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        We’re going where??

        

        Kira’s life in Nuath is getting better and better. She’s a rising star on a prestigious sports team and the guy she’s been crushing on has just started to notice her. When her parents announce they’re all moving to technologically backward Earth for the good of their underground Martian colony, Kira is aghast—and furious. The last thing she wants to do is leave Mars to “blend in” with inferior Terrans. Worse, once she’ll be expected to make nice with the new Sovereign, a girl no more fit to rule their people than Kira herself. When Kira is offered a chance to undermine Sovereign Emileia, she leaps at it.

        

        During the past year, the life Sean O’Gara eagerly anticipated has crashed and burned. He was excited to move to Jewel, Indiana. Excited to take his place as the destined Royal Consort of Princess Emileia, a girl he’d fantasized about for years. But nothing turned out the way he expected. Emileia already had a boyfriend and no matter how hard he tries, Sean can’t deny those two share a special bond—a bond that benefits their people. A bond he can’t share. Sean’s once-bright dreams turn to dust, leaving him nothing to hope for…until a new girl from Mars comes to town.

        

        To Kira, Sean represents everything she’s always resented about the ruling class—even if he is awfully cute. And the more Sean learns about Kira’s political views, the more he suspects she’s a threat to their people—no matter how strongly he’s attracted to her. Are their differences too great to overcome, or can they transcend them to discover a future beyond anything either imagined?

        

        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!

      

      Sign up for Brenda Hiatt’s newsletter and get a FREE Starstruck short story! (CLICK HERE TO SUBSCRIBE)
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        An Introduction To Nuathan History, 83rd Edition

        

        (Basic curriculum text—use in place of previous editions)

        

        Overview

      

      Nuath’s true origins have been lost in the mists of time. However, it is generally believed that nearly three thousand years ago, a technologically advanced alien race created the underground cavern on Mars with its Earth-like environment. The aliens then transplanted the inhabitants of a small Earth village to this cavern, in order to conduct genetic and social experiments on their captives. As the human population increased from a few hundred to many thousands, the habitat was gradually expanded to its present size. Then, approximately one thousand years after establishing this underground Martian laboratory, the aliens departed for reasons unknown, leaving no record of their nature or their future plans.

      Without their alien overlords, the abandoned community, by then known as Nuath, continued to evolve on its own. By necessity, a system of government emerged, the earliest leaders chosen from among the most gifted colonists. This led to the formation of the first fine, or bloodline, which divided a few generations later into the Royal and Science fines. Most of Nuath’s governing body is still drawn from those two groups. Meanwhile, increasing specialization of various skill-sets led to the rise of numerous other fines. There are currently no fewer than ten major fines, most further divided into several sub-fines.

      As the colonists learned to use and adapt technology left behind by their alien abductors, they were able to advance scientifically to the point of building and launching spacecraft of their own. 523 years ago, under Sovereign Arturo, Nuathans first visited their nearest neighbor, Earth, and discovered it was their planet of origin. More expeditions followed, with small groups of Nuathans occasionally emigrating to Earth despite the harsher conditions found there. Those earliest Echtrans, or expatriate Martians, are believed to have sparked Earth’s Renaissance period. To facilitate communication, Nuath eventually adopted the calendar and measurement system of Earth’s Ireland, home of the first real Echtran outpost. Because the planet remained socially and technologically backward by Nuathan standards, it was early decided to keep emigrants’ origins and abilities secret from their Earth (or Duchas) neighbors.

      Safely concealed on Mars, Nuath remained peaceful and prosperous, if not perfect, until fifteen years ago, when the ambitious upstart Faxon began sowing discord, stirring up resentment in the less-prestigious fines against the Royals and Scientists. Over a two-year period, Faxon gathered enough support to stage a coup, deposing and then assassinating Sovereign Leontine and his wife. A general purge of the Royal bloodline followed, though some survived Faxon’s depredations by fleeing to Earth. Among those were Leontine’s son, Mikal, with his wife and infant daughter.

      The majority of Nuathans, even those who had helped Faxon rise to power, were horrified by his excesses. As his support waned, Faxon resorted to intimidation and repression to maintain control. Fearing Mikal and his family could become a rallying point for the fledgling Resistance movement, Faxon sent a few still-loyal adherents to Earth with orders to eliminate them. When word came back that the last of the Sovereign line had been killed, most Nuathans were thrown into despair. Rebellion having been largely bred out of the early colonists, the Resistance faltered and would have failed but for the efforts of a few Royals, most notably the O’Gara family, who obscured their origins to remain on Mars and rally their people’s spirits, restoring to them a measure of hope.

      This hope was greatly bolstered when Nuathans learned that the last of Sovereign Leontine’s line had not, in fact, perished. The news that his granddaughter, Princess Emileia, had been discovered alive on Earth galvanized the Resistance, allowing them to finally cast off the yoke of Faxon’s oppression and remove him from power. Since then, Nuathan society has begun to rebuild itself, striving for an eventual return to its former prosperity and security. It is hoped that the recent return of the Princess, lately Acclaimed Sovereign Emileia, will hasten that recovery.
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            Caidpel

          

        

      

    

    
      caidpel (KAYD-pel): predominant sport played in Nuath, combining elements of the Irish sports of hurling and Gaelic football

      

      “Kira! I’m open!” My teammate Brady’s call comes from across the caidpel field as two opposing players box me in.

      Whirling to face him, I toss the ball from my hand to my camman, then use the stick to flick it his way over my opponents’ heads. Brady barely has to stretch to catch the schlitur on a dead run toward the other team’s goal. My way no longer blocked, I’m free to assist. As I streak down the caidpel pitch, the opposing goalposts loom up like a giant letter “A” with two crossbars, one above the other.

      Brady lobs the ball toward the middle goal, between the two crossbars, five feet above the goalie’s head. Not high enough. She extends her stick and jumps, deflecting it at the last second, but now I’m in position.

      I leap in front of the man she’s aiming for, knocking his camman aside with my left hand as I snag the ball in my right. Two quick steps, then I hurl the ball twice as high as Brady did. The schlitur sails through the small, triangular goal at the top, between the short upper crossbar and the pointed peak where the two posts converge twenty feet above the ground.

      Five points! Seconds later the final chime sounds, ending the game with our team up 12-10 over the Healers.

      My teammates converge on me, cheering wildly. “You did it, Kira!” screams Leitis, our goalie and my best friend on the team.

      “Again,” adds Brady, grinning at me over the top of Leitis’s head. “Was a good day for the Ags when you joined us, Kira. Glad now I didn’t make that three-pointer and throw us into overtime. Gave you a chance to go for the win. Well done!”

      “Thanks.” I grin back at him.

      This is only my second season in the elite Senior Caidpel League, though I started playing on Hollydoon’s girls’ team when I turned twelve, nearly five years ago. Playing caidpel, even becoming one of Nuath’s top players, might not be as world-changing as helping the Resistance was, but I still love it. Especially at moments like this, when I’ve just helped advance the Agricultural fine’s team into the playoffs.

      Our green-clad fans start streaming onto the pitch to congratulate the players—especially me. Though I enjoy the adulation, seeing so many of my teammates being hugged by their families is a sharp reminder that my own didn’t come. Never come.

      Dad claims it’s because the crowds spook Mum so much. Maybe it’s true. She’s never quite been herself since Faxon’s goons arrested her last year, two weeks before the dictator was overthrown. I should probably cut her more slack.

      Retrieving my smile, I turn to a few younger fans thrusting their tablets toward me. I’m autographing the last one when I spot my little sister making her way through the crowd. Scanning the area behind her, I see no sign of our parents.

      “Hey, Adina. Did you come by yourself?”

      “I came with Bronwyn’s family. They figured I wouldn’t want to miss your big game and they were right—you were awesome!”

      I return her hug, absurdly touched. “Thanks, Sprout. You want to stick around and celebrate with the team? Coach said something about Sheelah’s.”

      Adina’s amber eyes widen at the name of the best restaurant in Newlyn—one of the best in Nuath, in fact. “Oh, wow, Sheelah’s! I’d…no, I’d better not. The water dispenser in the sheep pen has been glitching lately and Mum never remembers to check it. Besides, I said I’d be home for dinner.”

      “You and your sheep.” I ruffle my sister’s short blonde hair.

      While my parents and I have the skills with plants typical of most Ags, Adina has always had a special affinity for animals. Dad sometimes teases that Adina is a throwback to the time before Horticulture and Husbandry split into separate Agricultural sub-fines, five or six hundred years ago.

      “I’ll see you later then, okay?” I say. “Tell Mum and Dad not to wait dinner. And thank Bronwyn’s folks for bringing you.”

      When the happy crowd finally disperses a little while later, our team heads to Sheelah’s for our celebratory dinner. Coach assures us he called ahead to reserve their party room, but when we arrive the owner tells him it’s already taken.

      “But…I just called to confirm fifteen minutes ago,” Coach protests. “You said you were holding that room for us.”

      The man, both shorter and noticeably pudgier than the average Nuathan, shrugs apologetically. “Sorry about that. They arrived just ahead of you, so what could I do?”

      He jerks a thumb over his shoulder toward the archway leading into the room in question—the only one large enough to accommodate our whole team. Looking, I spot the unmistakeable tall, copper-headed figure of Sean O’Gara, the Sovereign’s future Consort, laughing and talking with a dozen other guys around the same age. They all look pleased with themselves for pulling rank to snag the best room—the room that was supposed to be ours.

      Even as I watch, Sean O’Gara turns his head and spots our team, still hovering by the door. Nudging a couple of his buddies, he grins widely and gives us a cocky thumbs-up. Gloating. Arrogant, Royal twilly.

      “Seriously?” I say to our coach. “They bumped us for the Sovereign’s lapdog and his Royal friends? They don’t even need a room that big!”

      “Shh!” Coach hisses at me. “Do you want to get us all in trouble?” Then, more loudly, “C’mon, everybody, we’ll celebrate with fish and chips next door instead. My treat.”

      There’s quite a bit of grumbling as we file back out, but no one dares protest too loudly. I glance back over my shoulder as I leave the restaurant and see Consort Sean still grinning at us, like he’s daring us to try to oust him and his gang of Royals from the room we reserved.

      “Jerks,” I mutter. “They’re as bad as Faxon’s favorites used to be, lording it over everyone else.”

      The only one close enough to overhear is Brady, who immediately falls into step beside me. “You still miss it, don’t you?” He slants a glance down at me with those dark blue eyes that make all the girls swoon.

      I look up at him, startled. “Miss—? You mean…when we were still working to change things and caidpel was more than just a game?”

      Brady is the only other member of our team who used the sport as cover to help the Resistance last year, when Faxon was still making everyone miserable. Our matches and practices take us all over Nuath, so it was easy to pass messages without Faxon’s bullochts—who were everywhere—getting suspicious.

      He nods. “I’m not criticizing, you’re playing better than ever this season. But I can tell you don’t have quite the same fire you did then. Am I wrong?”

      For a second I don’t answer, then I shake my head. “Not wrong. But we’re supposed to be happy about it, right? The Resistance did what it set out to do—got rid of Faxon. Brought back the Sovereign.” I can’t quite keep the bitterness out of my voice on that last word.

      Brady keeps watching me, not saying anything else until the team is busy placing their orders at the fish and chips counter. Then, softly, “What if I told you there are still ways to make a difference?”

      “What do you mean?” I whisper back. “How?”

      “Ask me tomorrow, after our practice in Monaru. ’K?”

      I nod eagerly and he moves off. Leitis immediately takes his place at my side.

      “Ooh, that looked a bit intense, Kira. You and Brady, eh?”

      “Nah, just talking game strategy.” I can’t claim I’m not attracted to him. But so is every other girl on the team, along with half the female population of Nuath, drooling over him on the feeds.

      Leitis sighs, looking over her shoulder after Brady. “He can talk strategy to me any time he wants, whether it’s to do with caidpel or not,” she says with a wink.

      If I’m honest with myself, I feel the same way. But handsome as Brady is, at the moment I’m more interested in hearing whatever he’s going to tell me tomorrow than in starting a romance.

      “C’mon,” I say to Leitis. “We’d better get our orders in before they run out of fresh chips.”

      [image: ]

      Riding the zipper home to Hollydoon an hour later, I puzzle over Brady’s cryptic words: make a difference. How?

      Sure, there are things I’d change if I could. Because, no matter what my mother says, Nuath is nothing like I thought it would be once Faxon was gone.

      Okay, maybe things aren’t as bad as when people got hauled from their homes in the dead of night never to be seen again. And Faxon’s bullochts are no longer roaming around taking whatever—or whoever—they want while supposedly “protecting” our villages. But while everything might have improved for those in the upper fines, not a whole lot has changed for the rest of us, other than feeling a little safer.

      For instance, there’s still no direct zipper from Newlyn to Hollydoon, which means I have to change in Thiaraway. Slinging my school bag over my shoulder, I get off my tapacarr and head across the main terminal to catch the next one home. As I swing by the big screen to check departure times, slightly raised voices off to my left catch my attention.

      “How do we know you don’t have anything good in there if you don’t let us look?” I hear a male voice saying in a hectoring tone.

      “Yeah,” says another. “Open it up. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      Frowning, I glance over and see two guys about my age picking on someone much smaller than they are—with short, blond hair.

      “Adina?” Outraged and furious, I barrel toward the group but realize halfway there that the blond kid is a boy, not my sister. Even so, I don’t slacken my pace.

      “What’s the problem here?” I yell in the same voice I use to shout out plays on the caidpel pitch.

      The two bigger boys whip around to glare at me. “None of your business, Ag,” the taller one sneers, eyeing the green uniform I’m still wearing. “Just move along.”

      “I don’t think so.” I keep moving forward. “Not until you tell me why you’re hassling this kid.”

      “He’s got something we want,” says the stockier boy. “Don’t you, kid?”

      “No!” The younger boy sounds scared. “I told you, all I have in here is my school stuff. Those omnis you saw earlier weren’t mine, they were ones my dad repaired for their owners. I already delivered them.”

      “Then you won’t mind if we take a look.” The tall boy reaches for the kid’s pack.

      I push right up between them. “Let me guess, your dads used to work for Faxon and you think it’s still okay to bully people? It’s not. Knock it off unless you want everyone to know your families are still sympathizers.”

      There were penalties in place for that now, though I wasn’t sure how strictly they were enforced.

      “Shows what you know.” The shorter, heavier set boy smirks at me. “My dad happens to be the Acting Under-Minister of Culture, not some filthy Faxon holdover.”

      “That’s right,” the skinny dark-haired one affirms. “So an Ag like you can’t touch us. Playing on some stupid sports team doesn’t make you that special.”

      Royals. I should have guessed. If anything, my opinion of them sinks lower.

      “How do you think your parents will feel if word gets out their sons are shaking kids down right here in Thiaraway? That’ll play great on the feeds. They love scandals like that.”

      I’m totally ready to get physical if that threat doesn’t work…but it does.

      “C’mon, Zach.” The stocky one puts an urgent hand on his friend’s shoulder.

      The taller one glares at me for a second, then shrugs. “Yeah. This kid’s not worth our time anyway. You both better watch your step, though. We’ll be watching.”

      “So will the media,” I call after them as they hurry off. Then I turn to the blond boy. “You okay?”

      He nods. “Thanks. Those two are the biggest bullies in school. Dunno what they’d have done if you—” Breaking off, he stares at me, apparently taking in my uniform, my face, for the first time. “Whoa! You’re…are you Kira Morain?”

      “Um, yeah. Why?”

      “I caught the last half of tonight’s game on the feeds,” he says excitedly, his eyes shining now. “That last goal was brilliant! My family’s Maintenance fine, Mechanics. No caidpel team, so we’ve always supported the Ags. Wait till I tell them I met you in person! Boy, will my brother be jealous.”

      I have to stifle a laugh. At least he seems to be over his fright. “You want me to autograph something so you can prove it?” I ask, half teasing.

      “Oh, wow, would you? Yeah! Just a sec.” He rummages in his pack, then pulls out a tablet that looks even older than mine. Grinning ear to ear now, he pulls up a blank screen and hands me a stylus.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Jareth.”

      Smiling to myself, I write, “To Jareth, a cool kid. Nice meeting you! -Kira Morain #19.”

      “Awesome,” he breathes, reading it. “Thanks! Again!”

      “You’re welcome. Can you get home all right?”

      His head bobs up and down. “Sure, no prob—in fact, that’s my zipper now. See ya!” With a last, adoring grin, he sprints for his platform.

      I head for my own, still smiling—until I notice my zipper just left and the next one’s not for twenty-five minutes. “Flach,” I mutter, glad Mum can’t hear me. With a sigh, I pull my own tablet out of my pack. Might as well get a start on tonight’s homework while I wait.
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      When I finally reach Hollydoon’s tapacarr station, I have to walk nearly a mile to our house, since our supposedly amazing new Sovereign still hasn’t gotten around to turning on the antigrav grids outside the village center. Faxon turned them off a few years back to make it easier to monitor people’s movements, sidelining the little local zips and rendering my old hovercycle useless.

      Now, with the Sovereign’s calls to conserve power, I wonder if that’ll ever change. I cut through the village center at a brisk pace, trying to make up for lost time.

      “Hey, Kira! Great job tonight!”

      I turn to see a family of four waving to me from their front porch. Grinning, I wave back. “Thanks!”

      “We watched the game, too,” a woman calls out of a window of the house next door. “That last goal was amazing!”

      Hollydoon is nearly three-quarters Agricultural fine so it’s not surprising most of the village follows our matches. Still, it’s cool to be cheered by my own neighbors.

      “We have a great team this year,” I call back as more people start waving from windows and doorways. “Be sure to watch our first playoff game in two weeks!”

      There are a few cheers and shouts of, “We will!”

      I continue on my way, no longer bummed about being so late. The houses get smaller as I move out of Hollydoon’s center toward the narrow track that leads across the fields to our farmhouse.

      Low stone walls loom past as I leave the village proper, my path lit only by the thick tapestry of stars overhead. I love walking at night now that it’s so much safer. Slowing, I gaze up at the constellations. Holographic, of course, but they supposedly look exactly as they would from the surface of Mars. Fake or not, they’re pretty.

      By the time I reach our farm I’m hoping there’s something left from dinner since I’m already hungry again. My post-game fish and chips were more than two hours ago—and nowhere near as filling as a meal at Sheelah’s would have been. My parents are watching something on our little living room vidscreen when I come in.

      “Oh, Kira, you’re home!” Mum greets me with a smile. “We were just discussing the wonderful news.”

      Pleased and a little surprised, I grin back. They rarely pay attention to my games but this was an important one. “Yeah, it was a great match, got us into the playoffs. I guess you saw it on the feeds?”

      Mum gives me that vague look she wears way too often these days. “What? Oh, yes, Adina did mention earlier that your team won. I was so excited about Sovereign Emileia’s visit to Hollydoon tomorrow, I’m afraid I barely heard her.”

      “I understand you scored the winning goal?” Dad gets up and gives me a quick hug. “Well done. We’ll have to watch the highlights before bed.”

      “Um, sure.” I turn away, hiding my hurt. The villagers and kids at school treat me like a minor celebrity but my own parents can’t even be bothered to watch me live on the feeds. “Is there anything left over from dinner? I’m starving.”

      “I believe so.” Mum’s gaze has already drifted back to the vidscreen and some other story about the Sovereign. “Why don’t you check the recombinator?”

      I go into the kitchen to see what my options are. Looks like it was broccoli and synth salmon for dinner again, not exactly my favorites. Probably means that’s what there was most of when Mum went to the marketplace this morning, meaning it was cheapest. Ags, especially less prominent ones like us, never get first pick but there’s usually synth salmon and broccoli left over—which means we have it a lot. I quickly scroll through the recombinator menu to see if anything better is stocked. There’s not.

      Figuring I might as well grab a shower first, I head back through the living room where Mum has reverted to the previous topic.

      “I can hardly wait to see her in person,” she’s saying to Dad. “Consort Galena, her mother, was always so very kind to me when I worked in the Palace gardens…” She trails off, gazing dreamily into space, like she does whenever anything reminds her of the “good old days” before Faxon. Shaking my head, I enter the bedroom I share with my sister.

      Adina looks up from her homework when I come in. “Hey. You’re home sooner than I thought you’d be. I figured you guys would be partying for hours.”

      “We couldn’t get the party room at Sheelah’s after all—had to settle for fish and chips from the place next door.” I shrug, my earlier ebullient mood souring further at the memory. “We’ll manage a better celebration if we win our first playoff game, though.”

      Heading into the bathroom, I strip off my caidpel uniform, hang it in the ionic cylinder in the corner, then step in myself. In less than two minutes, the dirt and sweat from the game is gone from both my body and the uniform. Pulling on a faded blue tunic and black pants, I go back to the kitchen, where the rest of the family is now gathered.

      “—all of us,” Mum is saying cheerfully as my sister fills a glass with milk from the chiller that supplies the recombinator. “Won’t that be nice?”

      “What will be nice?” I ask, crossing to the recombinator myself.

      “For us to go as a family to see the Sovereign tomorrow. I’d love for you and Adina to actually meet her,” Mum replies. “Especially as she’s just about your age.”

      I try to hide my involuntary grimace. “Younger than me. By at least six months. Anyway, I can’t go. I have practice in Monaru tomorrow.”

      As a member of one of the top caidpel teams in Nuath, I have practice six days a week and I never skip, unlike some of the others on my team. The coaches are actually fairly flexible if we let them know about conflicts ahead of time, but I’ve never told my parents that.

      “Can’t you leave early?” Dad asks with a glance at Mum. “The Sovereign isn’t scheduled to start speaking in the square until six.”

      “Sorry, I really can’t. Now that the Ags have made the playoffs, the coaches will be doubling down on us.” Which my parents would know if they bothered to follow our schedule.

      Clearly disappointed, Mum frowns at me. “There are more important things than sports, you know, Kira.” Not the first time she’s said that.

      “Your mother is right.” At least Dad sounds apologetic. “It was different last season, when you were doing your part for the Resistance, but now that our goals have been achieved, caidpel is simply a game, no matter how obsessed some of our citizens may be with it.”

      “The way some are obsessed with the new Sovereign?” The words are out before I can stop them. “Anyway, what about the crowds? I’ll bet most of Hollydoon will be crammed into the village square tomorrow evening.”

      At that, Mum presses her lips together stubbornly. “I’ve been doing much better at the Evening Sing the past few weeks. I’m…I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      Oh, sure, she’ll make the effort for those archaic Group Sings most villages resumed once Faxon was out. Or for her beloved Sovereign. But not for my games.

      “You know it’ll be the same speech as always,” I grumble. “The one we’ve seen on the feeds at least a dozen times.” Those my parents always remember to watch. “I don’t see much point missing practice to hear the same thing again in person. It’s not like she writes her own material anyway.”

      “Kira!” Mum exclaims. “You don’t know that.”

      I roll my eyes. “Seriously? She’s only sixteen—and didn’t even know Nuath existed until last year. It’s not like she’s spent her life training for this, like all the previous Sovereigns did.”

      Mum shakes her head at me sadly. “I don’t understand why you’re so antagonistic toward Sovereign Emileia, Kira. Most Nuathans understand that she’s exactly what we need after the horrors Faxon put us through. Governor Nels did his best, but he was too indecisive to be an effective leader. I truly believe Emileia will become just that. Already, she’s beginning to grow into her new role. I think she’s shown a great deal of maturity so far, under very trying circumstances.”

      A laugh escapes me. “Maturity? Like getting caught on camera making out with her Bodyguard, then letting him into her bedroom on their way to Mars? Oh, yeah, that’s exactly the mature judgment a Sovereign needs.”

      Dad shoots a concerned glance Mum’s way. “Since her Acclamation she’s been working closely with Regent Shim to get a properly elected legislature in place, among other things,” he points out to me. “Isn’t that one of the things you feel strongly about?”

      I barely restrain a snort. “I’ve heard their promises to open up elections to all the fines, but who’s going to hold them to that? You watch, we’ll still end up with nothing but Royals and Scientists in the legislature. They’ll never let somebody from Mining or Agriculture bump a Royal out of the Eodain, not without a fight.”

      A fight I fully intend to be a part of, even if all I can use is words.

      “They’ll have to,” Dad insists. “There are barely enough Royals left in Nuath to fill even the Riogain these days.”

      I’ve heard that on the feeds, too, but I’m not convinced. “The first general election is still a month away,” I remind him. “A lot can change by then. Every week more cowardly Royals are coming back from Earth, where they stayed nice and safe while the rest of us had to—”

      At Dad’s warning glance I break off. He’s been more protective of Mum than ever since she got home from that Mind Healing facility in Pryderi a few weeks ago. Even if he’s not as big a fan of the Sovereign as Mum, he always shuts me down when I argue politics for fear I’ll upset her.

      “I’ll admit Sovereign Emileia made a few missteps early on, but she’s still young,” he says. “Give her time.”

      Shaking my head in frustration, I turn back to the recombinator and punch up a plate of macaroni and cheese. “At least Shim isn’t a Royal. If the Sovereign goes back to Earth like she says she will, maybe he’ll do a decent job. Though we’d be better off with someone who’s actually lived here recently, like Crevan Erc. He was planning to—”

      “That’s enough, Kira,” Dad snaps. My parents have never been fans of Crevan or his Populist Party, but I thought he had the right idea.

      Mum looks worriedly from Dad to me. “Why don’t you bring your plate into the living room, Kira, and we can watch your game highlights together?”

      By now, my earlier triumphant mood has been totally ruined. “I don’t need to see the highlights, I was there. Besides, it’s just a game, right?”

      I hate watching myself on the feeds anyway. My hair always looks more red than auburn on the vid. And though I wear it in a messy knot on top of my head when I play, to keep it out of my eyes, it’s not a particularly attractive look. Pulling out a fork, I thunk my plate onto the kitchen table and sit down.

      Throwing Dad’s words back at him only reminded me how much less rewarding my life is these days, without the Resistance. Another reason I have no intention of missing tomorrow’s practice. If Brady knows a way I can still make a difference, I absolutely want to hear it.
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      Sean O’Gara (shawn oh-GAYR-uh): Son of Quinn and Lily O’Gara; destined Cheile Rioga (Royal Consort) to Princess Emileia

      

      
        Sean

      

      

      “Hurry up, Sean,” Dad calls to me as I finish dressing. “I don’t want to keep the Sovereign waiting.”

      She only recently asked Dad to resume handling her schedule—even officially appointed him Royal Secretary—so he’s more determined than ever to work his way back into her good graces. Somehow, I doubt being on time for breakfast is likely to make her forget it was his idea to erase Rigel’s memory several weeks back. Still, I try to be quick as I slip on my shoes and fasten my tunic belt.

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      Dad and I leave the quarters we share in the Royal Palace and walk the short distance down a corridor and around the corner to the Sovereign’s suite of rooms. Cormac, her personal Bodyguard, conducts us to the dining chamber, where my sister Molly is busy setting out food and plates on the big dining table.

      “Morning, Dad, morning, Sean.” Since she serves as the Sovereign’s Chomseireach or Handmaid, Molly has a room right here in the sumptuous Royal Apartments.

      M—better known in Nuath as Sovereign Emileia—smiles up at us from her place at the table. “Did you have fun last night?” she asks me.

      As her “future Consort,” I went absolutely everywhere with her before she got Acclaimed and for the first week or two afterward. Now, not so much—though Molly still does. Not that I’m bitter. Much.

      “Um, yeah, I did.” Forcing a smile, I take my usual place on M’s left while my dad moves to sit on her other side. “You guys missed a great game—the Ags made the playoffs! Our whole group went to Sheelah’s in Newlyn afterward to celebrate.”

      “Oh, wow, now I wish I’d gone after all.” Molly’s not nearly as big a caidpel fan as I am, though we both supported the Ags while growing up in Glenamuir.

      Dad grins widely, for a second looking like he did before politics took over his life. “Hey, that’s great. We should get tickets for their first playoff game.”

      Molly puts the last dish on the table and sits down next to me, since M refuses to follow Nuathan tradition and make her stand when it’s just us.

      “Who all went to the game with you?” Molly asks.

      “Most of the old gang from Glenamuir. You know, Doyle, Brian, Floyd, plus a few others. Floyd, of course, couldn’t resist using my status to insist on the best room at Sheelah’s. Most of the Ag team showed up right after we did. I wanted to invite them to join us—that would have been cool—but they left before I got a chance. Anyway, it was fun, though I, um, probably stayed out later than I should have.”

      I glance at Dad, who gave me a hard time when I got in, but he turns to M, his mind obviously back on business. “Do you feel prepared for this evening’s speech, Excellency, or would you like to go over the key points again?”

      “I think by now I can recite them all in my sleep,” she replies with a wry smile.

      I frown, a forkful of scrambled eggs halfway to my mouth. “You’re doing another in-person speech tonight? I thought you were cutting back on those. Isn’t that why you’ve been recording all those vids?” That’s what she was doing last night, in fact, while I was at the game.

      “Shim thinks actually visiting the villages, talking to people face-to-face, is more effective,” she says with a cute little shrug. “We’re not getting as many bookings as we need yet. And now he’s hinting that if I can’t convince enough people to sign up for the next few Earth-bound ships, I might need to delay my departure till the next launch window—which I’m totally not going to do.”

      I examine her face—the most beautiful face in the universe to me—with concern. She doesn’t look nearly as wrung out as she did while campaigning to get Acclaimed two months ago, but she does look tired.

      “Would that be such a terrible thing, really?” I say, though I know it’s pointless. “With another two years to change people’s minds, you’d be able to slow down, not push yourself quite so hard. You don’t want to get sick again, do you?”

      She glares across her plate at me with those amazing green eyes. “Of course it would be a terrible thing. Why would you even ask that, Sean? If there’s any chance I can help Rigel get his memory back—get his life back—I have to try. As soon as I possibly can. One of those Mind Healer reports said the longer we wait, the harder it will be.”

      “And nearly all of those reports say it can’t be done at all. Look at Elana. She’s been under continuous care from the Mind Healers for months now and still hasn’t improved enough to be released. And she just had some memories extracted, not completely erased, like—”

      “That’s totally different!” she interrupts. “I’m really sorry about your sister, Sean, I am. But unlike Rigel, her mind was tampered with by Faxon’s people, who didn’t know what they were doing.”

      She averts her gaze from me but the anguish pinching her face proves she knows, deep down, I’m right. It also, unfortunately, shows how much Rigel still means to her, no matter how hard I try to fill that void. Dad, I notice, stays completely out of the discussion. Not surprising, considering his role in what happened to Rigel—and that M hasn’t exactly forgiven him yet.

      “The fact that his memory wipe was done by the head Mind Healer herself just means it was a lot more thorough.” Though it never works, I can’t help trying again to make her face facts. “You told me yourself that she didn’t—”

      “I know, okay?” she snaps. “I still have to try. Which means filling up as many ships as I can as quickly as I can, so Shim can convince the Legislature it’ll be okay for me to leave—that there’ll be enough Nuathans on Earth by the end of the launch window to justify me going back there, too.”

      “But think how much more good you could do here! I know if you—”

      Molly puts a hand on my arm, stopping me. “Don’t, Sean. You’re only making it worse.” Then, to M, “When you finish eating, you and I can go pick out what you’ll wear tonight, okay? Hollydoon is only a couple miles from Glenamuir and pretty similar, mostly Ags, so I already have some ideas.”

      Molly’s right, of course. Arguing with M, especially about this, only pushes her further away from me. Which is the last thing I want to do, since she’ll need me more than ever when…if…we get to Earth and she realizes the Healers—and I—were right about Rigel all along.
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      Populists: a minority movement among Nuathans advocating equal rights and representation for all fines. (Sometimes referred to as “Anti-Royals”)

      

      At school the next day, the two main topics of conversation between classes are yesterday’s caidpel game and the Sovereign’s impending visit to Hollydoon. Being congratulated about the first one helps me ignore the second, and mostly restores my good mood from our win last night.

      “I replayed that maneuver you and Doona pulled off in the first half about six times,” Alan Dempsey tells me at lunchtime. A year older than me, he plays wing back on the Ag fine’s all-male caidpel team—not as prestigious as the co-ed league I’m in, but a bigger deal than the village teams. “Did you two practice that cool over-under thing in advance?”

      “Sort of. We have a drill like that, so when we saw our opening yesterday, we took it. Luckily, it worked.” Our relay down the field, fast-pitching the larger ball back and forth, high, then low, set up the goal that ended the first half.

      “Luck? I don’t think so.” Shaking his head admiringly, he leans closer but just then Eileen, a classmate who plays on Hollydoon’s girls’ team, joins us to ask questions of her own.

      Which is fine with me. Most girls consider Alan handsome, with his thick, white-blond hair and silvery blue eyes, but he’s not really my type—and I know Eileen has a bit of a crush on him. I let the two of them carry the conversation, already thinking ahead to this afternoon’s practice—and whatever Brady plans to tell me.

      On the zipper to Monaru later, it’s all I can think about—until practice actually starts. Then, as always, I’m completely sucked into the intricacies of caidpel.

      “That relay Kira and Doona ran yesterday got a lot of attention on the feeds,” Coach says as we gather around him behind one of the goals. “Since that means we can’t use it again anytime soon, we’ll work on some other passing drills.”

      We form two lines of ten down the middle of the pitch, twenty meters apart, one side starting with the pell and the other with the smaller schlitur. On the coach’s instructions, we alternate passing the two balls diagonally down the line using our feet and open palms for the bigger ball and sticks for the little one. As always, it takes a few minutes to get into a groove but by our third time sending the balls down the line we look like a well-oiled machine.

      After twenty minutes we move on to scoring drills, running up and down the field balancing the schlitur on our sticks or dribbling the pell with feet and hands—occasionally both at once, if we get lucky. Twice I send the larger pell through the topmost, smallest section of the A-shaped goalposts, worth seven points in a real game.

      Practice runs a little over, leaving me exhausted, but in a good way—and more eager than ever for our next match. Only when Coach wraps up his post-practice strategy talk do I remember the main reason I was looking forward to this afternoon.

      “You looked good out there today,” Brady comments as we head to the equipment bins. “I can’t believe how much you’ve improved over the past year or so.”

      “Thanks.”

      I try to think of a way to broach the topic he hinted at after yesterday’s game as we return our sticks to the rack. Under Faxon we weren’t allowed to carry our camman on the zippers—or anything else that might be used as weapons in the uprising he increasingly feared. That rule was abolished, of course, but by then we were used to the coaches storing them between games and practices. Four-foot poly sticks are kind of awkward to deal with off the field.

      “Still interested in hearing what some of us are doing post-Resistance?” Brady murmurs before I have a chance to bring up the subject.

      “Absolutely,” I whisper back. “You said there’s still a way I can make a difference?”

      He nods. “What do you know about the Populist movement?”

      “Crevan Erc’s party? I caught some of his speeches when he was vying for Acclamation back in April. If my dad came into the room, he always switched to a different feed but I thought Crevan had better ideas than any of the others. Didn’t his party mostly fall apart after the Sovereign got Acclaimed?”

      “Nope. It’s not only still around, it’s growing. They have more support now than most people realize, they’re just not as public these days. Crevan’s being more careful—says trusting the wrong people is what undermined his campaign for Acclamation.”

      I remember Crevan was banned from that final debate between the then-Princess and her top contenders, just because he wasn’t Royal. “Yeah, that sucked. Everyone kept talking about how great it would be to have a proper Sovereign again, but to end up with an inexperienced teenager who’s practically a Duchas besides…”

      “Believe me, you’re not the only one who’s less than impressed by our new Sovereign.” He lowers his voice even more, though we’re now well away from our other teammates, walking slowly toward the nearest zipper station.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Leitis giving me a thumbs-up, but I ignore her. “Do you mean the Populists actually want to do something about it? What?”

      I barely breathe the words, which could be construed as treasonous. But I’m dying to hear more.

      Brady clearly notices my sudden nervousness because he hastens to reassure me. “Nothing violent. Information gathering, spreading the word about what we uncover—a lot like what we did in the Resistance, actually.”

      “But what are they—you?—hoping to achieve, exactly?”

      Glancing quickly around, he angles away from another group headed for the same zipper platform.

      “A fully elected, truly representative government, though we know we’ll have to take it in stages. We’re definitely not looking to stage a coup, if that’s what you’re worried about. The idea is to build up more grassroots support, do plenty of research into— Oops, that’s your tapacarr, isn’t it? I…guess I should let you go.” His reluctance is flattering.

      I shrug, trying to play it cool. “I can catch the next one. I’m in no hurry. My parents plan to spend the evening fawning over you-know-who. She’s giving a speech in Hollydoon.”

      Brady looks at me, a speculative gleam in his eyes. I’m struck again by how incredibly handsome he is. His fervor for such a worthy cause makes him doubly appealing.

      “There, ah, happens to be a meeting tonight, right here in Monaru,” he says after a moment. “If you don’t have to get home right away, maybe you’d be interested in coming? I can message ahead to vouch for you so they know you’re okay.”

      My breath catches. “Tonight? Sure! I—” I break off, glancing down at myself. “I’m kind of a sweaty mess, though. I’ve got my school clothes in my bag, but—”

      “No problem.” He gives me an easy grin. “You can clean up at my place. I need to change before the meeting myself.”

      “Really? Thanks, that would be great.” What would Leitis say if she knew about this? Not that I plan to tell her. Anyway, it’s not like I’m excited for the same reason she would be—mostly.

      “C’mon, it’s not far. We can take the local zip.”

      Monaru is Nuath’s biggest city, twice the size of Thiaraway and more than fifty times larger than Hollydoon, population-wise. Though it’s only fifteen minutes away by zipper, I’ve only visited it for games and practices.

      “So, what kinds of things do you talk about at these meetings?” I ask as we board one of the smaller, local tapacarrs.

      “Too impatient to wait?” He slants an amused glance down at me. “Information updates, strategy…potential new operatives.”

      Excitement fills me at the idea of being an operative again, working for a cause greater than myself. As we pass through sections of Monaru I haven’t seen before, I examine the city. Unlike Thiaraway, with its soaring spires of pink crystal, Monaru’s buildings of gray and dark red stone appear more prosaic, more functional. More real. I decide I like it better than the capital city’s glittering facade, the pretty face masking oppression—whether by Faxon or the Royals.

      “Our stop.” Standing, Brady extends a hand to me.

      Startled, I take it—and feel myself flushing, which is ridiculous. His almost-grin shows he noticed. The moment I’m on my feet, I pull my hand away, not wanting him to think I’m like all those silly girls crushing on him. Because I’m not. At all.

      We step off the zipper at the intersection of two streets choked with hovercar traffic. The walkways bordering the streets are also thronged, people moving purposefully about their business between tall cliffs of gray stone punctuated by occasional windows.

      “I live just down here.” Brady leads the way to a lane too narrow for zippers or any but the smallest hovercars. “My place…it’s not much, but it’s close to the aquaponics testing center where I work.” He sounds almost apologetic.

      “Hey, as long as the shower works. I don’t exactly live in a mansion either.”

      “Yeah, don’t know many Ags that do.” His voice holds a trace of the same bitterness I feel myself every time I’m reminded of the various perks enjoyed by Royals and most Scientists—especially those in government.

      Just ahead, I notice a man in a ragged tunic hunched up on the ground next to a trash receptacle. He looks half-asleep, or maybe sick, but Brady doesn’t slow his stride as we pass him.

      “Should we try to help that guy?” I glance over my shoulder.

      “Wouldn’t do any good. He’s just drunk or high on gloraigh. Probably lost his job and doesn’t have anything better to do. We get some of those here in Monaru. Guess the villages mostly don’t?”

      “Um, not that I’ve noticed.” I look back again, but the man hasn’t moved. “There isn’t enough work here for everyone? What about food and stuff?”

      Brady shrugs. “The markets give away whatever’s left over at the end of the day, if people make the effort to go. Some don’t bother, though, just scavenge on the streets or hope for handouts. Of course, if you’re Maintenance or Mining—or even Ag—you never get the best stuff, even with a few sochar to spend.”

      “I thought that was supposed to get better after we got rid of Faxon?”

      “So they said. Though there were plenty of inequities under Leontine, too.”

      I look up at him curiously. “Can you remember what it was like before Faxon? You can’t be that much older than me.”

      A corner of his mouth quirks up. “I’m twenty-three. You’re what? Sixteen?”

      “Almost seventeen.” I sound defensive, even to myself. “What do you remember from that time?”

      “Not a lot. I was only eight when Faxon started decimating the Royals. Early on, I remember my parents and some of their friends, Ags and Mechanicals mostly, talking about how much better things would be getting. They’d bought into his promises, like most people did—until it became obvious they were all lies. This is my building.”

      It looks like all the others—tall, gray, hardly any windows. Brady leads me through a narrow doorway, up three flights of stairs and down a long hallway before palming open a door.

      “Like I said, it’s not much.” He stands back to let me enter first.

      The living area is less than half the size of ours, the only furniture a table, four straight-backed chairs and a small couch. The recombinator in one corner looks even more basic than the one at home.

      “The shower’s off the bedroom.” He points at the only other door. “You can go first. I’ll message Crevan to let him know I’m bringing you.”

      I blink. “Crevan Erc himself will be at this meeting?”

      “Sure. Most of our meetings are in Monaru because he lives here. He likes to stay fairly hands-on, especially about what we put out for public consumption. Doesn’t want to give the media another chance to spin things the wrong way, you know?”

      That makes sense. “Cool. Okay, I’ll be quick.”

      “No rush. There’ll be food at the meeting, so we won’t have to stop on the way.” He pulls out his omni as I head into the bedroom.

      Brady’s bedroom. Nope, not thinking along those lines. Not. He seems to think he’s too old for me anyway.

      This room is as spartan as the main living area, with just a bed, nightstand and small desk with drawers down one side. Tunics and other clothes hang on hooks along one wall.

      His ionic shower is almost identical to ours at home. I takes me less than five minutes to strip, get myself clean and put my school tunic and leggings back on. Wishing I had something nicer to wear, I exit the bedroom.

      “Your turn.”

      Brady clicks off his omni. “That was fast. I won’t take long either. You can watch the vid if you want.” He hands me the omni on his way to the bedroom.

      I’m half-tempted to check his message history to see what he told Crevan Erc about me, but I resist. Flicking on the vidscreen, I click to the latest news on the feeds. As usual, the focus is mainly on the new Sovereign—which means today they’re talking about her visit to Hollydoon.

      “Sovereign Emileia is expected momentarily and as you can see, Moya, the residents of Hollydoon have come out in force to hear her speak.” Gaynor, one of the lead reporters on the Nuathan News Network, sweeps a hand toward the packed village square. “Most of the villages she’s visited over the past few weeks have reacted just as enthusiastically, which has to be gratifying for her and her team, given the rocky path she had to Acclamation only two months ago.”

      The camera pans across the crowd and I lean forward, trying to spot my parents and Adina. Is that them, off to the left? Before I’m sure, the camera switches back to Gaynor.

      “It’s expected she’ll again focus on the recently-discovered power shortage and continue to press her campaign for—”

      “Ready to go?” Brady’s voice cuts across the reporter’s, startling me.

      “Oh. Um, sure.” I switch off the feed and scramble to my feet. “You were even quicker than I was.”

      Grinning, he moves forward. “You want a snack before we leave? The meeting’s on the far side of Monaru and there’s no direct local zip. I don’t have much in the recombinator right now, but—”

      “No, I’m fine. I don’t want to be late to my first meeting.”

      He touches my shoulder lightly as he ushers me out of the apartment ahead of him. My heart speeds up a little but I’m sure—nearly sure—that’s only because I can’t wait to meet Crevan Erc in person and learn how I can help make Nuath better.

      [image: ]

      The Populist meeting is in an older section of Monaru only served by one local zip line. Half an hour and two local connections later, Brady and I are standing in front of a door in a big warehouse-type building that looks partly abandoned.

      “Ready?” he asks, the amusement back in his eyes—probably because I haven’t stopped whispering excited questions the whole way here. The more he tells me about what the Populist movement hopes to accomplish, the more eager I am to be a part of it.

      “Of course.” I resist a ridiculous urge to stick my tongue out at him. The last thing I want to do is remind him how much younger I am.

      With a half-concealed grin, Brady touches the chime. To my surprise, Crevan Erc himself answers the door.

      “Ah, Miss Morain,” he greets me with a smile. “Please come in.”

      Crevan’s impassioned rhetoric always impressed me on the news feeds during the campaign. In person he positively radiates confidence and charisma, which explains how someone from the lowly Maintenance fine became the primary spokesman for the Populist party.

      “Thank you for letting me come.” It takes all my self-control not to gush. “I hope there’ll be some way I can help your cause.”

      “That is my hope as well, Miss Morain. Brady here tells me you were active in the Resistance last year?”

      I nod eagerly. “I carried messages for them, too, when we traveled for caidpel. I…I like to think it made at least a little bit of a difference.”

      “I have no doubt it did. Feel free to go in and join the others. We’ll begin as soon as the last few— Ah, here they come now.”

      Three more people follow us inside and we all go into a large room that appears to be used for storage, judging by all the poly containers stacked in the corners. A dozen straight-backed poly chairs, similar to the ones in Brady’s apartment, form a rough circle in the middle of the room, most of them already filled. I notice the others are a lot older than me or even Brady. Though I feel a little out of place, I try to hide it, determined to make myself useful somehow.

      “Thank you all for making the time to be here,” Crevan says once the last person is seated. “As we have two newcomers with us tonight, I’ll begin with a brief overview of the Populist Party’s goals and progress to date.”

      He goes on to outline the main tenets of the movement, which include a restructuring of Nuath’s traditional government to allow truly equal representation for every citizen of Nuath, regardless of fine or status, something I thoroughly approve of.

      “As the media is fond of pointing out, our goals are not dissimilar to those Faxon originally proclaimed before later perverting them into a naked power grab. We, on the other hand, sincerely do hope to improve conditions for all Nuathans. While we of course deplore Faxon’s atrocities against the Royal fine, his horrific depredations have provided us with a unique opportunity to bring about the very changes he, and a majority of our population, once clamored for.

      “The Legislature is only now beginning to rebuild itself. Even small departures from its traditional composition could influence how Nuath is governed for generations to come. We must not let this opportunity pass! However, we must be cautious. Already we’ve seen how easily our good intentions can be misconstrued by the media. All of our hard-won support will quickly evaporate if we give them the slightest ammunition to portray us as secret Faxon sympathizers. That is why we cannot be too careful when it comes to admitting newcomers to this, our inner circle.”

      I shoot Brady a startled glance, but he doesn’t seem to notice. He made it sound like this was just a regular gathering of people interested in the movement, not some highly restricted meeting for its leaders. How did he convince them to let me attend?

      While I’m still puzzling over that, Crevan turns to the other newcomer, an older man. “Porter is already known to some of you. He has proven useful to our cause on numerous occasions, organizing rallies in Thiaraway and elsewhere. I therefore felt it was time to allow him a greater say in our ongoing operations.”

      Porter stands and bows, murmuring a few words of thanks. As soon as he sits, Crevan turns to me.

      “And this is Kira Morain. Many of you will recognize her from the sports feeds, but she also comes to us highly recommended by Brady. She worked with him during the Resistance and is likely to prove an asset to us as well, particularly in getting word of our true goals out to the youth of Nuath, our people’s future.”

      The smile he gives me is overpowering, making me feel for a moment as though I’m the only other person in the room. “Am I correct that you have frequently expressed dissatisfaction with our new Sovereign, finding her ill-prepared for such an important role?”

      “Yes, sir. I probably haven’t been as discreet about that as I—”

      “No, please don’t worry about that. Your youth allows you far greater freedom to express your views than we of more mature years enjoy, while your status as a sports figure provides you a platform to share them more widely. You have a reader with you?”

      I nod, gesturing at my bag. “I went straight to caidpel practice from school,” I explain.

      “Good. Before you leave I’ll give you a file that will contain a great deal of, ah, ammunition you can use to better inform the opinions you share with your fellow students and athletes. Everyone needs to fully understand the dangers of entrusting the future of Martians everywhere to an untried girl.”

      Which is exactly what I’ve been telling people all along. I listen attentively as he turns back to the others.

      “This recent news that the Sovereign intends to return to Earth before the end of the current launch window gives us yet another opportunity. Shim Stuart, Nuath’s first non-Royal Regent in centuries, is likely to be more open to well-reasoned arguments in favor of our cause than any Royal Regent would be. It will be safest, however, to wait until Sovereign Emileia has actually left Mars to begin that campaign. Unfortunately, we can’t be certain she won’t change her mind, as she so frequently seems to do.”

      The rest of the brief meeting focuses on what strategies they should use to persuade Regent Shim and other highly-placed non-Royals to embrace the most important tenets of the Populist movement. Afterward, while the others linger to socialize and eat, Crevan takes me aside to load the promised file onto my tablet. I immediately encrypt it, which seems to please him.

      “I have a feeling you may prove even more valuable to our cause than I previously believed, Miss Morain. Thank you again for joining us.”

      I start to ask the obvious question, but stop myself. “I should get home if I don’t want my parents asking too many questions,” I say instead.

      But as soon as Brady and I are alone outside a few minutes later, I turn to him curiously. “What did Crevan mean by ‘previously believed’? It sounded like he was expecting me to come even before today.”

      Brady hesitates for a second, then gives me a half-rueful grin. “Well, yeah. He kind of did. I’ve been talking you up for a while now.”

      “You have?” I blink. “Then why didn’t you—?”

      “He only agreed I could invite you a couple of days ago. I didn’t want to get your hopes up by saying anything sooner. You’re not mad, are you?”

      Though do I feel kind of gullible now, I shake my head. “Not mad, no. But I wish you’d told me before the meeting. I might not have been so nervous.”

      “You’ve got nothing to be nervous about, now or ever. I wouldn’t have recommended you if I didn’t know you were up to the challenge.”

      Though I’m flattered by his confidence, I’m not sure how to respond as we continue on to the station where I can catch a direct zipper to Hollydoon. I’m about to board when I ask, “Why me, though? Why not someone more—?”

      He stops me with a touch on my cheek that feels almost as intimate as a kiss. “You’re pretty special, Kira. I thought you’d figured that out by now.” Stepping back, he winks. “See you at practice tomorrow.”
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