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            Prologue

          

          In Which They Meet the Natives

        

      

    

    
      Day of landing to next day, somewhere on the dark side of Ki

      

      The wheeled wagon rumbled to a stop under Gil’s feet. He jerked awake and discovered the darkness was still lit by the worldlet in the sky. Would the magic last all night? He didn’t know how long he had been asleep since the four natives had picked them up.

      Miknon lay beside him, fast asleep, her full belly round under her flounced skirt. For the first time in a long time, he wasn’t hungry, either. He took a moment to enjoy the sensation and the thrill of his other form.

      Gil crouched low, ducking under the cover across the back of the wagon. When the time was right, he would talk to the natives, but Miknon might as well sleep longer.

      Metal slammed, and Gil carefully poked his head back out. The broad, dark-haired Ki native had emerged from the navigation center of the wagon and now entered a large building glowing with lights.

      The big pale-haired person shook the little one until it woke and sat up straight. They talked with the other dark one for a few moments, until the first returned and worked the magic to move the wagon to a new location.

      They all exited, and Gil examined their silhouettes for clues, deciding to call two of the natives male and two female, though they might be nothing like the people he knew.

      The first one, the broad male — if he was male — showed a key and explained something. From the tone of her voice, the pale female protested. Yes, he was nearly sure she was female. The one Gil decided to call Broad shrugged and dangled the key again, explaining more. The tall one with darker hair — also probably female — sighed and untied the cover on the wagon cargo area.

      Gil slid over to shield Miknon, lifting his head to speak, but the natives only removed several bags and the box that had held the creamy liquid Gil drank earlier. The little one reached up to pet Gil’s fur.

      “Nisedaug,” he said.

      Tall tugged him away and led him through the door Broad had unlocked and was holding open. Gil glimpsed a huge bed and a couple of chairs before the door closed. In a few minutes, the light in the room turned off.

      It seemed he and his sister were being left outside. No chance to talk for now.

      How could people actually live on the dark side of this world? They ought to freeze on the dark side. But it was warmer than the air had ever been on the ship that had carried his people from their world to this one. Or almost to this one, since New Kunisu was now on the worldlet above him and the rest of the fleet was hiding in the ring of stones past the neighboring red world, waiting to hear if they could colonize peacefully or must conquer their new home of Ki before they could settle.

      The lords were in favor of conquest, unlike Gil and Shar, the prince still in hiding after an assassination attempt. When Miknon was discovered spying and had to flee to save her life, Gil accompanied her for two reasons. First, he wouldn’t abandon his sister to danger. Second, this might be the only chance to make peace with the new world and rescue everyone from their mutual peril.

      He desperately needed to talk to the natives, somehow, but it could wait until after their sleep shift. Sleep sounded like another good idea. He closed his eyes and let himself drift into oblivion.
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        * * *

      

      “Haydaug,” someone whispered, and a soft hand touched Gil’s head.

      He jerked awake again. Was the sky lighter now? How could that be? His elders told him the dark side of a world was always dark. It must be the worldlet shining brighter, or more magic.

      The edge of the wagon lowered, and Miknon scrambled under Gil’s chest just before Little stared into Gil’s eyes, smiling. Or baring his teeth?

      No, that looked more like a smile. He smiled in return, and Little laughed.

      “Kumensite.” Little reached toward Gil. “Kumboi.” He found his necklace and hooked his fingers under it at the back of Gil’s neck, tugging gently. “Heerboi.”

      “What does it want?” Miknon whispered.

      “Us to go with him?” Gil guessed, desperately wishing he spoke the language.

      “Bad idea,” Miknon said.

      Little kept pulling on Gil’s necklace, tugging him toward the edge.

      “I’m not sure I can stop him without hurting him,” Gil said.

      “Bite it!” Miknon ordered.

      “Why?” Gil asked. “He hasn’t hurt me, and I don’t think he intends to. We have to try talking to them sooner or later. We have a duty, remember?”

      And Little didn’t look like a monster. Nobody had hurt them yet, and they would have to take some risks to find allies. Miknon muttered something and grabbed the ring hanging from his necklace. Wherever he went, she would go. Her body shivered against his chest, and he hummed soothingly despite his own fear.

      By now, Gil was at the edge of the wagon, and another step would take him out entirely.

      “Kumonboi,” Little urged.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the room holding his companions and tugged harder on Gil’s necklace. Landing on his head wouldn’t help, so Gil jumped down. As he hit the ground, one rear leg snapped, sending fiery pain shooting through his body.

      Gil howled and collapsed, careful not to crush Miknon.

      It hurt. He tried to breathe through the pain. It really hurt. Apparently, his three shifts since they had landed hadn’t strengthened his bones sufficiently to deal with his extra weight on this world. Trying to rise on three legs, he could feel his bones bending. Bad idea. Immediately, he lay down again and concentrated on breathing slowly.

      “Ow, ow, ow,” he whispered.

      Little banged on the door to the room and yelled, then darted back and knelt by Gil. “Ime-saury ime-saury,” he wailed, tears welling in his eyes. “Aryuohkay?”

      Softly, he stroked Gil’s fur until the other natives ran from the room, which now blazed with light. Gil licked Little’s knee to comfort him.

      All four of the natives argued for several minutes, with Little frequently pointing to Gil. Eventually, Broad crouched by Gil and slowly reached for him, making soothing noises. He didn’t seem to have any weapons, so Gil let him approach. Broad picked him up, and Gil tucked his head to keep Miknon hidden. Her weight still hung from his necklace, but she added a firm grip on his fur.

      Little ran ahead into the room, and by the time Gil was carried inside, a fuzzy white cloth had been laid on a chair by the window. Broad set him on this, despite his dirty condition, then the natives backed up and stared at him. Though none had embroidery or jewels, they all wore short tunics in various colors, with something like short, loose hose on their legs. Their hair stuck up oddly, and they yawned as if still half-asleep.

      Miknon kept her shaking fingers wrapped around his necklace and fur, though she said nothing.

      Gil tried to arrange his broken leg in the most comfortable position. At least it was fairly straight and no bone poked through the skin, so a healer could mend it with minimal crippling. He squinted against the blinding light in the room. Was this really the amount of illumination they preferred? In the excessive light, he could see Broad had black hair, while Tall’s was brown.

      Little tugged on the arm of Pale, who looked similar. Perhaps they were child and parent? That would explain the size difference, too. The child begged, pointing to Gil, pouring out words much too fast to catch any of them.

      His mother — presumably — rubbed her head and winced. The other two made various negative gestures, shaking their heads or folding their arms.

      So, Little was the only one already on their side. But Gil never expected this to be easy. He raised his head to make eye contact, and Little stopped talking, his mouth hanging open and his eyes wide. He reached under Gil’s chin toward Miknon.

      Miknon screamed, and Gil jerked backward, slamming into the back of the chair. Little reached again. He must not hurt Miknon!

      Shifting would make his leg start healing whether or not it was set properly. The healers would have a harder task, but his sister needed his protection.

      Quickly, he shifted to his two-legged form and raised a hand to ward off the child. “Don’t touch her, please.”

      The Ki natives screamed and fell backward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

          Werewolf

        

      

    

    
      June 15, 2022, Topeka, Kansas, United States of America, Earth

      

      Ian Fitch gaped in shock. His dog had turned into a naked boy! And he’d talked, though not in any language Ian recognized. That was surprising, since he spoke seven languages, more or less, and knew what a lot of others sounded like. Though thirteen wasn’t old enough to be an expert on anything.

      His sister, Alex­an­dria, dropped into a judo stance, hands shaking. Nikolaos Antonakis stepped in front of Mom and raised his fists. Even though they were only unofficially family, Nikos was taking his promises seriously.

      But he’d better not hurt Ian’s dog! When they rescued the dog last night in the middle of nowhere, Mom had only agreed to drop it at the animal shelter this morning, but he was sure he could convince her to keep it.

      Ian jumped in front of the boy and raised his hands. “Everyone calm down.”

      His own voice squeaked, and he cleared his throat and took a deep breath. After all, his dog hadn’t done anything since he turned into a boy, and if he’d wanted to hurt them, he could have bitten them earlier.

      “Calm down?” Alex­an­dria said. “Are you crazy? You brought a werewolf into our hotel room! What the⁠—”

      “No swearing!” Mom barked.

      “He’s not a werewolf,” Ian denied.

      Was he? He had unmistakably been a very big black dog a few minutes ago. Or a wolf? He looked over his shoulder at the equally black-skinned boy, who sat quietly, hands clutching one leg. He had certainly been a dog when Ian had found him last night in an empty field.

      “There are no werewolves.” Mom’s voice trembled.

      “What would you call him?” Nikos waved toward the chair by the window, which definitely held a boy instead of a dog.

      “A naked werewolf,” Alex­an­dria amended, turning scarlet.

      “Okay, okay.” Ian grabbed a second towel from another chair where it had been drying.

      Slowly, he approached the boy, who watched him with narrowed eyes but said nothing. Once Ian was within arm’s reach, he tossed the towel over the boy’s lap.

      “Is that better?” he asked his sister.

      Alex­an­dria rolled her eyes. “Only slightly. If he’s not a werewolf, what is he? And what is the blue one? Some kind of fairy?”

      Ian shrugged. “I don’t know what they are. But they aren’t threatening us, and I don’t think he can move with that broken leg. Can we all sit and relax a little?”

      “Yes,” Mom said. “I agree.”

      Alex­an­dria whirled on her. “You do?”

      “Yes. They haven’t done anything to us. Sit down.” Mom edged from behind Nikos and took the other chair.

      Reluctantly, Nikos and Alex­an­dria sat on the far end of the bed. Ian flopped cross-legged on the floor, closest to the strangers. If anyone panicked again, he would be near enough to intervene.

      Despite the boy’s absolutely black skin, his cautious eyes were a brilliant pale blue. As everyone sat, his shoulders relaxed slightly. His little friend, now huddled at his side instead of under his chin, was blue from head to foot and had blue-feathered wings, matching blue hair, and navy blue eyes. She was only a foot high, but obviously a living creature rather than a doll or mechanical device. Both of them had many frizzy braids coming undone. And both were dirty and smelly and shaking.

      It wasn’t that cold in here, despite the air conditioning. Ian could understand a tiny fairy being afraid, but why would a werewolf fear normal humans with unimpressive teeth and nails? Maybe it was because of his broken leg.

      The rising sun lit the window of the hotel room, and the werewolf pulled open the curtain enough to see outside. His eyes grew wide, and he said something to his blue friend in a shocked voice. Both of them hunched as he jerked the curtain closed again.

      “It’s the full moon,” Nikos muttered.

      He’d been a Greek exchange student in Alex­an­dria’s high school before he invited them to come with him when he left for college, since they no longer had a home and Alex­an­dria was his best friend. Not that Ian cared. He’d rather be with Nikos than with Dad, who didn’t love Ian anymore. And Nikos never yelled at him like Dad did.

      “Werewolf,” Alex­an­dria repeated.

      “But the moon is still up, and he’s a boy,” Ian said. “Doesn’t that mean he isn’t a werewolf?”

      Mom leaned sideways and peeked behind the curtain. “He’s right. The full moon is up.”

      Alex­an­dria threw out her hands. “Then what is he? And where did he come from? Why is he hiding from the moon if it doesn’t make him shift?”

      “Wait,” Ian said. “What if he came from that asteroid on the moon? You know, the one NASA said crashed? What if it was actually a spaceship that landed?”

      His sister had obsessively followed the NASA reports on the peculiar asteroid for the last nine months, though unlike Dad, she steadfastly denied the theories of aliens.

      “You’re kidding me,” Alex­an­dria said. “You think we have a space werewolf? What kind of crazy idea is that?”

      “Maybe?” Ian said. “You said there aren’t any Earth werewolves. Nobody has ever seen a real werewolf, right? So maybe they’re new. If they’re new, they had to get here somehow. And what else is new and peculiar? The asteroid. You know it was traveling oddly, and the scientists haven’t discovered why yet, so maybe it was a spaceship instead of another ʻOumuamua. And if he’s worried about the moon, maybe it’s because he knows something about it that we don’t, like a spaceship sitting there.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Alex­an­dria said.

      “If myths are real, why not aliens?” It made perfect sense for the crazy situation.

      Alex­an­dria threw her hands into the air.

      He smirked at winning a point in their argument, then hopped to his feet and pulled the curtain open a crack. He pointed to the werewolf, then the moon, then back to Earth.

      “Are you from there?” he asked.

      The boy indicated himself and his friend, then drew an imaginary line from the moon to the hotel. Imagine Dad being right about aliens — or anything, for once.

      Alex­an­dria rubbed her hands through her hair, making her bed-head worse. “I suppose that explains how we have a mythological creature — two myths — in our hotel room. They’re new to Earth.”

      “It doesn’t explain why we have myths of real creatures,” Nikos murmured.

      He flexed his fingers as if eager to dig into the mystery, which made sense for someone planning on a mythology major.

      “We can ask him later,” Ian said, “after we have a common language.”

      A thrill rushed through him at the thought of learning a new language that no one else knew.

      “You’re assuming we’ll be together long enough to learn a common language,” his sister retorted.

      The werewolf had said nothing since his first words, but he watched each person as they spoke. The blue fairy still huddled at his side, mostly hidden behind his arm.

      “What are we supposed to do with a werewolf?” Nikos asked. “Call the police?”

      “You can’t give my dog to the cops,” Ian protested.

      He’d wanted a dog forever, but Dad had said no. Now Dad was out of their lives, and Ian had lucked into a dog, and he wasn’t giving him up.

      Mom sighed. “Ian, he can’t possibly be your dog. Look at him. He’s a person.”

      “But not human,” Alex­an­dria pointed out. “His palms and soles are also black, and his fingernails look halfway to claws.”

      “And his facial proportions are wrong,” Nikos said with the authority of an art student.

      “He’s injured, anyway,” Mom said. “The hospital seems more appropriate than the police. They can treat his broken leg.”

      “The hospital would definitely notice he isn’t human,” Ian said. “They’d call the cops!”

      He wrinkled his nose, trying to remember if he’d read about how to set a broken bone. Not something he wanted to try by himself, but what choice did they have?

      “That’s not our problem,” his sister said. “The police can handle this better. Or NASA, or the military, or just about anybody.”

      “Aren’t you curious?” Mom asked. “Why did they leave the moon? How did they get here? Are they alone?”

      Alex­an­dria groaned. “Is there an army of werewolves roaming Earth now?”

      To head off that question before his sister panicked, Ian turned to the strangers and pointed two fingers at them. “Are you alone?” He unfolded the rest of his fingers and wiggled them. “Are there more of you?” He pretended to look for others around the room and out the window.

      The werewolf held up two fingers and pointed downward. He wiggled both hands several times and pointed to the moon.

      “So maybe only the two of them here,” Nikos said, “but more in their spaceship on the moon. Are they scouts? Or, since they seem afraid of being seen, are they runaways? Hunted?”

      “If they’re being hunted by something worse than a werewolf,” Alex­an­dria said, “we’d better not get in the way! Our own problems are bad enough without involving ourselves in a monster hunt. The police can investigate those questions.”

      Ian folded his arms. They were ganging up on him. “You can’t let the police take my dog.”

      Mom rubbed her forehead. “Ian, stop calling him your dog.”

      Ian scowled. “Well, it’s not fair to abandon people, either. What would your Diplomacy Club think, Alex­an­dria? Didn’t you swear to treat aliens with kindness and consideration and not ruin everything like the movies always do?”

      He’d sat in the back of the room for enough of her after-school meetings to already know the answer.

      Alex­an­dria rolled her eyes. “It was all hypothetical, because aliens don’t exist.” She looked at their visitors still shivering in the chair and groaned. “Fine, we can talk to them before we go to the hospital. But I’m not making any promises for later!”

      Good enough. Ian would keep wearing down her worries until he had her convinced.

      “Where do we start?” Nikos asked.

      “With an introduction, of course.” Ian beamed at the alien boy, who smiled back, revealing teeth too sharp for human though less fanged than a dog’s.

      “I’m Ian.” Ian touched his chest. “Eee-unn.”

      “Ian.” The boy inclined his upper body in an awkward half-bow.

      Ian pointed to his new older brother and used his shortest name. “Nik.”

      “Nik?” The werewolf’s eyebrows shot up, and he babbled something to his friend, who shook her head and scolded him. He laughed, poked her belly softly, and repeated, “Nik.” He bowed again, with a huge grin.

      “Alex.” Ian pointed to his sister.

      She folded her arms. “Alex­an­dria.”

      “Shorter is easier to remember.” Ian knew she hated her nickname, especially with her memories of Dad, but five syllables were a lot.

      “Alex­an­dria.” She scowled at him, and her hazel eyes brightened to sage green.

      Okay, it wasn’t worth a fight. “Alex­an­dria,” he repeated slowly.

      The werewolf’s eyes widened, and he murmured something to his companion. His bow was much deeper this time, and he very carefully pronounced, “Alex­an­dria.”

      Ian pointed at Mom, then paused. What should he say? Mom or Mama, like the rest of them called her? Or Helen? Or Mrs. Fitch? Um, no, with the divorce final, it would be Ms. Ellison.

      “Helen.” Mom touched her chest and copied the werewolf’s half-bow.

      The boy bowed again. “Helen.”

      Ian reached toward the strangers. “You?”

      The werewolf put a finger on the blue girl’s head. “Miknon.”

      She swatted at him and said something that sounded like a protest, and he talked back for a minute. When she folded her arms and glared, he shrugged his shoulders.

      He touched his bare chest and said, “Gil.”

      “Gill, like a fish?” Nikos asked.

      “Gilbert?” Ian guessed.

      “Gilmore Wolves?” Alex­an­dria’s voice squeaked, and she slapped a hand over her mouth to hide a giggle.

      “Is there no wolf in Gilead?” Mom misquoted from the Bible, the corner of her mouth twitching.

      “Gil-galad was a werewolf king,” Nikos recited, perhaps because Gil’s ears were pointed like mythical elves.

      Ian bit his lip to keep from laughing. What would Tolkien have said about a real werewolf?

      “Calm down.” Mom took a deep breath. “It’s a coincidence that his name sounds English.”

      “Before we take him to the hospital,” Alex­an­dria said, “can we put him in some clothes?” Her cheeks were still pink, though no longer scarlet.

      “I suppose he could borrow some of mine,” Nikos said, “but he’s taller and thinner. I’m not sure my pants would stay up, and what about his broken leg?”

      “He’s too thin,” Mom said. “Look at his ribs.”

      Ian bit his lip again. Every one of Gil’s ribs stood out starkly, as did his cheekbones. Every bone, in fact, could be traced easily. Though Miknon was covered by a tight shirt and ruffled skirt, her arms and face seemed as thin as his. They looked three-quarters starved.

      Alex­an­dria waved her hands. “Okay, since he isn’t howling about his leg, we can at least feed him first. Who knows how long the hospital would make him wait to eat. Nikos, go get the food crate from the truck, please.”

      Ian cheered internally. Alex­an­dria never could resist solving problems, and she had a kind heart under her worries. Sooner or later, she’d see his idea was best. Um, somehow.

      Mom headed for the little hotel fridge. “When I emptied the cooler last night, I noticed you boys finished the meat and cheese, but we can feed Gil and Miknon cereal, fruit, and PB&J sandwiches.”

      Nikos saluted ironically and exited the room. He returned in a minute with an empty plastic crate.

      “All the food is gone.” He tipped the crate to show empty, shredded packaging.

      Everyone turned to stare at their unexpected guests, who looked at the empty crate and ducked their heads as if they expected blows.

      “If we can’t feed them,” Nikos asked, “should we take them to the hospital the way they are? They seem peaceful enough.”

      “You promised we could talk to him first,” Ian protested.

      Alex­an­dria groaned and hopped to her feet. “Okay, so we need more food. And if we have to go out, we might as well buy him an outfit that will actually fit. I think Nikos would appreciate not putting that stink in his clothes, and we can’t take him to the hospital in the hotel’s towel. Mom, you come with me so we can move faster and find cheap stuff.”

      “We’re babysitting aliens?” Nikos asked. “What if they attack?”

      She raised an eyebrow and pursed her lips. “If his leg is really broken, I don’t think he’s a danger unless the stink kills you. And who do you want to be here if he does attack: you or Mom?”

      Nikos narrowed his eyes at her. “I see your point.”

      Ian ignored their arguing, because his dog was nice and wouldn’t attack anyone. And what if he could improve the stink? Maybe Mom would let him keep his dog then.

      “I’ll put the crate back.” He snatched the crate and keys from Nikos and darted from the room.

      After throwing the crate into the back of the truck, he grabbed the collapsible stool from the back seat and hurried back inside. He hid the stool under the table and returned the keys to Nikos.

      His sister was still staring at Gil and Miknon. “What size do you think Gil wears?” Alex­an­dria asked.

      “I have a measuring tape in my purse.” Mom found it and slowly approached Gil, then let her arms sag. “How do I tell him what I want to do?”

      “Here,” Ian said, “measure me.”

      He raised his arms and stood still while Mom held the tape measure across his shoulders and arms and around his waist. Alex­an­dria took notes to demonstrate the reason for the process.

      Mom knelt to measure Ian’s inseam, then paused and grimaced at Gil. “I don’t think…”

      Alex­an­dria turned pink again. “No way.”

      “Get shorts,” Nikos said. “It’s definitely warm enough, and then the length doesn’t matter.”

      “Good idea. They’ll be easier to get over his broken leg, too.” Mom approached Gil again, tape measure held in front of her.

      Gil looked from her to Ian, who nodded vigorously.

      “It’s okay.” Ian held out his arms again to show the measuring position. “Okay.”

      “Ohkae.” Gil raised his arms.

      He held still while Mom measured him, but Miknon flew crookedly out of reach. Once Alex­an­dria had the figures in her notebook, she and Mom changed clothes in the bathroom and headed for the door.

      Alex­an­dria glared at Ian and pointed a threatening finger. “Just keep them out of trouble.”

      He smiled back innocently. As soon as she closed the door, he whirled on Nikos. “They do stink, but we can give them a bath. Then the ladies won’t be so mad.”

      “Oh, no,” Nikos said. “I’m not bathing a stranger, especially one with claws. And he can’t even stand.”

      “We can’t leave them like that,” Ian said. “The hospital can’t set his leg when it’s so filthy. I got the folding stool from the truck so he can sit in the shower.”

      “And if he doesn’t like the water, he can bite off my face,” Nikos said.

      “I’ll do it,” Ian volunteered. “He’s my dog.”

      “He’s not—” Nikos pinched the bridge of his nose. “He’s not your dog.”

      “Oh, come on,” Ian begged. “Would you like to be that dirty?”

      Nikos grunted and disappeared into the small hotel bathroom. He emerged a minute later with a stack of towels.

      “Spread several of these on the bed, please.” Rubbing his chin, he examined their guests. “I suggest we start with Gil. If we’re lucky, he can explain to his friend, yes?”

      “Yes.” Ian felt his ears getting hot. He definitely didn’t want to try bathing a girl, even if she was only doll size. Although that brought up another problem. “But we can’t put Miknon in the shower.”

      “No,” Nikos said, “I was thinking of the bathroom sink.”

      “Ah, yes,” Ian agreed. “Just her size.”

      He ducked into the bathroom and checked Nikos’s preparations. He had put the stool in the shower and unfolded a towel by the sink. Ian put a washcloth and the hotel sample shampoo on the floor of the shower.

      He returned to the bedroom and found Nikos and Gil staring at each other. The way the werewolf was shifting position made him think of something else.

      “Uh, Nikos? What about the toilet?”

      Nikos winced. “We stick him on it and hope he figures it out, I guess.”

      Ian grimaced. “Are we ready to start?”

      “No,” Nikos said, “but if we aren’t finished by the time Alex­an­dria returns, we’ll be in trouble.”

      Big trouble, and his sister always knew how to make him sorry.

      Both boys took a deep breath and approached the werewolf. This had better change Alex­an­dria’s mind about keeping the aliens, because if they left, Ian wouldn’t have a dog or a new language to learn!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          In Which the Enemy Doesn’t Drown Them

        

      

    

    
      Day after landing, Ki

      

      As the two Ki natives approached with grim looks on their faces, Miknon flew farther away to give Gil room to maneuver. With two of the enemy gone, the odds of escape were a little better. If only Gil’s leg weren’t broken. At least the tall one with the stonegazer’s eyes was gone, but they didn’t know exactly what magic the rest of them could do.

      But her brother didn’t move. He didn’t shift to wolf, didn’t raise his hands. He just watched.

      “Gil,” she protested, “don’t let the enemy take you without a fight.”

      “We don’t know if they’re enemies,” he said. “They might be allies, and we desperately need friends. Look, the child is talking to us, not threatening.”

      And indeed, the aliens had stopped a few steps away, and the little one named Ian was babbling frantically, gesturing and pointing. None of it made any sense, of course, and Gil might be completely wrong about their intent.

      Finally, Ian stopped talking and looked helplessly at the big one. Nik shrugged and slowly stepped closer. A blue-eye emblem hung on a chain around his neck, like the family crest Gil wore. Nik reached toward Gil, who didn’t move, hopeful idiot that he was. First, Nik touched Gil’s broken leg gently, gazing at his face. When her brother still did nothing, Nik scooped him into his arms and carried him toward a door in the far corner, carefully maneuvering around obstacles.

      “Don’t let them take you,” Miknon called after them. “They might torture you!”

      She slid down from the cold air-blower and crawled across the floor. The light coming through the window grew brighter, but she didn’t have time to see what magic was causing it.

      “I trust Nik.” Gil patted the alien’s shoulder.

      “It’s a coincidence he has the same name as Nikandros.” Miknon risked the entire name of the king’s secretary because the aliens didn’t speak their language. “It doesn’t mean you should trust him.”

      “We have to give them a chance,” Gil said.

      Miknon almost screamed. The prince had given him authority to try for peace, but right now, it felt a lot safer to let the fae attack instead.

      Ian turned and saw Miknon crawling. He crouched at her side, holding out his hands. She cringed away, and he froze, speaking quietly. He pointed toward the doorway and said her brother’s name in the middle of an incomprehensible river of words. Then he smiled and held out his hands again.

      And what choice did she have? He was dozens of times her size and could capture her anytime he liked. If she played along, could she find a way to escape later?

      “If he hurts me,” she shouted to Gil, “I will bite him.”

      “Fair enough,” her brother said as he disappeared through the door, which closed behind him.

      Was she too late to help Gil? Would touching the alien lead to her own peril? Maybe, but if her brother died, she would rather join him than face this strange world alone.

      Miknon sat on Ian’s hands and held her breath, but the alien merely closed his fingers halfway, not quite touching her, and tiptoed after Gil and Nik. He waited outside the door, talking all the while. A roar echoed, and Gil screamed.

      “Are you hurt?” Miknon yelled, lunging toward the door.

      Ian closed his hand a little more, keeping her from escaping but not hurting her. She grabbed the closest finger and prepared to bite it. Nobody was keeping her away from her brother.

      “Okay.” Gil shouted the Ki word. “I’m just surprised,” he continued in their own language.

      Miknon let go and waited. The door opened soon, revealing a small room that was all hard and shiny and blinding white. Gil sat right inside, on a tall table with a bucket built into it. The white cloth was loosely wrapped around him.

      He pointed to the corner of the room to a funny chair with a hole in it. “That’s a compost chair, and it’s very noisy.”

      Ian set Miknon on the near side of the bucket. The table was cold and smooth, and she tucked her flounced skirt under her legs for warmth. Nik pulled on shiny handles, and water flowed into the bucket.

      Ian wiggled his fingers in the water. “Wauter.”

      “Amazing,” Gil said. “The water tank must be built into the wall or in the next room.”

      Nik stuck his hands under the spigot, then rubbed a white rectangle between them. He put down the rectangle and rubbed his hands together, then showed them to Gil and Miknon. Suds covered his skin until he washed them off under the water.

      Ian pointed to the rectangle. “Sope.” He pointed to Nik, still rinsing his hands. “Waush.”

      “Ah,” Gil said. “They’re showing us how to cleanse.”

      “We know how to wash,” Miknon said.

      “We didn’t know how to access their water,” Gil clarified. “And we didn’t know the words. See, I told you they were friends.”

      Miknon looked down at her filthy skirt and bodice. “That would be nice.” Both the wash and the friends. But she still didn’t believe they were safe.

      Ian pointed to Gil, then to the “sope” and water. Obediently, Gil washed his hands. As he turned his hands to rinse them, Ian and Nik yelped.

      Nik took Gil’s hand, and Ian leaned around Miknon to see the cut across her brother’s palm. They had needed blood to stage their death when they snuck away from their ship, but the bandage was too filthy to leave on after their escape. The wound had scabbed over nicely, and now it was clean, so what was the problem? Washing it had only loosened the scabs a little.

      And did everyone believe they were dead? If they did, Mother and Ram must be heartbroken. But if their deception had failed, how long would it take the lords to come after them? She couldn’t see a happy ending to this escapade, no matter how she looked at it.

      The aliens chattered at each other, then Ian darted off. He came back with a black rectangle in his hands, which he tapped frantically for a minute.

      “Okay,” Ian said.

      Nik turned one handle and put Gil’s uninjured hand under the water. “Haut.”

      After a second, Gil yanked his hands back. “Ouch.”

      Nik turned the other handle, tested the water, then put Gil’s hand under. “Coled.”

      “Brr,” Gil said.

      Nik turned both handles, checked the water again, then had Gil feel it. “Waurm.”

      Gil smiled and nodded. “Got it. I’m not sure water temperature is the most vital vocabulary, but I suppose we have to start somewhere.”

      “And where did you want to start?” Miknon asked. “Please don’t kill me? I like that one.”

      Leaning on his good hand, Gil stretched across to pat her legs. “They haven’t hurt us yet. They haven’t taken advantage of my injury.” After a wince as he sat up and readjusted his leg, he turned back to Nik. “Okay.”

      Nik nodded and bent to look at Miknon. He pointed to the big room and made a shooing gesture. She folded her arms and shook her head. No way would she leave her brother alone with these strangers.

      Nik shrugged and picked up Gil again, but only walked a few steps to the glass compartment along one wall. After setting Gil on a small bench in the middle of the compartment, he again tried to shoo Miknon.

      He pointed to Gil. “Waush.”

      She leaned against the wall and glared at him. If they wanted him to wash, why did they take him away from the bucket? No, she wasn’t leaving her brother.

      Ian babbled something. She gave him her crankiest look and shook her head again.

      Nik shrugged and took the white cloth away from Gil. In its place, he dropped a much smaller cloth and one of the “sope” rectangles. Ian babbled again, but Miknon kept watching Gil. If this was the start of torture, she’d manage to fly. Even at her size, eyes made good targets.

      “Haut? Coled? Waurm?” Nik asked Gil, adjusting something up high then reaching for a handle on the wall.

      “Do they have two water spigots in the same room?” Gil asked. “They must be highborn to have such luxury. Worm. Worm-coled.”

      With a nod, Nik turned the handle. After a gurgle, water suddenly poured from a high spigot, hitting the wall and running down the shiny surface. With one hand in the water, Nik played with the handle. Finally, he reached up to move the spigot. Water poured over Gil, and he squeaked.

      Miknon rolled her knees, ready to fly to him.

      “Okay?” Ian called from the doorway.

      “Okay, okay,” Gil said. “Hey, Miknon, this actually feels pretty good.”

      Nik closed the glass door and shooed Miknon again. She stuck out her tongue at him and resumed her seat. He shrugged, leaning against another wall in a position where he could watch Gil from the corner of his eye without staring at him.

      Miknon spared a sideways gaze for Nik but spent most of her attention on her brother. After a little experimenting, Gil lathered up and used the small cloth to scrub off the accumulated dirt of conjunctions with little bathing due to water rationing, as well as the recent mess from their escape. Layers of dead skin peeled off with the dirt, so disgusting that Miknon was glad she hadn’t eaten recently.

      Gil carefully washed his broken leg, hissing as he ran his fingers down the bone. “I think it’s just cracked,” he called to Miknon.

      “You don’t know that, you idiot,” she responded. “And that’s bad enough, anyway.”

      “But it could be worse.”

      Didn’t anything worry her overly optimistic brother? It could still become worse.

      Gil knocked on the glass until Nik looked at him. Gil pointed to the soap, then to his hair, and raised his eyebrows. Nik shook his head and opened the door. He poured a thick cream from a little bottle into Gil’s good hand, then mimed rubbing it into his hair.

      Either the cream wasn’t as effective as the soap or Gil’s hair was hopeless, because he eventually shrugged and gave up. After he rinsed, he knocked on the door again, and when Nik looked at him, held up his arms.

      Grabbing the large white cloth again, Nik opened the door and turned off the water. He squeezed some of the water from Gil’s hair, then wrapped him in the cloth and carried him into the bigger room.

      When Ian offered another ride on his hands, Miknon accepted in order to be with her brother faster.

      The room was even brighter now, and the fabric hanging over the window glowed with light. None of the aliens looked at it, so it must be magic they expected, though she couldn’t tell what it was doing.

      Gil sat on the huge bed, drying his arms and hair with a second cloth. “I feel great,” he told Miknon. He turned to Nik, who was sitting in a chair by the big window. “Waush Miknon?”

      “Oh, I’ll be fine,” Miknon said, ignoring her itchy scalp and persistent stink.

      “Waush, okay,” Ian said.

      He darted into the small room and clattered around. He popped back and grinned at Miknon, offering his hands again. They hadn’t hurt Gil, only cleaned him. Her scalp itched again, and she wrinkled her nose at her own stench.

      “This was your stupid idea,” Miknon told Gil. “If this goes wrong, I’ll get you.”

      Patting instead of rubbing, Gil dried his broken leg, not quite managing to hide his winces. “You’ll be fine.”

      Reluctantly, Miknon let Ian carry her back to the shiny room. At least he was a child — she was pretty sure — instead of the more grown Nik. And she could bathe with her clothes on, cleaning everything at once. It would be a lot better than nothing.

      The bucket in the table had been filled halfway with warm water, soap sat on the edge, and a teeny cup overflowed with the hair cleansing cream. Several of the small cleansing cloths sat on the table, and one was already soaking in the water.

      Ian put her down and demonstrated how to push down the lever to drain the bucket. He backed out of the room, pulling the door with him. Apparently she would get more privacy than Gil had. Was that because she was a girl or because she didn’t need help with a broken leg? Either way, she would accept it.

      “Wait,” she said.

      Ian stopped and swallowed hard, eyes wide. He pulled the door nearly closed, peeking through the crack with a red face.

      She pointed to the hair cream and then to her feathers. “Can I use this on my wings?”

      He sighed in obvious relief, shrugged, and closed the door.

      Not helpful. Well, the extra weight she had on this world meant she needed to exercise her wings before she could fly much anyway, so she might as well get clean. Keeping one eye on the door to make sure it stayed closed, she hurried through a lovely warm bath. Like Gil, layers of skin came off with the dirt and the stink, turning the water a nasty color.

      She drained the bucket and refilled it, though she couldn’t figure out how to get the water as nicely warm. After unbraiding and washing her hair in the fresh water, she drained and filled the bucket a third time, and pulled her filthy clothes into the water, too.

      Ian had left a whole stack of the little white cloths, so she wrapped one around her hair and one around her body, then rolled up her skirt and bodice in a third.

      Now what? She couldn’t open the door, and her fists were too small to make an audible knock, even if she could reach the door. She was trapped in here.

      Don’t be ridiculous. They would surely check on her eventually, if only to pursue their own agenda. But why wait? She grabbed the now-empty bowl that had held the hair cream and used it to tap on the wall. In a minute, someone knocked on the door, then opened it the tiniest crack.

      “Miknon okay?” Ian asked.

      “Okay,” Miknon said.

      He opened the door slowly, then came in. After rinsing out the bucket and tiny bowl, he screwed the bowl onto a tube of something. Apparently it was some kind of lid. Well, it had been the right size. He glanced around the rest of the room, then pointed to the rolled-up cloth.

      She unrolled it enough to show what she had done, and his face lit up. He grabbed the roll, let her climb onto his hands, then carried both to the other room. She sat by Gil, who was struggling to comb his tangled hair. At least the aliens had a comb his size. On the ship, the fae washed and brushed their hair infrequently to avoid loose hairs floating around whenever the weight went off. The braids also helped contain the problem, but ever since the water restrictions, they had done little but pin the old braids tighter to their heads.

      For Gil and Miknon, the trip from the worldlet to Ki had been difficult enough to lose most of the pins and leave their braids in total chaos.

      “When you finish, will you brush my hair?” she asked.

      “Mmm-hm.” Gil yanked and winced.

      Ian attached something to the wall, and with a roar, air blew from it. He unrolled her clothes and aimed the blast at it, using a judicious finger to keep them from blowing away.

      Keeping an eye on the aliens, Miknon unwrapped her hair and tried to get out the worst of the tangles with her fingers. She slowly fanned her wings, trying to dry them.

      Ian flipped her clothes and blew air at the other side. The flounces on her skirt fluttered as if they were no longer soggy. A magic dryer? Did it work on things other than clothing?

      “Ian,” Miknon said, not sure if he would respond. He didn’t, but Nik glanced her way.

      “Ian,” he bellowed. Perhaps the blower was too noisy for the alien’s hearing, then.

      When Ian turned off the contrivance, Nik said something that started with her name.

      “Oh,” Ian said. “Miknon okay?”

      “Okay,” Miknon said. “Can that thing dry my feathers?” She pointed to the magic blower and then to her wings.

      Ian raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips. “Okay.”

      He moved her to the side of the bed closest to him, then turned on the blower again. It was quite noisy from this close. After holding his hand in front of the air with a considering look on his face, he slowly moved it to point at her. Hot air blew from it, instead of cold air like from the box on the wall. They had two kinds of air magic, then.

      “Ouch,” Miknon said. “Haut.”

      “Okay,” Ian said, and the heat and pressure lessened. “Okay?”

      “Okay.” She sat quietly and let the warmth soak into her feathers and bones. It even dried the cloth around her.

      Just as her wings dried, Gil gave up on his hair, tossing the comb to the bed in disgust. “It’s useless.”

      The door opened, revealing a world at least a dozen times brighter than the ship or the light on the old world that the ship mimicked. How could it possibly be so bright on the dark side of the world? How much magic did they have to squander it so much? Miknon ducked her head to shield her eyes, as did Gil beside her.

      The other two aliens entered, arms full of strangely shiny bags which they dropped onto the table and empty chair. When they spotted Gil and Miknon, the tall stonegazer’s eyebrows shot up, and she put her hands on her hips and started scolding.

      Uh oh, what had they done wrong? They had only obeyed Ian and Nik. Had they broken some bathing custom? What would their punishment be? Wings twitching, she scooted closer to Gil.

      Ian turned off the air-blower and argued back. The older one, Helen, raised her hands and stopped them both with a few words. She looked into several bags, then handed one to Nik and one to the stonegazer. Then she grabbed another and marched toward Gil. After dumping the contents onto the bed, she slowly reached for Gil’s injured hand, speaking softly.

      The trusting idiot handed it to her, a smile on his face. Miknon scooted under his arm to see better. How better to start torture than with an already weak point?

      The woman tilted Gil’s palm to the blinding light and squinted at it, then put it back on his knee. She opened several of the packages she had dumped onto the bed, squeezing cream onto a little pad. Then she took back his hand and covered the cut with the pad, pressing its edges. The magic made it stick in place, and she repeated the process with two more pads until the entire cut was covered.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” Gil assured Miknon. “I think she’s a healer, maybe.”

      “But she didn’t do anything except cover it,” Miknon said.

      Gil rubbed her head. “We’ll see, then, won’t we? At least it will stay cleaner.”

      At the table, Nik and the stonegazer opened packages and stacked food in layers. Miknon’s stomach growled, and she looked away. It wasn’t her food, and she didn’t know what they would ask in exchange.

      Helen dumped her healing supplies back into the bag and emptied another one. She held up clothing against Gil and nodded, dropping it at his side. Next was a small dress, but she frowned as she compared it to Miknon. It was about the right height but much too broad. The woman sighed and handed it to Miknon anyway.

      Cheerfully, Ian held up Miknon’s almost-dry clothing and turned the air blower back on.

      Nik said something, and Helen nodded. After turning off the air-blower, Ian joined them near the table. All the aliens crossed their arms and bowed their heads while the stonegazer talked for a minute. Then they passed food to each other, chattering and laughing.

      “I told you they would torture us,” Miknon whispered.

      She and Gil turned away, mouths watering. At least starvation was nothing new. They had survived it before and could survive it again. Starvation was better than poison, which they would have to suspect if they were fed.

      When they escaped these aliens, they could look for food. Somewhere. But how would they travel when their bones were still too fragile to support their weight, much less with Gil’s broken leg?
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