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      “WE ARE COMING.”

      The message resonated through my mind as I gripped the alien communication device. But what did it mean?

      I’d thought my main job was done when I finally interfaced with the Grentl device and averted Nuath’s destruction in the nick of time…all of twenty minutes ago. But then the device had activated again, to send this frightening, baffling message.

      I tried to focus my thoughts, to get more information. Coming here, to Mars? When? I thought frantically to them. And why??

      But instead of answering, they again pulled images, experiences, directly from my brain. Before, it had been like reliving all of my sixteen years in the space of a few minutes, but this time I re-experienced only the most emotionally intense moments of my life.

      Not surprisingly, most had occurred over the past year—the last eight months, really—beginning with the first day of my sophomore year at Jewel High. The day I met Rigel.

      With breathtaking rapidity, I again felt the astonishing jolt of our very first touch, the one that created our bond, followed by the successive gut punches of learning not only that Rigel was a Martian, but I was, too. Not just Martian, but their long-lost Princess!

      I re-experienced the wonder of my first kiss, panic at learning the usurper Faxon’s forces wanted to kill me, grim determination when I decided to face them rather than flee. Tension, then triumph, when Rigel and I used our combined ability to create an electrical force to disable our attackers’ deadly weapon. A blissful pause, then the shock of learning Sean O’Gara, not Rigel, was my intended Consort, or life mate.

      Exhilaration at running away with Rigel to keep the Echtrans from separating us forever gave way to crushing disappointment at our capture, then terror that they’d either wipe Rigel’s memory or kill him to solve the “problem” of our bond. Relief when the Echtran Council agreed to let Rigel return to Jewel unharmed if I pretended to date Sean for their political ends.

      Now more recent emotions flooded me: the crushing weight of learning only I could save Nuath from the Grentl; the dizzying rush to get me to Mars in time; anger and despair when Rigel’s grandmother snatched him away because of the scandal we’d created with a stolen kiss; relief again when I was Acclaimed Sovereign after a hard-fought campaign, one step closer to saving Nuath…and happy anticipation that I’d finally get Rigel back.

      Then, before I could brace myself, I was brutally shattered by reliving Rigel’s final message: he’d voluntarily had all memory of me erased and left for Earth without me. As the enormity crashed over me once more, I desperately wrenched my mind free of the communication device, releasing it with a cry of anguish to collapse on the floor beside it.

      “No, no, no, no, no.” My arms around my knees, I rocked back and forth, back and forth, willing it to not be true, until a firm hand on my shoulder stilled my motion.

      “M! M, snap out of it! Please.”

      “Sean?” Completely disoriented, I blinked at him, crouched beside me. How did he get into my bedroom?

      “Yes, M, it’s me. Are you hurt? What just happened?”

      “Rigel,” I whispered. “He…he left me. He—”

      Sean gave my shoulder a little shake. “I know. You told me already, remember? You let me watch his message. But what happened just now, with the Grentl? Can you tell me?” His voice was gentle but insistent.

      Gradually, I became aware of my surroundings. I wasn’t in my luxurious Palace bedroom after all. I was huddled on a cold stone floor in a closet-sized room—the secret room containing the Grentl device. Shivering, I struggled to focus, to push my freshly-experienced pain away so I could remember. So I could answer.

      “I…It worked, didn’t it? They didn’t cut the power?”

      He nodded. “It worked. You saved us all. Saved Nuath. You were a champ. But then—”

      “Eric died,” I blurted out, suddenly remembering. “I could never have done it without his help. Or yours.” I lifted my head to look Sean in the face. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He gave me the ghost of a smile, but the concern didn’t leave his blue eyes.

      I looked around the small room, empty except for the two of us. “Where’s your dad? And Eric?”

      “Dad took Eric back to his room since people from the hospital would come looking for him once their monitors showed he’d died. Dad didn’t know how long you’d be, um, connected to the communication thing this time and was afraid to wait.”

      I nodded slowly, trying to remember. To care. “How…how long was I—?” I glanced at the device.

      “About half an hour this time. Not nearly as long as the first time. But it seemed to mess you up more.” There was a question in his expression, but answering it would shove me back into that yawning abyss of despair.

      “How about I take you upstairs?” Sean suggested when I didn’t respond. “Dad will want to hear about whatever you learned.”

      When I made a feeble move to stand, Sean effortlessly lifted me to my feet, keeping hold of my hand to lead me toward the door. It didn’t occur to me to pull away. All my attention was focused on putting one foot in front of the other so I wouldn’t have to remember, wouldn’t have to think about the bleak future stretching in front of me.

      A future without Rigel.
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      When Sean half-carried me from the secret elevator into my Royal apartment’s sumptuous living room a few minutes later, Mr. O’Gara leaped to his feet and Sean’s sister Molly rushed forward to hug me.

      “You did it, M, you’re a hero! You saved Nuath!”

      Her gushing forced a tiny smile from me. “With lots of help.” I glanced at Mr. O, then at Sean again.

      Cormac, my normally impassive Bodyguard, bowed from his position near the doorway. “I would like to express my gratitude as well, Excellency. Thank you.”

      Mr. O regarded me closely. “Are you all right? Nels Murdoch and Devyn Kane will be here in an hour, expecting the full report I promised them. What happened after I left? Why did the device reactivate?”

      “No, Dad, she’s not all right.” Sean lowered me onto one of the couches, his arm still around me. “That second session took even more out of her than the first. You can question her later.”

      Though he was clearly not happy at the delay, Mr. O gave a terse nod. “Very well. I suppose we can all learn the details at the same time.”

      I sent Sean a grateful glance before turning apologetically to his father. “I…I’m not sure I’d make much sense now anyway. It’s all still a jumble.” In fact, the only thing I recalled clearly was that final, devastating memory. Grief swept over me again and I shuddered.

      Sean squeezed my shoulders gently, sympathy flowing from his touch. “C’mon, let’s get some food into you. It’s way past lunchtime.”

      What I really wanted was to be alone with my misery, but I didn’t argue when Molly started laying out an extensive meal on the long dining table. I even managed a few bites, mechanically chewing and swallowing.

      “C’mon, M, have a bit more,” Sean urged. “You’ve barely eaten anything since breakfast yesterday.”

      Breakfast yesterday—right before the bottom dropped out of my world.

      I looked from Sean to his father and back. “Did…did you tell him? About—?”

      “Yes, Sean told me yesterday. Though I’m sorry for the loss you must be feeling, it was a noble, selfless thing that Rigel chose to do.”

      The sound of Rigel’s name was like rubbing alcohol on an open wound. It was all I could do not to gasp at the pain. Sean put a comforting hand over mine, where it lay on the table.

      “Hey, it’ll be okay, M. It will, you’ll see. Just…give it some time. For now, try not to think about it.”

      “Good advice.” Mr. O’s heartiness made me wince again. “Your schedule will be full enough to keep your mind occupied for some time, as things have stacked up during this delay.”

      He started listing upcoming items on my agenda, but I’d already withdrawn into my thoughts again. While he could dismiss Rigel’s desertion as yesterday’s news, to me it felt like it had only happened an hour ago. I took an automatic bite of broccoli to avoid talking, then flinched, remembering broccoli was Rigel’s least favorite food.

      At my shaky sigh, Mr. O regarded me narrowly. “You do look tired, and no wonder. You’ll be able to rest once this meeting is over. Would you prefer to have it here, or in one of the conference rooms?”

      “A conference room.” A place without any painful memories might help me focus.

      “I’ll message them. Molly, why don’t you pick her out something to wear?”

      Molly nodded eagerly. She loved this part of her job as my Handmaid. “I know just the thing.”

      As always, she did. When we left the apartment ten minutes later, I was arrayed in an emerald green tunic over a shimmery gold split skirt. Like everything in my closet here, it was both flattering and elegant—and light years nicer than anything I’d ever owned back in Jewel, Indiana. Not that it mattered now.

      “Conference Room Six,” Mr. O said aloud.

      As we followed the holographic blue line to our destination, I strove to recall details from my two recent sessions with the Grentl device.

      Nels Murdoch and Devyn Kane stood when I entered the conference room, then bowed, right fists over hearts.

      Devyn straightened first. “Excellency, you have performed a great service today. All of Nuath has cause to be extremely grateful to you.”

      “Indeed,” Nels echoed. “It is a debt that can never be repaid. If the people knew what you’d done for them, you would be lauded as the greatest heroine of our time.”

      I just smiled stiffly and took the chair Mr. O indicated, at the head of the oval table.

      Once we were seated, Devyn cleared his throat and glanced at Mr. O’Gara. “We, ah, were promised a report?”

      “Unfortunately, the experience was extremely draining for the Sovereign. Excellency, do you feel up to sharing with us whatever you learned?” Though Mr. O’s expression was sympathetic, I sensed lingering irritation that I hadn’t filled him in first.

      “I’ll do my best.” I began with Eric Eagan’s insistence on coming to the Palace to help me find and use the device, even though he was at death’s door. I was determined that these few, at least, know and remember the heroic final act of his three-hundred-plus year existence. When I paused, Devyn nodded respectfully.

      Nels, however, shifted impatiently. “But did the Grentl agree not to cause any more power outages?”

      “Not…exactly. At first, the device bombarded me with images, memories, of others who’d used the device. My great-grandmother, Sovereign Aerleas, my grandfather Leontine, even Faxon. Then it went the other way, with them pulling out my memories. Replaying my whole life.”

      “This all happened in the space of two hours?” Mr. O looked slightly dazed.

      I nodded. “But I only got bits and pieces, everything flashed past so quickly.”

      “Amazing,” Mr. O marveled. “What an interesting way to communicate. And what happened the second time the device activated?”

      “Second time?” Nels exclaimed, clearly startled.

      “Yes, just a few minutes after the power failure, er, didn’t happen. That time they did send a message.” I took a deep breath, bracing myself for their reactions. “They said…‘We are coming.’”

      Everyone in the room paled visibly. Mr. O found his voice first. “Coming. Here? To Nuath? When? To do what?”

      “I don’t know. They just stuck that single thought into my head: ‘We are coming.’ No where, when, why, nothing.”

      “But what does it mean? Why would they be coming?” Nels’s fear was palpable. “Can’t you stop them, talk them out of it? Should we evacuate the colony?”

      Mr. O made a calming gesture. “You didn’t ask for more details?”

      “I tried to, but they just…pulled more out of my head.” Now I guiltily realized I’d let go of the device in mid-recall when hit by that final, devastating memory—something Eric had cautioned me not to do. I hadn’t tried touching it again after that. Should I have? I shivered at the thought but Sean put a supporting arm around my shoulders.

      “Without more answers, it’s difficult to know how to prepare, or if we even should.” Devyn sounded more thoughtful than scared. “Perhaps they merely wish to assess our status firsthand.”

      “We also have no idea of a time frame,” Mr. O pointed out. “I know very little about the Grentl, but apparently they are exceedingly long-lived?” he glanced at me and I nodded. “It could possibly be decades, even centuries, before they arrive.”

      “Or hours,” Nels interjected, still on the verge of panic.

      “In which case I doubt there is anything we can do. If their intentions are hostile, even decades of preparation might not be enough to stop them.”

      I wasn’t sure what Mr. O was suggesting. “But…shouldn’t we at least get Scientists working on it? You said yourself that Eric should have told a few others.”

      “Eventually, perhaps. First we’d need to determine who can safely be trusted with the information. If the mere fact of the Grentl’s existence is likely to panic the populace, imagine what news of their one communication would do.”

      “I didn’t mean we should tell the media. Besides, Gordon Nolan already knows, at least about the Grentl and the device. And Rigel’s grandmother, and all the Healers who were there when—”

      I broke off abruptly, jerked back to excruciating awareness of the gaping hole in my heart. That memory extraction was the very last time I’d seen Rigel. Was it really only three days ago? It seemed like another lifetime. One that still had hope in it.

      Mr. O seemed not to notice my sudden distress. “That was unavoidable. In any event, they have all sworn complete secrecy.”

      “You need to go back to the device,” Nels insisted, his eyes still wide with fear. “Now. Find out when they’re coming and what they mean to do when they get here.”

      Sean tightened his grip on my shoulders, speaking for the first time. “What she needs to do is rest. She’s told you everything she knows so far. If you want to keep arguing or planning or whatever, you can do it without her.”

      Though Mr. O seemed as startled as I was by Sean’s forceful tone, he didn’t protest. “Sean is right. We appear to be safe enough for the moment, thanks to the Sovereign. Perhaps after some well-earned rest she will be able to enter into further discussions of our options. Gentlemen.” He rose, pointedly adjourning the meeting.

      With obvious reluctance, Nels and Devyn bowed and departed. The moment the door closed behind them, I sagged where I sat, my last bit of energy gone.

      “Let’s get you to bed.” As he had in the Grentl room, Sean gently helped me to my feet, then supported most of my weight as we returned to my apartment. After helping Molly get me into bed he hesitated, regarding me searchingly. “You sure you’ll be okay? I can stay if—”

      “No, go on. I’ll see you later. Probably tomorrow.” I kept my voice steady by sheer force of will.

      Sean watched me for several more heartbeats, then gave a little shrug. “Okay. Call if…if you need anything?”

      I nodded, not quite meeting his concerned gaze, and he finally followed his father from the apartment.

      Molly lingered, her brow still furrowed with sympathy. “Can I do anything else for you, M?”

      “No. But thanks.” She was the only one in her family who’d ever been at all sympathetic to Rigel and me as a couple, but right now I desperately wanted to be alone with my heartbreak.

      Once she was gone and my bedroom door shut, I dragged myself to a sitting position against my pillows and switched on the vidscreen, the volume low enough it wouldn’t be heard from the other room. Even knowing what it would do to me, I felt a compulsion to replay that awful final message from Rigel. Maybe I’d missed some loophole, some shred of hope…

      “I’ve decided to go back to Earth immediately,” he told me again in that terrible, emotionless voice. “You need to be with Sean now, for the good of Nuath. But because it will hurt too much to see you two together from now on, I’ve asked to have the last year of my memory erased before I go. I know I’m taking the coward’s way out, and I’m sorry for that, M, and sorry I can’t tell you a proper goodbye. I hope in time you’ll be able to get over me and be happy with Sean. He’s not a bad guy, you know, even if I haven’t always been his biggest fan.

      “By the time you get this message, the procedure will already be done, and I’ll already be on board the Luminosity. I’m bringing along a letter for my parents explaining what I’ve done and suggesting we move away from Jewel, so please don’t try to come after me. Your focus right now needs to be on keeping Nuath safe, both from this immediate threat and into the future. Please do your best to stay safe and to be happy. Goodbye, M.”

      Destroyed all over again, I curled myself into a tight ball of misery and let the tears come.
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      My crying jag eventually exhausted me enough to fall into a fitful sleep filled with nightmares—but every time I jerked awake, it was to a reality even worse than the awful dream that woke me. Then I’d swing wildly between desperate determination to ignore Rigel’s request and go after him, make him remember, and such despair that I again cried myself to sleep. When I finally dragged myself into the shower hours after daybreak, I felt like I’d been run over by a truck.

      Sean came for breakfast, again cajoling more food into me than I really wanted, then he and Molly spent the next few hours trying to draw me out of myself, inch by painful inch. While I appreciated that they cared, their very sympathy, which I sensed all too clearly, was a constant reminder of my loss.

      By the time their father joined us for lunch, I’d reached a fragile equilibrium between dissolving into tears and a detached numbness where nothing mattered at all. Even so, Mr O’Gara’s smile when he greeted me was jarring.

      “You’ll be pleased to know I’ve spoken again at length with both Nels Murdoch and Devyn Kane and we’ve agreed that until we know more, we should proceed normally.”

      I hadn’t progressed far enough to smile back. “So Nels isn’t still calling for the colony’s immediate evacuation?”

      “Devyn and I were able to calm him somewhat. We also pointed out the logistical impossibility of such a thing, which he was forced to acknowledge.”

      Molly paused in the act of setting out food from my recombinator. “Why is it impossible?”

      “Simple mathematics,” her father replied. “Think. We have but four ships, all built along the same lines as the Quintessence. Even by cramming passengers in to the point of discomfort, each has a capacity of perhaps two hundred. An average round trip between Mars and Earth is ten days, allowing for repairs, refueling and restocking of supplies, which allows a maximum of twelve round trips per ship in a typical four-month launch window. Only three months remain in the current one.”

      Grasping at the distraction, I did some quick mental calculations. “So we can only get ten thousand people from here to Earth during a full launch window? At that rate, it would take more than fifty years to get everyone off Mars. Shouldn’t we have already started, Grentl or not? According to Shim, our power will only last another century or so.”

      “Indeed.” Mr. O waited for me to sit, then took his own seat at the table. “Unfortunately, that project was still in the planning stages when Faxon seized power. So many were in denial, even in the Legislature, that more resources were devoted to research on extending the colony’s power supply than to implementing a measured emigration.”

      “So how did Faxon plan to invade Earth with only four ships?” Sean asked.

      “He conscripted Engineers, Metalworkers and Mining resources to build more ships. None are yet complete but it’s possible his efforts may allow us to speed up emigration in a decade or so. Meanwhile, we must look to the current welfare of Nuath and its people by putting a proper government in place. It’s what I’d originally hoped to do upon my return here.”

      Before he’d known about the Grentl, in other words. A matter he now seemed eager to dismiss. Between bites, Mr. O read aloud from his omni screen, listing the dinners, meetings and audiences he’d lined up for me over the next week or two. It was every bit as packed a schedule as when he’d managed my campaign to be Acclaimed Sovereign. Just listening to it made me tired.

      “Of course, once you designate a Regent, much of this sort of thing can be delegated to him. Or her. We can’t have our new Sovereign working herself into poor health—though perhaps just now it’s good you’ll have so much to occupy you.”

      The implication made my heart hurt.

      After lunch, Mr. O switched on the big vidscreen to see the latest news. The top stories were still mainly about my recent Acclamation and Installation—nothing to hold my interest. I was starting to retreat into misery again when a news story came on about potential Regents. They displayed a long list, nearly a hundred names, each with a favorability rating. Some I recognized from my studies or my campaign for Acclamation, but many were unknown to me.

      The names of the four Royals on the Echtran Council were listed, and those who’d been on the Quintessence with us—including Quinn O’Gara, with a favorability rating of 76, second only to Devyn Kane’s.

      “Hey, good showing, Dad,” Sean exclaimed, grinning.

      I turned to Mr. O in surprise. “You’re in the running for Regent? I didn’t know that.”

      “Technically no one is running. It will be your prerogative to name any qualified person you choose—that is, any Royal of the requisite age and experience who has lived on Mars. In other words, anyone from this list.”

      “You’re a really popular choice, Dad.” Molly sounded impressed and proud, but Mr. O shrugged.

      “Perhaps, but I would never presume on my acquaintance with the Sovereign to put myself forward when she’s met so few of the other candidates. Many will be attending tonight’s reception and dinner, including those who arrived last week aboard the Luminosity.”

      I flinched at the name of the ship Rigel had taken back to Earth. Without me.

      Mr. O didn’t seem to notice. “More will be returning over the next month or two, though many are sending video presentations ahead for your consideration. I recommend you begin reviewing those as soon as possible.”

      I supposed he was right. The sooner I named a Regent, the sooner I could go back to Earth. “Would you want to be Regent?” I asked curiously. That would make my choice pretty easy.

      He shrugged again but I sensed he wasn’t nearly as indifferent as he pretended. “I’m flattered you would ask. Of course, there would be a fair number of details to work out.”

      “Like Mum.” Sean was clearly startled that his dad would even consider such a thing. “She’s stuck on Earth as part of that Echtran Council isn’t she?”

      “Oh, I hadn’t thought of that,” I admitted. “I guess my Regent will have to stay on Mars, especially since we all need to get back to Earth before anybody realizes we aren’t still in Ireland.” My heart lifted slightly. Maybe I couldn’t hunt Rigel down and make him remember me, but at least on Earth we’d both be seeing the same stars. And someday maybe, just maybe…

      Mr. O raised an eyebrow, almost like he guessed my thought. “Surely you realize, Excellency, that there will be strong resistance to you leaving Nuath, even with a Regent in place?”

      “What?”

      Sean and Molly gaped at their father, too, but he took no notice.

      “Did the Council not talk to you about that?”

      “About me never coming back? No! I even asked them about it point-blank and Malcolm admitted it would raise lots of questions on Earth if I didn’t return. If they’d even hinted I’d have to stay on Mars, I never would have come at all. Especially—”

      Especially without Rigel. Even if I never saw him again, I positively recoiled at the idea of us being stuck on different planets—permanently.

      “You must realize how important it is, during this sensitive rebuilding time, that Nuath’s Sovereign remain available to shepherd the necessary changes through to completion.” Mr. O’Gara spoke calmly, persuasively. “Not to mention the situation with the Grentl.”

      I shook my head vigorously. “No. I have to go back! What if my aunt and uncle demand a search for me? A bunch of stuff could come out about Bailerealta and Echtrans and, well, everything!”

      “They won’t demand a search if they have reason to believe there’s no point to such a thing.”

      I stared at him, a whole new horror creeping in. “You mean if they think I’m…dead?”

      His apologetic expression was answer enough.

      “Really? You’d do that to my aunt and uncle? To my friends?” I wanted to believe Aunt Theresa and Uncle Louie would be upset if they thought I’d died. Bri and Deb would, for sure. The thought of never seeing any of them again was beyond awful, totally apart from being so far away from Rigel.

      “Wow, that’s pretty harsh, Dad.” Sean exchanged a worried glance with Molly, who nodded.

      “No harsher than the situation warrants. I’ve discussed the matter with Devyn and Nels, as well as the Echtran Council. We feel that the risk to Nuath of your leaving is great enough to outweigh all other concerns. Matters on Earth can be handled so as to minimize the risk of discovery. Echtrans, of course, would be informed via MARSTAR that the story of your death is false, to forestall any panic there.”

      “But…wouldn’t that mean I can’t ever go back?”

      “Not as Marsha Truitt. But that was never your true identity, Sovereign Emileia.”

      I groped for another argument, one that might sway him. “Wouldn’t Sean have to stay here, too? And Molly, since she’s my Handmaid? I can’t believe Mrs. O’Gara is okay with that, when she has to be on Earth because of the Council.”

      “Lili and I have messaged back and forth a good deal over the past day or two. She agrees that, particularly if I accept any office of importance under your Sovereignty, it would make the most sense for her to step down from the Council and join us here. In fact, she has already looked into booking passage once she arranges to pack up our belongings in Jewel and tell everyone there that we’ve decided to move back to Ireland.”

      I felt slightly dazed. Apparently they’d worked out every single detail—without even consulting me!

      “You can’t do this! I’m the Sovereign.” Tears of frustration threatened, making my voice quiver. “If I decide to go back to Earth, who’s going to stop me?”

      “It would not be hard to convince any ship captain that transporting you away from Nuath right now would amount to an act of treason. You’d be asking someone like Captain Liam to choose between a direct order from you and the good of his people.”

      My threatening tears spilled over as I realized, appalled, that he was probably right.

      His voice became gentle again. “Tell me, were you really so happy in Jewel? I had the impression you’d been eager to escape it most of your life.”

      I immediately opened my mouth to deny that, then closed it again. Because it was true—or had been until Rigel arrived. Apart from my friendship with Bri and Deb, my life in Jewel before Rigel had been pretty dismal: barely tolerated by my aunt, picked on by half the school, ignored by the rest. I had wanted to escape, had worked hard in my classes in hopes of winning a scholarship that would take me far away from Jewel and Indiana.

      “That’s different,” I finally said. “That would have been my choice. This isn’t.” Especially since staying on Mars for good—or even for the next few decades—meant I’d never have any chance of seeing Rigel again, even from a distance.

      “I truly am sorry, Excellency.” Mr. O’Gara managed to sound like he meant it. “It was never my wish to deceive you in any way. I’d hoped by now that you cared enough about Nuath’s people and their future to put them ahead of mere personal concerns.” He rose. “I suggest you get some more rest. When you’ve had time to think things through, I’m confident you will agree this way is best.”

      Refusing to soften, I glared after him as he left, then immediately rounded on Sean and Molly. “Did you know, either of you? That they planned for me to never go back?”

      “Of course not.” Sean was emphatic.

      Molly shook her head as well. “Mum and Dad told us exactly what they told you. We assumed we’d all go back during this same launch window.”

      “Do you think they’re right, though? That it would be some kind of disaster for me to leave?”

      I could sense Sean’s sudden conflict. “Well…there is the Grentl thing. What if they call again or need to be convinced not to attack or something? You’re the only one who can talk to them. Plus there’s all that government stuff Dad talked about.” His expression was apologetic. “They totally should have told you all this upfront, though.”

      Though Molly voiced her agreement with that last bit, it was obvious neither of them were nearly as upset as I was by the thought of staying on Mars. Which made sense, as they’d always thought of Nuath as their home. But it wasn’t mine. Even if I had wanted to escape from Jewel most of my life, I could never regard this fake underground habitat as “home.”

      Sure, I’d agreed to come here and be Acclaimed Sovereign to save Nuath from being destroyed, but the only part I’d looked forward to was using my authority so I could be with Rigel for good. Now… Now I had nothing to look forward to.

      Still, much as I hated to admit it, Mr. O was right. I couldn’t just turn my back on Nuath and its people. Like it or not, I was Sovereign now, and the responsibilities that went with that were here, not back in Jewel. Responsibilities like figuring out what the Grentl’s message really meant, and choosing a Regent, and doing what I could to get the Nuathan government up and running.

      Things that might, possibly, keep me from dwelling on the fact that by tomorrow Rigel would be back on Earth, with no memory of me or all we’d been to each other. It was too late to change that. But maybe a new sense of purpose would help me to hold myself together until my pain faded…even if it took years.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Molly dressed me in yet another gorgeous gown that evening, this one of flowing amethyst studded with actual amethysts, I tried to block out her depressingly obvious sympathy by thinking about the evening ahead.

      “There!” Molly stepped back. “What do you think?”

      I faced the mirror, prepared to gush so I wouldn’t hurt her feelings, but the sight of myself so amazingly decked out startled me to silence. This shade of purple was perfect with my coloring, somehow enhancing the dark green of my eyes. And the amethyst tiara set off my golden-brown hair beautifully, brightening the highlights I hadn’t had a year ago.

      Highlights I had now because of my bond with Rigel.

      “Molly, you’re a magician.” I put as much enthusiasm into my voice as my suddenly-constricted throat allowed.

      “Your wardrobe makes it pretty easy. I’d better change, too.” Molly had her own beautiful Chomseireach (Handmaid) wardrobe, and soon she was arrayed in an embroidered pale blue tunic with darker blue leggings. Not nearly as ornate as my getup but every bit as pretty—and a lot more practical.

      Sean and his father arrived a moment later, both resplendent in shimmery tunics, shorter than Molly’s, over form-fitting leggings. Sean looked handsomer than I’d ever seen him, the deep blue of his tunic the same color as his eyes. I tried—hard—not to remember how incredible Rigel had looked in his Bodyguard uniform during his too-brief stint in that role.

      “Already there has been media speculation about the fact you haven’t been seen for more than two days, so tonight you must do your best to appear as, ah, normal and competent as possible,” Mr. O said as we left my apartments.

      Normal? I wasn’t sure what normal was, without Rigel. This empty, dead feeling? “I’ll do my best.” It was all I could promise.

      Mr. O regarded me narrowly for a moment. “Please do. Perhaps we should brush up on a few policy issues in case they arise in conversation.”

      He began drilling me on the same questions we’d practiced before my Acclamation and was clearly relieved when I was still able to reel off the answers. I, however, was painfully aware of the ones he didn’t ask—because my relationship with Rigel was a moot point now.

      When we reached the main state dining room, I was irresistibly reminded of the last time I’d eaten there, my very first day at the Palace. I’d been excited, distracted, looking forward to Rigel’s imminent arrival…which had never happened. Swallowing, I squared my shoulders. I’d promised Mr. O I’d do my best, and I would. Even if it killed me.

      For the first hour, drinks and appetizers were served by Palace staffers as the guests milled around, schmoozing about politics. I did my best to be pleasant and regal, matching faces and names as I evaluated each one as a possible Regent. None of them impressed me much. By the time the bell rang for dinner, Mr. O’Gara still seemed my most viable option—which made me realize (duh!) that must be the “office of importance” he’d meant earlier. No wonder Mrs. O was willing to resign from the Council and relocate to Mars.

      The guests now moved to the long, black stone table. I sat first, spreading my amethyst skirts around me, then the others took their seats, by order of rank, each bowing formally as they did so. Sean lifted my orchid-adorned finger bowl and I did the ceremonial three dips of my fingers and dried them on the tiny linen cloth Molly handed me. Sean then held the bowl for Cormac to use, who then held it for Molly, who handed it back to Sean. Finally, Sean dipped his fingers into his own bowl, the signal that everybody else was free to dip their own fingers and start eating.

      The whole ceremony was an excruciating reminder of our practice dinner at Rigel’s house a month ago, after his Bodyguard test—a test he’d passed with flying colors. I remembered how proud of him I’d been…and how Sean had needled him into jealousy with snide remarks while Rigel stood where Cormac stood now, behind me.

      Though the food Molly spooned onto my plate looked and smelled amazing, I was so overcome by that memory I couldn’t enjoy any of it. Still, conscious of so many observers, I forced myself to take bite after mechanical bite. As the second course went around—Cormac duly tasting my food and Molly serving it to me—snippets of prior conversations with Rigel, spoken and silent, popped into my head.

      How many times had he told me he’d love me forever? Sworn I could never alienate him, that he’d always be my strength? Broken promises, every one.

      Desperate for distraction, afraid I might crumble right there at the table, I made myself relive yesterday’s events, especially Eric Eagan’s heroic final hours, when he’d taken me down to the secret room with the Grentl device and shown me how to use it.

      With a quick, indrawn breath, I suddenly sat up straighter.

      Sean, on my left, noticed at once. “What? What’s wrong?” He spoke softly enough that only his father, on his other side, heard him.

      “I’ve just remembered something important.” I looked past Sean to give Mr. O a significant look. “I’ll tell you as soon as this thing’s over.”
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      It was another two hours before I could diplomatically excuse myself, long after dessert was served. Yawning, I accompanied the O’Garas back to my apartment, hoping not every State dinner would be this tedious.

      “You had something to tell me?” Mr. O asked the moment my outer door closed, shielding us from potential prying eyes and ears. “About the Grentl?”

      Apparently he hadn’t dismissed them quite as thoroughly as I’d thought.

      “That Archive stone Eric showed me, right before he helped me use the Grentl device. He said it might be helpful afterward but I only just remembered it tonight. I’m sorry, I should have—”

      Mr. O stared at me with an arrested expression. “No, I’d forgotten as well, and with far less excuse. You’re right, it could be vitally important. Can you retrieve it now, tonight?”

      When I nodded, Sean put a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll come, too.”

      “And I, Excellency.” Cormac bowed to me, then Mr. O’Gara. “With your permission?”

      Molly and her father remained behind while Sean, Cormac and I hurried to the secret elevator concealed in my office. I thought to glance down at a certain star-shaped crystal Eric had said would turn blue whenever the Grentl device activated. It had been blue yesterday morning, before I’d responded to them, but now it was reassuringly clear. Or was that reassuring, under the circumstances?

      I palmed open the lift, which took us to the sub-basement where the Grentl room was hidden. Retracing yesterday’s path down the dimly-lit hallway and maze-like storage cavern with its towering stacks of containers, we reached the secret room without incident. I palmed that open, too.

      Sean and I went in but Cormac hesitated, staring at the foot-square cube that was the Grentl device. Then, getting a grip on himself, he followed us inside.

      I went straight to the little panel in the wall next to the inert device and covered it with my hand. It opened to a little recess containing a purplish, crystalline stone maybe an inch thick and two inches across, like a flattened sphere. It felt warmer than it had yesterday when I picked it up, with that same mine-ness I’d felt from the Scepter and the Grentl device itself. Interesting.

      When we rejoined the others in the living room a few minutes later, Mr. O’s eyebrows rose. “You have it?”

      In answer, I held up the Archive crystal.

      “Excellent. How does it work?”

      I blinked. “I, um, thought maybe you’d know?”

      He held out a tentative hand. “May I?”

      Though I felt an odd reluctance, I placed the flat, round crystal on Mr. O’s outstretched palm.

      The instant it touched him, he gave a sharp gasp of pain and dropped it onto the thick carpet between us. “I…I can’t. It appears only you can safely handle it.” He seemed visibly shaken.

      “I’m sorry!” I stooped to pick it back up. “I had no idea it would—”

      “Not your fault.” He examined the hand the Archive stone had touched. “No damage seems to have been done, but this will make it difficult for anyone but you to figure out how it works. That should be your priority, whenever your other duties do not interfere.”

      I nodded. A new challenge, one both interesting and important, would be a welcome distraction from the constant ache in my heart. “Any suggestions where I should start?”

      “None. Unless you’ve found anything here?” He glanced around the apartment. “Perhaps a journal or log left by prior Sovereigns?”

      “I haven’t exactly looked yet. But I will.”

      “Yes, do. Though perhaps not tonight. We have that breakfast meeting at eight, then petitions in the Royal Audience Hall followed by a luncheon and a meeting with the Healers. After that, I’ll do my best to rearrange a few things to give you time to devote to this new project. I, ah, recommend against mentioning it to Nels just yet.”

      I managed a wry smile. “Yeah, I’d rather not have him nagging at me while I’m trying to figure it out.”

      Mr. O’s smile looked more genuine than mine felt. “I’m glad we are in accord. Good night, Excellency.”

      He headed for the door but Sean hung back. “I’ll catch up in a minute, Dad, okay?”

      Though his father raised an eyebrow, he nodded, bowed to me and left.

      Sean turned to me, his bright blue eyes as sympathetic as they were interested. “It’s great you remembered that Archive thing. Wish I’d thought of it yesterday. Figuring it out will probably do a better job than all this political stuff to—”

      “To distract me?” I finished, making him grimace. “I’m sorry, Sean, that’s not fair.” Especially since I’d had that identical thought just now. “You haven’t gloated once about Rigel leaving, even though you have every reason to be glad.”

      “Hey, give me a little credit. It’s true I was never a fan of you two as a couple, but I didn’t want you hurt. Ever.” He held my gaze, willing me to believe him.

      “I know. And I really am grateful. You’ve been right there for me ever since we got to Nuath.” I paused, then added in a bitter rush, “Unlike Rigel, who deserted me right when I needed him most.”

      Sean made a small motion of denial but I plunged on.

      “No, it’s true, you know it is.” A totally unexpected surge of anger—at Rigel—swept through me. “He said himself he was taking the coward’s way out and he was right. Nothing can ever excuse what he did to me.”

      Sean shook his head again. “I thought the same thing at first M, but—”

      “But what?” My sudden anger threatened to spill over onto Sean. “You agree with your dad that what he did was all noble? That it was ‘the right thing to do’?”

      Sean hesitated for a long moment, then shrugged, not quite meeting my eye. “No. Hurting you definitely wasn’t right. But…you should still cut him a little slack. These past few months were pretty rough on him, and I…well, I made it worse, lots of times.”

      Surprise at his unexpected defense of Rigel undercut my new anger—but I refused to let go of it. It felt so much better than despair. Empowering, even. “You’re a good guy, Sean, you know that? Maybe if—”

      “Look, I…I gotta go.” Still not making eye contact, he turned toward the door. “We’ll talk tomorrow, okay? And, uh, good luck with that Archive thing.”

      I frowned after him, wondering what could have sparked his sudden change in attitude, then shrugged. I already had enough puzzles to solve. That one would have to wait.

      A few minutes later, as Molly was finally helping me out of my fancy gown, I let my gaze wander around my bedchamber. Surely, if prior Sovereigns had left any sort of record or clue for their descendants, it would be somewhere in this apartment?

      The Royal chambers, I’d learned, contained a variety of compartments and amenities accessible only by someone with Sovereign blood—like the secret elevator. A non-Sovereign couldn’t even use the hot water shower (something less than 1% of households in Nuath boasted, water on Mars was so precious). If not a journal, maybe there was some kind of crystal reader hidden in a genetically coded hidey-hole I hadn’t found yet.

      As soon as Molly left, I put a robe on over my nightgown and channeled the welcome energy of my newly-discovered anger at Rigel to begin a systematic search.
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      “So, did you, um, find anything last night?” Sean whispered as we all headed to my breakfast meeting the next morning.

      His wariness reminded me of how strangely he’d reacted when I’d suddenly gotten pissed at Rigel last night—and reminded me I needed to stay pissed if I didn’t want to return to that awful pit of misery I’d lived in since getting his message. The hole that used to be my heart was still a long way from healed—if that was even possible—but anger dulled the pain, at least temporarily.

      “Not yet,” I told him, “but I’ll keep looking.”

      Mr. O heard and nodded approvingly. “That’s the spirit. I knew you’d be able to put that, ah, disappointment behind you.”

      I stiffened. Disappointment? It was such a massive understatement, it had the opposite effect he clearly intended, pointing up the enormity of my loss. As despair crept over me again, my anger started slipping away. Desperately, I snatched it back. I needed that anger and the strength I drew from it to be the leader Nuath required right now.

      Sure enough, the breakfast meeting was so boring, I had to consciously re-stoke my new anger at Rigel to keep me focused. While Palace staff discreetly served breakfast and cleared empty plates, a dozen or so acting ministers presented reports on their various areas of Nuathan welfare.

      It could have been interesting if they’d been sharing actual data. Instead, they mostly spouted pompous nothings about “rebuilding Nuath to its former glory,” etc, etc. I was sure these ministers all had decades more experience than I did, but it didn’t seem like any of them knew as much about their supposed areas of expertise as they should, given their positions.

      When the talk turned to elections, I finally spoke up. “I understand the heads of certain fines are now serving as some of the acting ministers?” I couldn’t help noticing none of those non-Royal ministers had been invited to this particular meeting.

      Deirdra, the acting Elections Minister, nodded. “We didn’t have quite enough, ah, capable Royals remaining after Faxon’s overthrow to head all twenty-seven ministries, Excellency, so we were forced to draw six acting ministers from other fines. Now, however, enough Royals are available to replace them.”

      “Wouldn’t it make more sense for me to confirm all the acting ministers until every fine is able to nominate enough candidates to stand for a proper election,” I suggested.

      “Every fine?” She seemed taken aback. “During your grandfather’s tenure—”

      “The Sciences and the Royals made up the whole legislature. I know. But given current circumstances—”

      Mr. O’Gara cleared his throat noisily. “Ah, perhaps these details can be discussed later, Excellency? It wouldn’t do to make any hasty decisions, I’m sure you agree.”

      “But—” I glanced over to see him giving me a disapproving, even alarmed look and realized I should have talked to him before making such an apparently radical suggestion in front of all these ministers who might or might not fully support me.

      “I, uh, suppose I should speak with my advisors before we make any sweeping changes.”

      Deirdra’s worried expression cleared. “Of course, Excellency. Very wise.”

      As the conversation moved on, I tried to use my new emotion-sensing ability to sort out which reports, requests and people I could trust…which stirred a sudden memory of Rigel urging me to “read” the Royals on the ship, during our trip to Mars.

      I swallowed. Would I ever reach a point where everything didn’t remind me of Rigel?

      The moment the meeting ended, Mr. O glanced at his omni. “This ran a bit late. You barely have time to change before the first petitioners are due in the Audience Hall.”

      Molly and I hurried back to my apartment, where she hastily decked me out in one of the formal, gem-encrusted gowns appropriate for Royal audiences. But when we rejoined Mr. O and Sean on our way to the Audience Hall, Mr. O frowned.

      “Where is your Scepter? You’ll be expected to have it for this.”

      Oops. It was true that all the pictures I’d seen of prior Sovereigns in the Royal Audience Hall had shown them holding the Scepter—which I hadn’t touched since the day I was Installed, it was so ostentatious. “Back in my bedroom. Should I—?”

      “I can get it,” Molly volunteered. “It’s in that cabinet in your closet, next to the jewelry one.” She’d shown me how to give her handprint access to most of the wardrobe cabinets, so I wouldn’t have to open them for her every time she dressed me.

      “Thanks, Molly.”

      She must have run—way easier in her outfit than mine—because she managed to return with my Scepter just as we reached the imposing gold-figured double doors of the Royal Audience Hall.

      “Got it,” she panted, handing it to me a half-second before the doors were flung open by two bowing Palace staffers.

      I took the Scepter from her, again experiencing that curious mine feeling.

      “Ah, good.” Mr. O surveyed the still-empty Hall. “Let’s get you situated before the petitioners arrive, shall we?”

      Somewhat hampered by my heavy gown, I crossed the enormous room, mounted the dais at the opposite end and seated myself on the ornate golden cathoir, or throne. A half-minute later the doors opened again to admit the mayor of Newlyn, my first appointment.

      “Sovereign Emileia.” A member of the Agricultural rather than the Royal fine, Mayor Balfour folded himself practically in half, his bow was so deep. “I come to request your intervention in our dispute with Bailecuinn over water resources. Our hydroponics have been shorted of late, resulting in lowered production of the leafy greens Newlyn is so deservedly known for. Bailecuinn, on the other hand, has yet to see any drop-off in their grain production. Therefore, our immediate need is clearly greater than theirs.”

      He went on to spout data on Newlyn’s water reclamation plant and how that water had been apportioned over the past few years. When he finished his rapid-fire analysis, I forced a smile.

      “If you’ll send all pertinent figures to Mr. O’Gara, we’ll review both your claims and theirs. Mayor Cheara is scheduled to make a similar appeal on behalf of Bailecuinn later this morning.”

      Though I could sense he wanted to argue his point further, Mayor Balfour bowed and retreated, since each petitioner was only allotted a five minute audience.

      Absently playing with my Scepter during the brief break between appointments, I noticed that the translucent pink stone embedded near the top happened to be the exact same shape and size as the purple Archive stone. Could that possibly mean—?

      My next petitioner was announced before I could check whether the pink stone might be removable, forcing me to turn my attention to her, instead.

      After two hours listening to litany after boring litany involving Nuathan minutiae (Mayor Balfour’s case on water resources turned out to be one of the more riveting ones) I decided Nels, Devyn and the others must have been crazy to have actually wanted this job. No wonder you had to be born to it.

      My very last appointment turned out to be Nels Murdoch himself, though not with a petition. Instead, he pulled up a holo-screen from his omni, oriented so I could see it.

      “As you requested, Excellency, I have collected a few names for your consideration as possible members of your Advisory Council.” Not surprisingly, Devyn was at the top of the short list, which also included Mr. O’Gara, Phelan Monroe, whom I’d met on the Quintessence, and four others I’d met in passing last night and at my post-Installation Royal Reception.

      “Thank you, Nels. I’ll consider each of these carefully.” I’d need to conduct in-person interviews to figure out which ones I could trust.

      Nels nodded, then glanced at Mr. O. “I don’t suppose you have any more details yet about that, ah, problem we discussed two days ago?”

      “We’re working on it.” Mr. O smiled reassuringly at him. “The Sovereign has discovered something that may be of assistance.”

      I nodded, since Nels clearly needed reassuring. “We think previous Sovereigns may have left information that will tell us how to proceed without, er, aggravating the situation.”

      Seeming way more relieved than my vague reassurance justified, Nels bowed his way out.

      As we left the Audience Hall, Mr. O informed me I had forty-five whole minutes before my luncheon. I headed back to my apartment as quickly as my stupid formal gown would allow, eager to experiment with the Scepter before mentioning my new theory and possibly giving anyone false hopes.

      Molly helped me change from my court dress into a simpler outfit in shades of green for the luncheon, then I asked her to give me a few minutes alone. Retrieving the purple Archive stone from the secure cubby where I’d stashed it, I held it up to the Scepter’s pink stone. Except for color, they were identical. Did that mean they were both Archives?

      I wouldn’t know until I could figure out how the darned things worked. Setting down the purple stone, I covered the pink one on the Scepter with my hand, since that seemed to open all the genetically coded locks. Nothing happened.

      Keeping my hand on the stone, I experimentally said, “Activate?”

      Nothing.

      “Open?”

      Nothing.

      “Access Archive.”

      Nothing. Hm.

      Plucking my electronic scroll-book off my nightstand, I flipped it flat and called up my English-Nuathan dictionary. Picking up the Scepter again, I tried various combinations of Nuathan words while touching the pink stone.

      “Gnomhachtaigh!”

      Nothing.

      “Farsaing! Farsaing chartlann!”

      Nothing. Maybe it wasn’t even a verbal command at all?

      “Chartlann rochtana?” I tried without much hope and suddenly the whole Scepter vibrated. Then, emanating from the pink crystal orb at the top, a hologram of a man appeared in front of me—a man I recognized from textbook pictures as Sovereign Leontine. My grandfather.
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      “Oh!” I breathed, gazing wide-eyed at the perfectly lifelike image now standing before me.

      At my faint sound, the incredibly real-seeming Leontine turned toward me, like he was actually looking at me. “New Sovereign?”

      “Yes?” I had no clue what the protocol was for something like this.

      “You are alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Name and lineage please, for integration purposes.”

      “Um, Emileia. Daughter of Mikal and Galena.”

      There was a brief pause, then the image of my grandfather smiled. “Emileia. My granddaughter. All grown up now?”

      “Uh, sort of. I’m sixteen.”

      He frowned at me. “My son, Mikal. I find no record of him in the Archive. Why is that?”

      “I’m sorry, sir. I was told he never became Sovereign. He and my mother escaped to Earth—with me—when Faxon took power, but they were both killed there. Murdered by Faxon’s people. I was only Acclaimed a few days ago.”

      “I see. You came to Mars from Earth?”

      “Yes, just three weeks ago. And I just this minute figured out how to access this Archive. The pink stone in the Scepter is an Archive, right?”

      He nodded gravely. “It is. Normally you would have been shown how to access it by your predecessor. But as that predecessor seems to have been me, it appears I never had that opportunity. The first thing I would have told you is to guard the contents of this Archive carefully. Its very existence is known only to Sovereigns, their Consorts, and occasionally one or two of their most trusted advisors. The Sovereigns have felt it wisest for that to remain the case.”

      “Oh. Okay. I’ll, uh, keep it as secret as I can.” Good thing I hadn’t shared my theory about the Scepter with anyone yet.

      Leontine’s expression was kindly but serious. “How old were you when your parents were killed, Emileia?”

      “Less than two years old. Earth years, that is.” Though Nuath now used the Earth calendar and had its clocks synched with Ireland’s, I didn’t know if it had always been that way.

      “I am sorry.” He actually sounded—and looked—it. But how could that be, if he was a recording?

      Rather than wonder, I asked. “How…does this work, exactly? I mean, no offense, but you’ve been dead for more than fifteen years. How can I be talking to you now?”

      “This Archive holds the stored images and recorded experiences of all previous Sovereigns from the time of its creation by Arturo, son of Tiernan, to the present. During my grandfather, Sovereign Nuallen’s, time, we developed the technology to store personality profiles as well, allowing a more authentic interaction with any more recent Sovereigns you may choose to access for information or advice. When integrated with the Scepter, the Archive is capable of virtual intelligence. Learning, if you will.”

      “You mean I can just ask questions? And you—or other, older Sovereigns—will just…answer me?”

      He smiled again. “Precisely. It can be an extremely valuable resource.”

      No kidding! I’d been wondering who I could trust enough to put on my Advisory Council, when I had the best Advisory Council possible right here in my hand! For the first time since getting Rigel’s terrible message, real excitement bubbled up inside me.

      “You will be expected to store your own experiences in the Archive for your eventual successors as well,” my grandfather continued. “It is how we have ensured continuity of purpose and knowledge down the centuries.”

      Okay, that creeped me out a little, thinking of storing myself in this thing for any kids or grandkids I might have way in the future. But that was the least of my worries right now, when I’d been given this incredible gift.

      “I understand. I think. I mean, I assume there are instructions or something for that?”

      “You need only ask. Meanwhile, as you were clearly not trained at the Palace during your youth and lost your father at such an early age, there must be much you need to know.”

      I nodded eagerly. “So much! Like, pretty much everything! I don’t even know where to start. No, wait, yes I do,” I corrected myself. “Please, sir, I need to know everything you can tell me about the Grentl.”

      For the first time, Sovereign Leontine frowned at me. “All information on that topic has been stored separately, for security reasons. I’m afraid you will not be able to access it via this Archive.”

      “Oh, that’s okay. I have the other one here.” I held up the purple stone. “Do I open it the same way I did this one, with the Scepter?”

      His frown relaxed. “I see we have a very resourceful new Sovereign. No doubt you already have experiences that will be valuable additions to the Archives. Yes, it is accessed the same way. To exchange the stones, simply press down on this one with your hand and rotate it to the left to remove it from the Scepter. Replace it with the other by pressing down and rotating to the right.”

      “Should I, um, turn this one off or something first? I can put this Archive back the same way, right?” I felt suddenly panicky at the thought of not being able to see my grandfather again when there were so many things I needed to ask him.

      “Yes, you can exchange the stones whenever necessary, though the other Archive should be kept in its secure location when not in use and its existence guarded even more closely than this one. The command chartlann fionragh will discontinue transmission until reactivated. I look forward to continuing our conversation, Emileia.”

      “Can you?” I was genuinely curious. “Look forward to it, I mean. You’re not…in some kind of limbo in there when I’m not using the Archive, are you?” That sounded awful.

      To my relief, he shook his head. “A figure of speech, based on how I would have spoken—or felt—when alive. My true consciousness went to its reward at my passing.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that. “Um, okay, until later, then. And…thanks. Chartlann fionragh.”

      Even though I’d expected it, I felt a pang when my grandfather abruptly disappeared. Reassuring myself that I’d be talking with him again soon—probably in the Grentl Archive—I put my palm over the pink stone. Before I could twist it to the left, a tap came on my bedroom door.

      “M, er, Excellency? That luncheon starts in five minutes.”

      “Shoot.” I’d forgotten all about that stupid luncheon. Important as it was, unlocking the Grentl Archive would have to wait. Quickly, I replaced the purple stone in its cubby and the Scepter in its special cupboard in my closet.

      “Coming!” I called to Molly.
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      Even without finger bowls to remind me of Rigel, the luncheon was painful to endure. Several Royal guests I’d met previously still had memory problems, thanks to Faxon, and introduced themselves like they were meeting me for the first time. It served as a brutal reminder that even if I saw Rigel again someday, even if he got some of his memories back, he’d never again be the Rigel I remembered. That Rigel—my Rigel—was gone forever.

      My meeting afterward with Adara, the Head Mind Healer, was even worse. She’d been the one to oversee the extraction and display of Rigel’s memories, where the truth about the Grentl had come out. The very last time I’d seen Rigel. Maybe if I’d insisted on staying long enough to talk with him afterward…

      I forced my attention away from that excruciating what-if to focus on Adara’s report on the progress of some of the very Royals I’d just seen at lunch.

      “Unfortunately, most recoveries are progressing more slowly than we’d hoped, but we are developing new therapies constantly, some of which show great promise,” she was saying. “We are hopeful others will soon be able to return to their families, if not—immediately—to their duties.”

      “What sorts of therapies are you using? Have any of those who had memories wiped recovered completely?” I tried not to sound as desperate for reassurance as I felt, but her expression was sympathetic.

      “Two people so far have made what appear to be nearly full recoveries, but they had suffered the least tampering, before Faxon became powerful enough to compel full cooperation from our staff. I regret to say that the memory erasures performed by those of us with more training have been much harder to treat.”

      Along with the sympathy I sensed from Adara, I also detected anxiety…and guilt. I had a suspicion why. “Tell me, Healer Adara, did you have a hand in Rigel Stuart’s memory erasure?”

      Though she nodded calmly enough, her emotions spiked sky-high. “I did, Excellency. Because of my qualifications and expertise, I was asked—” She darted a quick glance at Mr. O’Gara. “That is, he and his grandmother requested I supervise the procedure.”

      “So you were there for the whole thing, before and after? Did he—”

      Mr. O cleared his throat. “Excellency, we have only a few more minutes and if you don’t mind terribly, I’d very much like to ask about the status of my daughter Elana.”

      With an effort, I bit back the questions I was itching to ask—like whether Rigel had had second thoughts or any last words for me. Did I really want to know?

      “Oh. Of…of course. How is she doing?”

      Visibly relieved, Adara immediately began talking about the O’Garas’ oldest daughter, who was still in the Mind Healing facility in Pryderi, and who had made notable progress.

      Mr. O smiled broadly at hearing Elana was now recovered enough to receive visitors. “Thank you. Sean and Molly will be delighted to hear the good news about their sister. And now, I really must get the Sovereign to her next appointment.”

      Because he seemed so eager to hurry me away from Adara before I could ask any more questions, I tried to probe his feelings as we headed to my next meeting. But all I picked up was a determined sense of purpose. Surely, if he was hiding anything, I’d be able to sense it?
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        * * *

      

      Sean and Molly had headed out of the Palace to visit friends in Glenamuir immediately after the luncheon, so they got to escape all my boring afternoon and evening meetings. When Molly got back to my apartment, just in time to help me change for bed, she was eager to tell me all about her afternoon.

      Though I knew I was being a bad friend, I faked a huge yawn. “Sorry, I’m just so sleepy. You can tell me the rest tomorrow, okay?”

      Immediately contrite, Molly laid out my nightgown and left. The second the door snicked shut, I raced to the closet and carried my Scepter and the Grentl Archive to the ottoman at the foot of my bed.

      I twisted the pink stone to the left, like Leontine had told me, and it popped right out into my hand. Setting it next to me, I inserted the purple stone in its place, twisting it to the right.

      “Chartlann rochtana.” This time the staff projected an image of a woman in flowing robes of beautiful peacock blue.

      “Aethne?” she asked. Keeping hold of the Scepter, I snatched up my Nuathan dictionary to look up the word she’d used. Ah! It meant “identity.”

      “I’m Sovereign Emileia, just Acclaimed,” I said, hoping this Archive wasn’t completely in Nuathan. That would slow things down enormously.

      To my relief, she responded in English. “Sovereign Emileia. Noted. Genetic imprint verified. This is the Archive documenting initial and continuing contact with the Grentl, commencing in the third year of my reign. I am Sovereign Aerleas.”

      I’d figured she must be, but seeing this young-looking image of my great-grandmother, a woman who’d been dead for over a hundred years, still boggled me. “I’m, uh, glad to meet you.”

      She nodded, but her expression didn’t change.

      “I need all the information you can give me about the Grentl and how to use their device. They sent a, uh, message, but I don’t know how to respond. When I tried, they just pulled more memories out of me.”

      “Yes. This is how the Grentl access information. When they request a report, the Sovereign must absorb the necessary data about the colony’s current status, then interface with the device to transfer that data to the Grentl.”

      Aerleas sounded mechanical, not like a real person at all. Surely she hadn’t actually talked like that, since she’d been one of the most popular Sovereigns ever. Maybe this Archive wasn’t as sophisticated as the other one, with personalities and all?

      “They didn’t exactly request a report. The device activated and I got to it as soon as I could, since they were messing with Nuath’s power. They didn’t ask me anything, though, just pulled my life history out of me—and stopped the power glitches.”

      “No report was sent?”

      “I guess not? I hadn’t ‘absorbed data’ or anything. But then the device activated again, just a few minutes later, and they said, ‘We are coming.’ I tried to ask when. And why. But they just pulled more stuff out of my head.”

      “Did you allow the Grentl to terminate the connection?”

      “Er, no. I think I might have let go early.” I saw no point in explaining why, to this non-personality version of Aerleas. I hoped the one in the other Archive would be easier to warm up to.

      “It is possible they would have said more. You have only recently imprinted on the device?”

      “The day before yesterday. Yes.”

      “It took me many years to establish sufficient rapport with the Grentl to safely initiate contact. Even then, they often declined to respond. I recommend you allow the Grentl to initiate all contact at this time.”

      That was so not helpful! “Can you maybe give me an overview of all communications with the Grentl?”

      “Earliest communication was with two extra-solar researchers, five years before my Acclamation. They discovered little beyond the fact that the Grentl are from a distant part of the galaxy. Repeated attempts to question the Grentl resulted in the device disabling one of the researchers. Six years later, a small team of Communications Engineers made another attempt at contact. They also had limited success, with a similar conclusion. At the Grentl’s request, I was next to interface with the device, at which time I imprinted upon it. The Grentl then cautioned that only I was to use it from that point forward.

      “In subsequent sessions, all but three initiated by the Grentl, I was able to learn more about them. By no means humanoid, the Grentl are a hybrid organic and energy-based life form that reproduces by fission. Their keen interest in the development of the colony of Nuath led me to believe they originally founded it for experimental purposes. The Grentl do not measure time as we do, sometimes treating a span of many years as though only days have passed since the previous communication. Also, they are wary of revealing too much about themselves to lower life forms, as they consider us.”

      “Wow. How did you learn all that, if they don’t like questions?”

      “Over time, my interactions with the device became reciprocal, allowing me to receive impressions from the Grentl much as they received impressions from me. I was never able to ascertain whether this was deliberate on their part or not. I felt it wisest not to ask.”

      So they wouldn’t block her from finding out more, I assumed.

      “As with you, at first they were able to access the whole of my conscious memory. Over time I learned to limit the scope of what they received.”

      Ah! “Can you tell me how you did all that? I don’t want to piss them off or anything, but I really do need to get more information about what they plan to do. I’m not sure I can afford to wait until they contact us again. They might just…show up or something. We need to be prepared.”

      She paused for a long moment before answering. Maybe searching through the Archive?

      “There is no precedent for the sort of message you received. Given the potential urgency of your situation, I will attempt to assist but it is possible you will be unable to achieve the same reciprocal communication I did. My son Leontine was never able to do so, nor to limit what the Grentl took from his mind. Therefore he relied primarily on data chips to transmit his reports.”

      “I understand. But I have to at least try.”

      Aerleas nodded gravely. “I concur. Keep in mind, however, that direct questioning of the Grentl is likely to end badly.”

      “Got it. So…what do I do? Just grab onto the device again and wait for them to, uh, pick up?”

      “Essentially.” Still not a trace of a smile. “On the few occasions I initiated contact, that is what I did. On three occasions, they responded. On four others, they did not, though I waited for over an hour each time. When they did respond, it was within twelve minutes.”

      I’d give it at least half an hour, then. “If they do answer, how do I get information from them without asking questions?”
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