting to risk being randomly assigned. Meanwhile, Rigel joins M at our old lab table and Tristan and I move to an empty one two rows back.

      “You’re her Handmaid, aren’t you?” he mutters, sitting down next to me. “Maybe you can tell me what I’m doing wrong.”

      I stare at him incredulously. “You mean other than being an arrogant jerk? Even if you weren’t being totally obvious about what you’re trying to do, M is nearly impossible to fool and totally in love with Rigel. Give it up.”

      He looks startled for a second, then the smirk is back. “After only a couple of hours? Not a chance. But…I guess I can be more subtle.”

      “Yeah, good luck with that.” I turn away with a snort and open my lab binder.

      Tristan watches me while I flip pages looking for the next module on the schedule. When he finally speaks again, I can tell he’s working hard to suppress his instinctive disdain for everyone but M.

      “Look, Molly, I can see I got off on the wrong foot with you, too. I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t believe everything my father says, especially about—”

      “No,” I snap. “You shouldn’t. He’s convinced M is too young for her role and he’s as opposed to her relationship with Rigel as my Mum is. Whatever your father has told you about her, or them as a couple, I guarantee he spun it in the worst possible direction.”

      Tristan directs a smile at me that would likely make most girls turn into a puddle of goo. Even irked with him as I am, I can’t completely ignore its effect. Probably some special Royal ability of his, like Mum’s lie-detecting talent.

      “You’re probably right.” He looks me directly in the eyes, turning on the full power of what he no doubt intends to be an irresistible charm assault. “In that case, I should find out what our Sovereign is really like, don’t you think? Surely there’s no one better than you, Molly, to tell me that.”

      Instead of melting on the spot, as he clearly expects, I laugh in his face. “I’m sure whatever you’re doing works on most girls, but you can’t seriously think I’ll help you steal M away from Rigel? Even if it were remotely possible.”

      He blinks, then frowns. “I didn’t ask you to. But…don’t you think I should have a more accurate picture of her than the one my father has painted?”

      I still don’t trust his motives an inch, but I guess it can’t hurt to disabuse him of whatever misinformation his father has fed him. “Fine. What do you want to know?”

      The chaos in the room is starting to die down now that most people are paired up so he lowers his voice. “Is it true she has a habit of putting this non-Royal boyfriend of hers ahead of her duties to our people?”

      “No. Not at all. M’s done more for our people, for everyone on this planet, than anyone, risking Rigel’s life along with her own in the process.”

      “But she has shared classified information with him, hasn’t she? Even after promising the Council she wouldn’t?”

      This is stickier ground, since there were extenuating circumstances that aren’t public—not even Echtran-public—knowledge.

      “Only when she had no choice.” Which is true, though I don’t elaborate. “And it turned out to be a good thing she did.” Also true.

      “If you say so.” He doesn’t look convinced but the room is quiet enough now we can’t keep talking, especially about Martian stuff.

      

      I’m relieved Tristan isn’t in my Creative Writing class next period…until M tells me at lunch that he was in her Comp/Lit class instead.

      “Wow, stalker much?” I glance back. He’s several people behind us in the cafeteria line, surrounded by flirting cheerleaders.

      “You’re getting that impression, too? Luckily I had not only Rigel, but Trina there. She did everything she could to keep him away from me.”

      We both laugh.

      “Hey, if she can convince him to be her lab partner instead of mine in Chemistry, I sure won’t argue.”

      M nods sympathetically. “Yeah, sorry about that. I kind of threw you under the bus there, didn’t I?”

      “No, it’s fine. I hardly do anything to justify my, er, role lately but this falls smack under my job description.”

      “I guess it does,” she agrees. “But it’s not true you’re not doing anything else. I depend on you way more than you think, even if it’s not for all the, um, traditional reasons.”

      She’s probably just saying that to make me feel better but I still appreciate it. M is always thoughtful that way, one reason she’s such a great friend—and a dabhal good Sovereign, no matter what anyone says.

      I groan aloud when I see Tristan heading toward our lunch table a few minutes later. He slows when he gets close, scanning for a seat. Rigel is sitting next to M, of course, and I’m on her other side, with Sean and Kira next to me. In fact, I’m pleased to see there are only two empty chairs at the whole table, none close to M.

      “Move along, move along,” I mutter under my breath.

      But then M’s friend Bri spots him and immediately motions him over.

      “Hi, Tristan, remember me? My friend Deb here introduced us after your Pre-Cal class first period. Are you looking for a place to sit?” She nudges Deb, who nudges the boy next to her. They both scoot down, opening up a seat practically across from M. Gah!

      But now Tristan seems to be on his best behavior. Hm, maybe my comments in Chemistry actually had an effect?

      “Are you sure you don’t mind me joining you?” he asks the group in general. Then, turning to Kira and Sean, “Hi, I don’t think we’ve met yet. I’m Tristan.”

      He must know who they are, but they introduce themselves and welcome him to Jewel. I doubt Sean would be so friendly if he’d seen the way Tristan was coming on to M earlier. Or maybe he would. Since getting together with Kira, he finally seems completely over M, for which I’m truly grateful. I hated seeing him suffer. And things are massively less awkward these days when we all get together.

      We can’t talk about Martian stuff with so many non-Echtrans at the table, but luckily I’m not the only one with questions about Tristan. One is answered early on when Deb asks him if his family moved here because of NuAgra, like the other new kids.

      “Yeah, my father was coming to Jewel for so many meetings, it made sense to relocate him.”

      Bri leans in next. “Where did you move from?”

      “Denver. The suburbs, anyway. I mostly grew up there.”

      She and Deb proceed to pepper him with questions about how he likes Jewel so far, and how it compares to Denver.

      “It’s a lot flatter, that’s for sure,” he says, getting a general laugh.

      “And a lot smaller,” Deb says longingly. “I’d love to visit Denver someday. I hear the mountains are beautiful.”

      That topic takes up the rest of the lunch period and I’m grudgingly impressed by how easily Tristan carries it off, never giving even the slightest hint he’s anything more than a normal, if outrageously handsome, Duchas.

      I’m not the least bit surprised when Tristan accompanies us to U.S. Government after lunch. Maybe it was his dad who signed him up for all of M’s classes? I can’t imagine the ladies in the front office denying Connor anything if he turned on the charm. Though he’s never wasted it on me, it’s probably even more potent than the taste I had of Tristan’s.

      Like Chemistry class, this one has a high concentration of Echtrans—me, M, Rigel, Sean, Kira, and Alan Dempsey, another newcomer. And now Tristan. At least the teacher is Duchas.

      “Everyone, please welcome Tristan,” she says, smiling at him a little more warmly than strictly necessary. I remember her doing the same to Alan his first day—another particularly handsome Echtran.

      Alan catches me looking his direction and smiles. I smile back. Though Alan’s an Ag like me, I don’t know him very well yet. Maybe it’s time to change that?

      

      Since M isn’t in my AP Psych class, I’m surprised to see Tristan there next period. I guess even Connor’s charm couldn’t get his son into a one-semester Econ class this late in the year?

      He snags the desk next to mine and proceeds to pump me for more info about M every chance he gets, using the almost-sub-vocal whisper only other Martians can hear.

      “That cheerleader, Trina, tells me Marsha and Rigel broke up more than once last year. What was up with that?”

      “I wasn’t here the first time, but M told me they faked it to throw off Faxon’s assassins. The other time was fake, too, and only because of a deal she made with the Council to save Rigel’s life—or didn’t your dad tell you that part?” I whisper back without moving my lips, keeping my eyes on the teacher.

      “He told me that deal was her idea.”

      I huff out an exasperated breath, drawing a glance from the boy on my other side.

      “Of course it was her idea,” I quietly reply after a moment. “It was to save Rigel’s life. She knew it was the only way they’d agree to let him come back here.”

      “But—”

      The teacher looks our way and he breaks off. I use the opportunity to turn half away from him and he seems to take the hint, saving whatever other questions he has for later. Hopefully much later.
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      When the bell rings at the end of sixth period, I’m tempted to leave without another word to Molly O’Gara, who’s been more hindrance than help so far. I have to force myself to be polite when I say goodbye.

      Not that she returns the favor.

      “Guess I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says with her distinctive Irish lilt, stronger than the average Nuathan accent. “Unfortunately.”

      Her addendum nearly makes me snap back, but I restrain myself. It’s too soon to alienate her completely, since she seems closer to the Sovereign than anyone. Except for Rigel Stuart—not that I believe in that graell bond mind-reading thing they supposedly have any more than my father does.

      Thinking about Father makes the space between my shoulder blades itch. He’s not going to be happy with how little I’ve accomplished today when I give him my update—which will be all too soon.

      I head to the front office to sign myself out and find four other Echtrans already there, all recent immigrants from Mars. Like me, they’re going out to NuAgra for our seventh period work-study program.

      “Hey, Tristan,” one of the Walsh twins—Liam, I think—greets me. “Our dad said you might be joining us today. Do you know yet what you’ll be doing at NuAgra?”

      “Whatever my father put down on the form,” I reply since we’re still within earshot of the woman at the front desk. “Guess I’ll find out when I get there.”

      I suppose the others are doing actual work out there, growing plants or building stuff or whatever their fines are suited for. Me, I’m just going out there to report to my father. Which I could do just as well at home, but he claims pretending to be like the other NuAgra kids is less likely to make the Duchas suspicious. Whatever.

      Liam nods and turns back to the others and I realize my tone was probably off-putting. Again. I’ll have to work on that if I want to fit in here. Not that I do, particularly, except as a way to ingratiate myself with the Sovereign.

      The only girl in our group is Kira Morain, who I met at lunch. She’s kind of famous, or was. I used to hear her name on the delayed-broadcast caidpel feeds from Nuath. Not that I follow the sport all that closely, having grown up on Earth.

      Then a couple of nights ago I heard her name again, when my father went on a rant about her, calling her an Ag traitor. He said she was involved in a recent assassination attempt on the Sovereign, though the Sovereign and Sean O’Gara somehow convinced the Council not to press charges.

      I couldn’t believe it when Father told me Sean’s actually  dating Kira now, instead of the Sovereign. I mean, famous or not, she’s still just an Ag. But they did seem awfully friendly with each other at lunch and in Government class after.

      “Ride’s here.” Alan Dempsey leads the rest of us outside, where we pile into a silver van.

      I wonder why Kira and Alan aren’t together. Like Sean, they’re both seniors, but Alan’s in her same fine, nearly as tall as Sean, and nearly as good-looking as me. Okay, even in my head that sounds stuck-up, but I’m just being honest. Alan probably had Duchas girls swarming him when he first got here, too. That got old for me within a week of starting at my Duchas high school in Denver.

      It takes more than ten minutes to get to NuAgra, which is even more in the middle of nowhere than the rest of this godforsaken town. The others talk about school and the projects they’re working on at NuAgra but I barely listen. I’m too busy dreading the coming interview with my father.

      The van drops us in front of an opaque glass door that we each have to palm open. Inside the huge entry area, a uniformed woman approaches me while the others head for their various workstations.

      “You would be Tristan?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Your father is waiting for you in his office. Right-hand corridor, first room on the left. His name is on the door.”

      I turn on a little bit of the charm when I thank her, mostly to check that it still works on Echtrans. Molly O’Gara acted like she didn’t even notice it. To my relief, this woman blushes and stammers a bit as she assures me it was her very great pleasure to help.

      Reassured, I head for the hallway she indicated and tap on the door marked “Connor Roark, Echtran Council.”

      “Come,” my father calls. I go inside, where he’s seated behind an imposing desk of some dark wood.

      “Hello, Father.”

      He waves me to the chair opposite him, about half the size of the throne-like one he’s sitting in. “Well? Despite your reluctance to relocate to Jewel, you seem to have survived your first day of high school here. I assume you’ve met the Sovereign by now. Were you able to become acquainted with her?”

      No, “How was your day?” like most parents might ask. Nope, not my father. He always gets right to business.

      “Of course we met. I’m in most of her classes. You saw to that.”

      “And?”

      I start to shrug, then stop myself because he hates that. “I introduced myself to her, though she already knew who I was. There wasn’t much chance to talk in class, and during passing periods and at lunch she was always with friends.”

      “Friends. You mean Stuart, I suppose.”

      “Not just him, but yeah. I mean, yes, sir. She also seems tight with Molly O’Gara.”

      He nods. “Her Chomseireach. Not surprising, I suppose, though I’d have thought the Sovereign’s treatment of Sean O’Gara would have created a rift with his adopted sister as well. May I assume from your response that you were unable to contrive any private conversation whatsoever with the Sovereign over the entire course of the day?”

      The way he says it makes me feel like a failure—as he no doubt intends. “It was only my first day,” I remind him.

      “Begin as you mean to go on,” he snaps, one of his favorite maxims. “Were you at least able to convey your interest in doing so?”

      “Yes, sir. More than once I suggested getting together after school, but she never really answered because either Stuart or Molly interrupted.”

      He gazes at me appraisingly. “Perhaps your gift is not as strong as I had begun to believe.”

      Though he’ll never admit it, I know it bothers him that I apparently inherited more of his Royal charming ability than he has himself.

      “Or maybe she’s immune because she’s the Sovereign,” I suggest. I don’t mention that Molly, who’s just an Ag, was similarly unaffected. Even when I turned it on full force in Chemistry class.

      “Perhaps. In which case you will need to fall back on whatever other resources you might have. Befriend Stuart, if nothing else will serve. Learn where the weaknesses lie in their relationship so that you can exploit them. One way or another, that relationship needs to end. It has been the driving factor behind the Sovereign’s most appalling lapses in judgment, starting well before her Installation.”

      “Molly O’Gara said—”

      “Why should I care what some Ag girl told you? She has done enough damage, prejudicing her adopted family and the Sovereign in favor of her inferior fine. That no doubt made it far easier for the Ag traitor to impose upon them all.”

      I know better than to point out that if Kira were really guilty, Lili O’Gara would have known. Even Father has admitted her lie-detection ability is generally considered infallible by the Echtran Council.

      “I didn’t— That is, I’m not giving up, sir. But if the bond between the Sovereign and Stuart is as strong as those Scientists claimed, it may take a while. I, um, might have come on a little too strong today, tried to move too quickly. Especially if she really is immune. I’ll do better tomorrow.”

      “See that you do. Should you persuade the Sovereign to meet with you after school, that will of course take precedence over coming here. You can report to me when I get home, instead.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good. Now, find someplace out of the way to wait until I’m ready to leave. The lecture hall at the end of the corridor should be empty this time of day. You can spend the time on Duchas homework, if you have any.”

      He doesn’t actually say you’re dismissed but it’s implied. Picking up my backpack, I leave his office without another word, fully aware I’ve disappointed him.

      Again.

      I find the deserted lecture hall and sit at a table in the back where I can spread out my books. I’m about twenty minutes into my stupid-easy Pre-Cal homework when my cellphone vibrates in my pocket. It’s my mother.

      Before I can even say hello, she whispers, “You’re not still with your father, are you?”

      “No.” I wouldn’t have dared answer if I were, she should know that. “We only talked for a few minutes.”

      “Then tell me about your first day at Jewel High. Have you made any new friends yet?”

      Other than being a high-ranking Royal, my mother is nothing at all like my father. For one thing, she likes to hear all the little details about my life that he can’t be bothered with. I’ve never seen her use her Royal status to gain advantage over anyone else, unlike him. And she’s really smart, smarter than Father, I’m positive.

      “Not friends, exactly, not yet, but I met a lot of people. Nearly all the other Echtrans, I think. Plus a bunch of Duchas.”

      “You shouldn’t use that tone of voice when you talk about them, Tristan. They can’t help their descent. You’re not your father.”

      As he makes clear constantly.

      “I know, sorry.”

      I probably should work harder at showing compassion to people without our advantages, like she kept telling me to do when I started at my Duchas high school in Denver. Though only when Father wasn’t around to overhear.

      “I assume you met the Sovereign and her friends?” she asks. “Do they seem nice?”

      Nice. A quality Father generally equates with “weak.”

      “Sure, I guess they’re nice. So far, anyway. I sat at the Sovereign’s table at lunch, and Father signed me up for most of her same classes. It’s such a small school it’ll be hard to avoid getting to know people.”

      “Fewer than five hundred students, your father said? It must seem very different from your last school, though of course much bigger than your previous one.”

      She means the one I attended through eighth grade in Fiarway, the Echtran compound a few miles outside of Denver.

      “It’s an okay size, I guess. I forgot you haven’t seen it yet.”

      “I’m sure I will sometime soon.”

      I doubt that, actually. Mother almost never leaves the house. That was even true in Denver, where she mainly worked remotely from home at her research job. According to Father, she’s one of the top political and cultural historians on Earth, and probably Mars, too. Before we moved, she worked for a university in Denver as well as one back in Nuath. Here, she plans to spend more time on the Nuathan cultural history she loves, though she’s still doing some remote work for UC Denver.

      “Father wasn’t too happy with my report,” I tell her before she can ask. “He seemed to think I’d be going steady with the Sovereign by the end of the day.”

      She sighs. “I’ve warned him his expectations are unrealistic but he seemed convinced it would be an easy matter for you to disengage her from her relationship with Rigel Stuart.”

      “Even though he read the same reports on their bond that we did. I don’t think he trusts our Scientists much.”

      “No. He never has. Perhaps you should focus on simply becoming her friend. That alone should allow you to exert a positive influence on her future decisions.”

      I’m sure she’s just saying that so I won’t feel so pressured. She knows better than anyone how important it is that the Sovereign’s Consort have the proper Royal lineage and training.

      “I still plan to become a lot more than friends with her,” I insist, “though it may take a little longer than Father would like. I have to. Remember what you told me about one of our earliest Sovereigns, Vevilana, who never paired at all?”

      “Of course. The Scepter went to her nephew Eamon, who created all manner of problems because he was so ill-equipped to lead. His half-Royal Consort was even less prepared for the responsibility. Thankfully, their son Tiernan chose a well-educated, fully Royal Consort, and together they set Nuath on its proper course again.”

      “Exactly. That mixed-fine upstart, Rigel Stuart, has no training at all, so I’d obviously be a massively better Consort than he would.”

      Which is why I’m on board with Father’s plan, though he seems mostly concerned with keeping the Sovereign bloodline pure—and the prestige that would go along with me being Consort.

      “True,” Mother agrees. “Though if the Sovereign can be persuaded to give Sean O’Gara another chance, that would serve the same purpose.”

      “If Sean O’Gara really cared about our people’s future, he never would have stepped aside,” I point out.

      Of course, Sean isn’t the only Royal who’s fallen down on the job of creating a better future for the Martian race—supposedly the whole reason our fine exists. Even before Faxon decimated our numbers, way too many had perverted that purpose into consolidating as much power for themselves as possible. Like Father? I quickly push away the disloyal thought.

      Sure, I know actually becoming Consort myself is a long shot. But totally apart from Father’s insistence, knowing how much good I could do in that position makes me determined to give it my very best effort.

      “I’m not giving up yet, don’t worry,” I assure my mother. “There’s too much at stake.”
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      Tristan is the main topic of conversation among the girls in Chorus seventh period, and again at cheer practice that afternoon.

      “I was next to him in the lunch line earlier,” Amber says when we’re changing in the locker room. “His voice is nearly as dreamy as his looks.”

      “And those eyes!” sighs Donna. “They’re like melted fudge. I could drown in them and die happy.” She pantomimes sliding to the floor.

      “Uh-uh, hands off, girls.” Trina shuts her locker with a snap and smooths her low-cut, form-fitting t-shirt. “I’m claiming this one for my very own.”

      Immediately there’s a chorus of protest.

      “No fair!” Amber exclaims. “Last month you warned us all away from Alan Dempsey, remember?”

      “That was before Tristan got here.” Trina smirks and waggles her eyebrows. “Anyway Alan’s not in any of my classes, since he’s a senior, so I haven’t had much chance to make an impact there. I’ve got Tristan in Chem and Lit, plus he’ll be here another year, so I’ll have more time to enjoy him.”

      She turns to me with a frown. “You weren’t planning to move in on him, were you, Molly? I saw how that loser Marsha pitched him your way in Chemistry, just to spite me, but you didn’t look like you were that into him.”

      “Definitely not,” I tell her without hesitation. “He’s all yours, as far as I’m concerned.”

      Trina and Tristan would be a right perfect match, since both consider themselves a gift to the opposite sex. Unfortunately, I can’t imagine someone so scornful of lower-fine Echtrans ever looking twice at a Duchas girl, no matter how pretty.

      Despite everyone’s continued mooning over Tristan-the-jerk, we manage to perfect our new routine during practice—this time without any near-injuries. M’s not here today but I hope I’ll get a chance to talk with her tonight. If we put our heads together, maybe we can come up with a strategy to make him back off once and for all.
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      I’m just putting away the last of the dinner plates that evening when I hear a familiar argument out in the front hall. Closing the dish cabinet, I push the hidden ionic sterilizer button and march out of the kitchen to enter the fray on my brother’s behalf.

      “Why don’t you take Molly with you?” My mother has her back to the front door, like she’s trying to physically prevent Sean from leaving.

      I step between them. “You’re being ridiculous, Mum,” I tell her. “Sean will be eighteen in just a couple of weeks. He doesn’t exactly need a chaperone.”

      But our mum gets that stubborn look on her face that never bodes well for anyone. “You’re friends with Kira too, aren’t you? And her sister? As you’re all from the same fine, I’m sure you have a lot in common. You should go along.”

      “Kira and I just want to go for a walk.” Sean keeps his tone reasonable, though I can tell he’s frustrated. “I thought you were okay with that now.”

      I can’t imagine why he’d think that, when our mother keeps making it clear in a zillion different ways that she’s not okay with my Royal brother dating a girl who’s just an Ag, like me. But that’s Mum’s problem. If she can’t see how much happier Sean is these days, it’s only because she refuses to. I’m not about to let her spoil this for him, after all he went through this past year. And I can be pretty darned stubborn myself.

      “Fine, Mum, I’ll go along,” I tell her with exaggerated exasperation.

      Sean frowns at me. “We don’t need—” he starts, but when I give him a tiny head shake he breaks off. “Fine. Come on, Molly.”

      The moment Sean and I are outside, I say, “Don’t worry, I’m not really tagging along. I just said that so Mum would stop hassling you.”

      “Guess it’s a good thing she didn’t focus.”

      I grin. “I figured out a long time ago that if I don’t make her suspicious, she usually doesn’t bother. Anyway, I’ll just pop over to M’s and see if she can hang out.”

      His relief is obvious. “Thanks, Moll. I shouldn’t let Mum get to me like that. If she’d just get to know Kira—”

      “She’ll come around…eventually. It’s only because she wants what’s best for you.”

      He snorts. “For me? Or for our family’s status? She’s all about appearances these days.”

      “That’s not fair, Sean,” I argue, even though he has a point. “You know she’d do anything, sacrifice anything, if she really believed it would benefit you. Or me.”

      I believe that last bit’s true, too, even though I’m just an orphaned Ag they adopted. She and Dad have always treated me like a daughter, hardly ever mentioning my inferior fine.

      Turning up the collar of my jacket against the chilly October breeze, I say goodbye to Sean at the corner. He continues on toward Diamond Street and Kira’s apartment complex while I head down Garnet toward M’s house. I’m halfway there when I see her walking toward me.

      “Hey,” she greets me. “I was just on my way to your place.”

      When she gets closer, I can tell she’s upset about something. “What’s wrong? Your aunt isn’t giving you a hard time, is she? I though she was better since learning the truth about you.”

      “She is. She even lets Rigel come over twice a week, but this is an off day.”

      I turn back to walk with her. “You must miss him a lot on the off nights?” I try hard not to be jealous of what she and Rigel have together. Especially because they went through so much awful stuff to get to a point they could finally be a couple openly.

      “I do, but that’s not what has me annoyed right now. Nara called me just before I left the house—it’s why I was coming to see you.”

      I’m puzzled now. “Nara, from the Echtran Council? She’s the little one right? I thought she was your biggest fan.”

      “She is. That’s why she alerted me about what Connor’s up to. He hasn’t just moved his family to Jewel, he’s also taking steps to certify Tristan as next most qualified to be Royal Consort after Sean.”

      “Seriously?”

      She nods. “And the other Royals on the Council will probably be fine with that, considering how much flack they still give me about Rigel.”

      “Mum won’t be fine with it,” I assure her. “She may not like you being with Rigel but she’ll see this as a direct insult to Sean.” We reach my street then and I hesitate. “Speaking of Sean, Mum thinks I went with him to see Kira. I don’t know if I should go home yet.”

      M frowns. “Then she still has issues with them being alone together?”

      “Crazy, isn’t it? But since all these new Echtrans moved to Jewel last month, Mum cares more than ever about all those stupid Martian traditions—like the ones that say who can properly get chummy with who.”

      “She’s not the only one,” M grumps. “Did you read the most recent Echtran Enquirer? Gwendolyn Gannett never did publish any kind of retraction for her last nasty article about Rigel, and now she’s written a piece claiming more than sixty percent of Echtrans think Rigel should step aside now that the Grentl are gone.”

      I did see that article, but I kind of hoped M wouldn’t. “It’s probably not true. She makes up statistics all the time,” I tell her, like it’s a well-known fact. She still looks worried.

      “Come on,” I say on sudden decision. “I’ll just tell Mum I ran into you on the way—and that my Chomseireach duties take precedence over her stupid prejudice against inter-fine romances. We need to put our heads together and figure out the best way to handle this.”

      

      Mum’s clearly not happy that I’m back so soon, but she tries to hide it in front of M. I snag some pumpkin cookies and milk from the kitchen while my parents exchange pleasantries with her, then M and I head upstairs to my room.

      Closing the door, I set the plate of cookies on my desk with a thump, still outraged over what she told me. “So Connor’s real reason for moving to Jewel was so Tristan can mess things up for you and Rigel? That whole story about him helping to set up the Echtran headquarters at NuAgra was just a cover?”

      “Not completely. Connor really is involved in getting the new government center ready. But he could have done that without moving his family to Jewel and making Tristan change schools partway through the semester.”

      “Making him? Tristan seems totally on board with his dad’s plan, so excuse me if I don’t feel sorry for him. Especially since he’s kind of a jerk.”

      That gets a smile from her. “Kind of? He reminds me so much of his father it’s scary—and not just in looks. Tristan seems to have bought into that whole Royal privilege thing as much as Connor has. I’ll bet they even used Royal “push” in the school office to get him into most of my classes.”

      “Did he manage to join the newspaper staff, too?”

      M gives a little laugh and shakes her head. “No, thank goodness. I think he went to NuAgra with the others seventh period.”

      “Oh, right, that makes sense.” I know Kira and Alan work in the same greenhouses as their parents, while Liam and Lucas are doing something engineering-related with their folks. I wonder what Tristan will do there, being Royal and son of a Council member. Take arrogance lessons from his dad? Not that he seems to need them.

      M plucks a cookie from the plate. “I was hoping you could help me strategize ways to keep Tristan from goading Rigel into a fight at school and maybe getting him suspended. For all I know, Connor suggested Tristan do exactly that.”

      “Rigel knows better than to rise to his bait, doesn’t he?”

      “I warned him against it, but if Tristan goes too far—” She shakes her head. “Thanks again for agreeing to be his Chemistry partner, by the way. As obnoxious as he is, that was a real sacrifice.”

      I roll my eyes. “Sacrifice? This from the person who risked her life to save the world? Keeping jerks like Tristan away from you is part of my job—and he hasn’t been downright awful to me yet. I think he’s trying to stay on my good side, hoping I’ll help him steal you away from Rigel. I told him flat out it’s impossible but he still seems determined to try.”

      “What is it with these Royal boys?” M shakes her head, then shoots me an apologetic look. “Um, no offense to Sean.”

      “That was different.” I instinctively come to my brother’s defense. “He didn’t even know about Rigel before we came to Jewel. And Uncle Allister seemed sure you’d automatically fall for Sean the second you met.”

      It was a right shock for Sean—and for me, too—to discover M already had a boyfriend and wasn’t the least bit interested in fulfilling her role as Sovereign. Especially the part involving her so-called destiny with Sean.

      “I know. I was mostly kidding,” she says.

      But I know she’s not, not completely. Sean did act like he already had a claim on her last year, and now Tristan’s acting the exact same way.

      “This must seem a little too familiar, yeah?”

      She grimaces. “A little. I mean, Allister moved you guys here last year for the identical reason and… I just don’t want to go through that again.”

      I don’t blame her. Uncle Allister, my mum and most of the Council did everything they could to keep M and Rigel apart, supposedly for the good of our people. Last spring, they even erased Rigel’s memory of M, then told her it was his idea. The two of them had it unbelievably rough for the better part of a year, right up until Rigel suddenly got his memory back last month.

      “Don’t worry, this won’t be anything like that,” I insist, trying to sound upbeat. “You’re Sovereign now, fully Acclaimed and Installed. The Council can’t make you do anything you don’t want to. Plus you’ve got me now. I’ll keep Tristan out of your way so you don’t have to deal with his stupid entitled attitude.”

      “How, exactly?” To my relief, the worried crease between her brows disappears and her green eyes twinkle mischievously. “Are you going to seduce him yourself?”

      I burst out laughing. “Oh, aye, like high-and-mighty Tristan would ever touch a dirt-grubbing Ag like me? Especially a defective one who kills plants instead of growing them—not that he’d know that part.”

      “Hey, don’t you run down my best friend,” she scolds, though she’s laughing, too. “But that reminds me. Has Alan offered to work with you on any Ag stuff yet?”

      “I haven’t asked him to. It’s…kind of an embarrassing thing to admit, especially to another Ag. It’s bad enough Kira knows.”

      She nods sympathetically. “I can understand that. Sorry. I just think you and Alan would be really cute together.”

      Mum has hinted she wouldn’t mind if I went out with Alan—and I’m not exactly opposed, handsome as he is. When he first got here, it was pretty obvious he had a thing for Kira. But now she’s clearly with Sean, maybe Alan will be open to other options…?

      “We would, wouldn’t we?” I grin, Tristan momentarily forgotten. “Maybe that’s who I should try seducing, yeah? Oh, Alan!” I put on a silly, falsetto voice. “Can you please help me grow this plant? Maybe if you put your hands on top of mine…no, tighter, tighter…”

      M and I both dissolve into giggles.

      “So, um…” she says after a moment, sobering slightly. “Would you be mad if I told you I might have hinted to Alan you’ve been wanting a chance to develop your Ag skills?”

      Laughter abruptly forgotten, I stare at her. “You did not.”

      M bites her lip, her guilty expression answer enough. I groan.

      “Now he’ll think I’m a total loser who not only can’t make grass grow, but puts her girlfriends up to asking boys out for her.”

      “No he won’t!” she protests. “I did not tell him to ask you out. We were talking about how the new folks are fitting in so far, his research at NuAgra, that sort of thing, and I just casually dropped in a comment about you wanting to practice your Ag skills. Because you’re always around Royals, so you never get to use them. But I thought I should warn you, in case he does ask you to work with plants together or something. I didn’t want you to think I…well, what you just said. Because I swear I didn’t. And you did say you thought he was cute…”

      I regard her suspiciously for another long moment but she looks so contrite I can’t be mad. “In that case…thanks. I think.”

      “And thanks for not being mad at me. I just…want you to be as happy as I am these days. Maybe Alan can be your happy ever after.”

      When she says that, for some weird reason Tristan’s face pops into my head. Which is crazy, because the only reason he’d ever want to make me happy would be to get to M. Alan definitely has potential, though.

      “Maybe,” I say. “If he’s finally over Kira. I noticed he was still trying to chat her up last week. But if he offers to help me with Ag stuff, I won’t shoot him down.”

      “Like you did to poor Pete?”

      I snort. “‘Poor Pete’ nothing! I told you what he was like at Homecoming…especially on the way home. He was an octopus, hands everywhere. Lucky I have Echtran reflexes. Besides, I could never have any kind of long-term relationship with a Duchas.”

      She quirks an eyebrow at me. “Wow, you sound almost as prejudiced as your mother.”

      “No, I meant even if I find a Duchas guy I really like, I’d have to keep so many secrets from him we could never be a proper couple. Sean told me that’s why he never tried to get serious with Missy, even when he was desperate to move on after—”

      “I know,” she interrupts me before things get awkward. “I was teasing. Anyway, now you’ve got at least three eligible Echtran boys to choose from, right here in Jewel. Five, if you count Grady and Tristan.”

      “I don’t, no.”

      Grady’s just a sophomore and about as dweeby as it’s possible for an Echtran boy to be. And Tristan obviously considers himself way out of my league—not that I want to be in his league.

      “Liam and Lucas are both nice,” I concede after a moment, “but all Liam wants to talk about is sports and Lucas is so shy I can hardly get him to talk at all.”

      “Maybe he acts nervous around you because he likes you?” M suggests with a wink.

      I laugh. “I doubt that, but I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to try again to draw him out—for his own sake, of course.” I wonder if Mum would mind me dating a guy from one of the Science fines, or if it’s only Royals she thinks should stick to their own kind?

      “Worth a try,” M says, grinning, but then she becomes more serious. “Molly, this is going to sound kind of weird, but I need a little, um, alone time with something of mine in your closet.”

      “Huh?”

      Since our return from Mars, she’s kept a few dresses from her Martian wardrobe in there, along with her Royal Scepter and a genetically locked box of other items she brought back from Nuath. The Grentl communication device was hidden there, too, until the Council moved it to Rigel’s house during last month’s crisis.

      For a moment M looks conflicted, then she shrugs. “Okay. I’m really supposed to keep this secret, but…one of the things in there is an archive. Remember how frustrated I got when I couldn’t find anything on Faxon’s rise to power in the regular Nuathan archives when we were on our way to Mars?”

      “Yeah, I do.” I especially remember her pissing off a room full of Royals by asking a bunch of questions about it at a formal dinner while we were on the ship.

      “Well, after we moved into the Royal Palace, I discovered a much better archive, only accessible to Sovereigns.”

      I stare at her. “And you never told any of us?”

      “I couldn’t. Right up front it warned me to keep it super secret—so I did. But now we’re back here, and it lives in your closet…which means can’t use it without you, at least, knowing it exists. And I really do need to use it.”

      I’m incredibly honored that she’s telling me this—but also confused. “Why would an archive have to be so secret?”

      “Because there’s a whole lot of classified stuff in there along with detailed historical records. I guess if too many people knew about it, someone might try to hack it or steal it or something.”

      I guess that makes sense. “And you need to use it right now? Tonight? Is it to do with what we were just talking about, or something else?” I immediately realize I shouldn’t be asking that. “Sorry, never mind. None of my business.”

      “No, it’s okay. I mean, it is in your closet. I’d keep all my Martian things at home, except I don’t trust Uncle Louie after that incident with my omni that got my aunt and me kidnapped.”

      “I don’t mind your stuff being here,” I assure her—truthfully. In fact, I appreciate discovering another job I can do as Handmaid, keeping such an important archive safe, and secret. “Seriously, you can do whatever you need to in there and I promise not to ask questions.” No matter how badly I want to.

      She smiles, clearly relieved. “Thanks, Molly. So, um, I’ll just go in there now, if that’s okay?”

      “Sure, of course! I can even go downstairs if you’d rather not stay in the closet.”

      “No, that’s okay, I don’t think it’ll take long. And it’ll look odd if you go downstairs and I stay by myself in your room.”

      “Oh, right.” I work hard to subdue my raging curiosity. “I, ah, I’ve got homework to do anyway. Maybe bring your milk and some cookies, in case it takes longer than you expect?”

      She does. Then, with another apologetic smile, she shuts herself into my closet. I stare at the closed door for a long moment, dying to know what she needs to look up, and why—especially when I hear her talking in there. Her secret archive must respond to voice commands.

      With a sigh, I sit down at my desk and open my French book, trying not to eavesdrop any more than I can help.
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      I still feel a little guilty as I pick up my Scepter and settle myself on a box of books in Molly’s closet. I was really, really tempted to tell Molly the whole truth about the Scepter just now, but my ancestors have stressed repeatedly how important it is to safeguard knowledge of this incredibly valuable resource.

      And to be honest, deep down I kind of like it being my own, personal secret. Only two other people anywhere know about it—Rigel and his grandfather Shim, my Regent back on Mars.  And neither of them have actually seen it work.

      Since coming back to Jewel, I’ve only managed to use the Scepter once, while Molly was in the shower. Ever since, I’ve been waiting for another chance to access it without her knowing. I’m supposed to regularly update my own entry in the Archive and a whole lot has happened since I was last able to do that.

      After waiting more than a month for another opportunity to open the Royal Archive, I decided my only option was to tell Molly part of the truth about the Scepter.

      Just not the most important part.

      Placing my palm over the large pink stone near the top of the ornate staff, I whisper, “Chartlann rochtana.”

      The last time I used the Archive I warned the other Sovereigns that we’d all need to be quiet if I was going to keep the secret. Because their stored images, memories and personalities are capable of virtual intelligence, they’re easily able to adapt to changing circumstances—like keeping the Scepter hidden in Molly’s closet.

      “Hello, my dear.” A remarkably lifelike hologram of Sovereign Aerleas, my great-grandmother and the last Sovereign I consulted, appears before me. My grandfather, Leontine, is great for strategy and technical stuff, but Aerleas, I’ve learned, is the most gifted at interpersonal relationships and political maneuvering. Maybe she can help me now.

      “Hello,” I respond with a smile. “It’s been a while since I was able to access the Archive, so I need to add a lot of stuff to my entry. I could also use some advice.”

      Her smile becomes motherly. Or, I guess, great-grandmotherly, though her image doesn’t look older than forty or so. “Of course. Go ahead with your update, as that should make it easier for me to address whatever it is you need help with.”

      When I couldn’t get to my Scepter for so long, I started worrying I’d forget stuff,  so I made recordings on my omni and stored them on a Nuathan data chip. I pull that chip out of my pocket now and insert it into a slot hidden between two jewels midway down the staff. Then I quietly recount the most recent events aloud.

      Once that’s done, I feel a lot better. “Now maybe you can tell me how to deal with a few things—and people,” I say to Aerleas.

      Quickly, I tell her about how public sentiment is already turning against Rigel and me, after that brief outpouring of gratitude the week after we foiled the Grentl attack. “How can people supposedly so advanced have such short memories?”

      She shakes her head sadly. “I fear it is partly a result of our technological advances, particularly in the areas of media and communication—something I attempted to mitigate somewhat during my reign.”

      “The Great Unplugging. Yes I read about it. But I thought after the people’s initial resistance they agreed it was a good thing? That interacting face to face was better than spending their lives, um, online?”

      Before her edict, people had actually started getting semi-permanent implants to keep them connected to the grechain, or Nuathan internet, 24/7.

      “True, they did. But while our people spent less time than previously communicating with each other technologically, they continued to access most of their news and entertainment that way. Competition for audience attention gave rise to the polling that is still so popular in Nuath. Over time, our people have become overly dependent on those polls, allowing them to shape opinions that should instead be based on reasoned analysis.”

      I had firsthand experience with that myself. It was those stupid polling numbers that almost prevented me from getting Acclaimed Sovereign in time to keep the Grentl from destroying Nuath last spring.

      “I know it’s still like that back in Nuath, but I thought here, away from the constant polls and poll results, that would change.”

      “According to your recent Archive entries, a large percentage of the Echtrans on Earth only arrived a few months ago. Old habits can take quite a long time to change. As unused as they’ve been to forming their own opinions unassisted, I imagine many now rely on other sources to help formulate them.”

      Like the Echtran Enquirer. Ugh. “That makes sense,” I reluctantly admit. “So what can I do about it?”

      “I recommend co-opting those sources, to whatever extent is possible. Perhaps you can communicate your own messages via the media our people here already use and trust, rather than relying solely on the official channel used by the Council.”

      “Then…you think I should write articles for the Echtran Enquirer myself?”

      She inclined her head. “That would seem the most obvious first step, yes.”
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