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            Prologue

          

          Wish on a Star

        

      

    

    
      May 5, 2021, Oahu, Hawaii, United States, Earth

      

      The mysteries of the universe shone in the sky. While the other teens and their adult chaperones took turns using the telescopes, Alex­an­dria Fitch flopped onto the sand and looked at the dark sky with her bare eyes. Above her, meteors fell from Aquarius, zipping between the stars as if they were late for dinner.

      “This was a great idea, Alex­an­dria,” Lindsay gushed as she took her turn after Ian. “So much more fun than cake decorating.”

      Chad scoffed. “You just like staying up late. My turn.”

      One by one, all the teens in their church group peeked at the meteor shower through Alex­an­dria’s telescope or the one borrowed from the library, then lined up for another turn.

      She’d seen it all many times before with her grandfather, so she stayed where she was. As the next star fell, she closed her eyes and wished for her perfect life to stay exactly the same. She had her family back together again, a clear sky of stars, and all her plans were on track.

      In the darkness, Ian lay on the sand and put his head onto her shoulder. Her twelve-year-old brother tended not to say much in the group, but at least he had come this time.

      “One of these days,” Alex­an­dria whispered to him, “I’ll get to explore space with an even bigger telescope.”

      “Yep,” Ian said.

      “Pan-STARRS has the biggest telescopes,” she said, “and they’re just three islands over, but who knows what will be available by the time I get through college.”

      “LS-whatever should be up in a few more years,” Ian agreed. “And James Webb before that.”

      Alex­an­dria laughed. “LSST. Have I been lecturing you too often?”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “Sorry?”

      Ian snorted. “No you’re not. But I’ll get even.”

      “Oh, no,” Alex­an­dria said with mock-horror. “Are you going to read ancient Greek to me again?”

      “Better believe it.”

      She chuckled, and they lay quietly under the stars until someone asked about the Institute for Astronomy. Alex­an­dria popped up to combat their ignorance, leaving Ian in the sand.

      “They’re doing a sky survey with two wide-field telescopes,” she explained. “They snap several pictures each hour, then use computers to look for differences that would mean a moving object.”

      “Like meteors?” Chad asked.

      “Sure, or asteroids, or space debris. There’s a lot of stuff out there. A lot of movement between pictures usually means fast or close.”

      “Yikes,” Lindsay said. “Like something that could hit Earth?”

      “Not likely,” Alex­an­dria assured her. “But if there’s any possibility, the info is sent to the Minor Planet Center, and Pan-STARRS keeps watching to identify the orbit. And not just the fast objects, either. Something that looks very slow might actually be a rock coming straight at Earth.”

      “Does that happen often?” said the new girl whose name she hadn’t caught. She’d ask someone on Sunday, if she didn’t figure it out before then.

      “When was the last time you heard the White House say you should worry?” Alex­an­dria asked.

      “Um, never?”

      “Yep, that’s about right. NASA and the president will tell everyone if they ever find a real problem.”

      She lay back on the beach, and Ian whispered, “Lecture mode activated. You’re getting Greek all day tomorrow.”

      “Hush, you, or I’ll tickle you.”

      Ian giggled but said nothing more, and they watched the meteors until the adults announced four a.m. and hurried them into the cars. Alex­an­dria was the last to get in because she had to pack up her telescope, and by the time she slid into the backseat with Ian, the other cars had left.

      In the front seat, Lindsay chatted with her mother.

      “Everything is perfect,” Alex­an­dria said softly to her brother. “Hawaii is fabulous, and I slayed freshman year.”

      Ian leaned against the window. “Mm-hm.”

      “I get to learn to drive, and Dad is home. How much better could it get?”

      “Mm.” Ian twitched.

      “Hey, don’t you have any faith in my driving?”

      “Haven’t seen it yet. You might be scary.” Ian paused for a long moment. “Does Dad seem different to you?”

      She sighed. “Mom says it will take a while for him to readjust from Afghanistan. Just be good and don’t make loud noises around him, okay?”

      “I’m always good,” Ian muttered.

      She reached across the empty middle seat and took his hand. “It will be okay.”

      Lindsay’s mom dropped them off and waited until they went inside. Alex­an­dria closed the door quietly and texted her mom. Home safe.

      She and Ian tiptoed down the hall to their bedrooms. She was asleep in minutes, dreaming of the stars.

      In the morning, Dad woke them much too early and dragged them out for fresh pancakes.

      “I’ve got great news,” he said briskly. “Here’s the syrup, Alex. Ian, stop poking your food.”

      Alex­an­dria smothered her pancakes with syrup, too tired to remind Dad again that she no longer liked the old nickname.

      “What news?” Mom asked. “Did I know about this?”

      Dad didn’t look at her. “Probate on my parents’ house finally went through.”

      “Oh, good,” Mom said. “The money from the sale should cover the college fund for both kids.”

      Mouth full, Alex­an­dria nodded. She only had three years left to go, and her babysitting money didn’t add up to much. If they set aside enough now, she could spend her time studying instead of working.

      Dad grunted. “Even better. I got a transfer to Colorado Springs, and we’re going to live in it.”

      Alex­an­dria dropped her fork. “No! Not again! You promised we’d stay here until I graduated high school.”

      If they moved, she’d have to make new friends again, and maybe she hadn’t taken the right classes for another school. She’d have to drive in the snow, and did Colorado Springs even have an observatory?

      Mom took a deep breath. “Honey, don’t you think we should talk about this first?”

      “It’s my house,” Dad said.

      Ian jerked upright. “If we’re getting a house, can we get a dog?”

      “I don’t want to move,” Alex­an­dria said. “What the⁠—”

      “No swearing,” Mom barked.

      “We’re going,” Dad said. “But no dog.”

      Ian slumped and poked at his pancakes again.

      Alex­an­dria pushed away her plate and ran for her room.

      So much for wishing on a star. Why did Dad have to ruin everything?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

          In Which Good News is Heard

        

      

    

    
      149 conjunctions after departure, New Kunisu, somewhere between constellations

      

      A low bell rang twice through the ship. Gil moved his brother’s arm and rolled out of bed, flipping in midair so his feet pointed toward the pale green that shone even in the dim light, then waited. In another moment, weight gradually returned, pulling him to the newly oriented floor.

      All around him on New Kunisu, hundreds of people did the same. The remaining sleepers grunted a little and pulled blankets over their ears. Only a few pixies glowed on the walls to show the way between the rows of bunks. The gentle whisper of giant wings flapping echoed from the roc or phoenix or gryphon on air circulation duty.

      Gil flexed his knees gently, testing his heavier body. When he was little, the ship had spent more time accelerating, so walking felt normal. Now the pilots pushed them only on alternate shifts, so weight would still strengthen bones and muscles and allow certain tasks to be accomplished more easily.

      And speaking of tasks, he only had four hours to clean and feed the animals, so he had better hurry. He used to work with the animals infrequently, like everybody else, except when he volunteered for extra shifts. But the old keeper didn’t like the job, so when Gil grew enough and still preferred it, the king’s secretary reassigned him permanently, and the housekeeper sang all his new duties into his mind. His family had been assigned berths on the third deck to be closer to his charges.

      He grabbed an apple from the barrel by the door and hurried through the crowd in the circular hall with the painted dark red sky above him. The inner wall was painted like Old Kunisu and its neighboring worlds. The female half of the Starry Lovers had been a lowborn seer, and the outer wall was painted with her vision of their new home — Ki — and the worlds that surrounded it. Pictures on the doors marked their purpose, since only the highborn could read. And a few select commoners, like Grand­sire and the secretary. Grand­sire had promised to teach Gil once they landed and could live apart from the lords.

      Once down the ramp to the zoo below, Gil wound through the crowd of workers waiting for him to unlock the door, greeting everyone.

      Zak pulled on his elbow, his pointed ears flushed bright green with excitement. “We’re only a few conjunctions from Ki,” the short gremlin whispered. “The fleet will slow more, so there will be more weighted shifts.”

      Gil nodded and squeezed the older boy’s shoulder. “I appreciate the time to plan.”

      As a navigation contriver, Zak frequently had useful gossip. In this case, the news meant Gil must start exercising the animals more to strengthen them for when they landed. Even the weight from the ship’s acceleration was less than their home world or the new colony, or so the adults all said. Gil had never known anything different, though he loved Grand­sire’s stories.

      Gil pulled off his necklace to access the key hung next to his silver family crest. “All right, I need half of you to clean and half to bring food and water or escort animals next door to graze. As soon as all the animals have eaten, we’ll walk them around.”

      He swung open the door and let everyone file through while he replaced the key around his neck.

      The noisy room was partitioned into cells just large enough for their occupants, who bleated or neighed or otherwise called for attention and food. Above the stalls, the walls and ceiling were lined with cupboards full of harnesses and tools strapped firmly into place.

      As Gil fed his apple core to the closest hydra, some of the workers tried to linger by the door or pretend they were busy, so Gil unstrapped shovels from the wall and handed them to the dawdlers.

      “Shovel the dung into the barrels,” he said, as he always did, pitching his voice to carry over the din, “and carry it across the hall to the compost heap.”

      Scraping the mess from the floor was a thousand times easier than collecting it while it floated in midair. Keeping it contained was the reason the room was always locked during weightless shifts.

      Larger fae started with the aisle floor while winged people attacked the cupboard doors with trowels and rags. One or two at a time, the animals were led out so their stalls could be cleaned. One team ferried grain, while a second carried buckets of water. Zak led a third crew taking animals through the back door into the garden to graze. He worked with Gil frequently enough to know some tasks by heart, even without a memory song.

      As each stall was cleaned and re-occupied, the proper food was added to each trough, and the noise level gradually diminished. Most of his workers ignored the animals, but Gil gave each one a pat or head rub along with a quick word. Occasionally, he nudged someone into work again.

      When he found a golden-haired highborn mocking a much shorter pukel, he sent both to opposite sides of the room. The pukel slipped away with relief evident on his face, and once safely out of reach, obediently returned to work.

      “At least that flying pest isn’t here,” the highborn muttered as she stomped off.

      “Miknon knows how to feed a unicorn without annoying it,” Gil said. “She’s a valuable help in the zoo.”

      In fact, his adopted sister worked with him often enough to be trusted supervising workers. Sadly, this was one of her sleep shifts.

      “Stupid pixie,” he thought he heard, but he chose to ignore it. Miknon wasn’t stupid.

      Like the other children raised on the ship, Gil was used to living in close quarters with fae of all kinds. The older generations, however, had lived in very different circumstances, both physical and social. Working side by side with those they considered their inferiors — even working instead of being served — was a difficult adjustment for the highborn fae. Or so Mother claimed. Gil thought other people were fascinating, and working was more fun than floating around doing nothing.

      He sent some of his more experienced workers to check hooves and assigned novices to brush coats and sweep up spilled grain. Finally, the basic chores were complete.

      “Everyone taller than my waist should choose an animal and walk them in the aisles,” Gil ordered, opening the closest cupboard of bridles. “Make a line and stay orderly.”

      He chose the crankiest kelpie and kept one hand in its black mane. “Come on, let’s walk.”

      The green kelpie neighed at him and tapped a hoof on the newly clean floor.

      “I know,” Gil said, “it hurts your feet. It will hurt more if you don’t get the exercise. Come on.”

      The kelpie snorted into Gil’s hair and started walking. With everyone helping, they got every animal up and down the aisle at least twice, then retrieved the grazers before the shift bell rang, once this time, for no change in weight. They tethered every beast and filed through the door.

      Gil waved at the animals and locked the door behind him. Fortunately, without sunlight to eat, the dragons slept for conjunctions at a time and needed little care. He dropped the key around his neck and headed to the third floor’s grain hold. For the next four hours, he would shelve crates or carry whatever his troll supervisor ordered. If nothing else, Grand­sire said lifting during a weighted shift was good exercise for his muscles and bones, and as the king’s best warrior, he should know.

      Everyone worked for two shifts and ate and visited for one, but the order varied, as did the number of sleeping shifts. He didn’t envy the king’s secretary and housekeeper keeping the schedule for all the different races on board. And though his next favorite task was unskilled labor in the garden where Mother worked, he didn’t mind lifting.

      As usual, he crossed paths with a friend, and the two of them chatted happily. Most supervisors didn’t mind talking as long as the work got done, and Gil always worked as hard as he played.

      The time passed quickly, and the double bell rang before he expected it. He strapped the last crate onto a shelf as his feet floated off the floor. With both of his work shifts finished, it was time to eat with his family. It would be the first time he had seen Grand­sire in a couple of days.

      Gil pushed off the wall, shoving again to build up speed. Lucky Miknon, who could always fly instead of only floating half the time. But as he reached the dining hall next door, a golden-haired highborn approached from the other direction. Behind him came more off-duty fae. No more flying, then.

      Gil tucked himself into a ball and rolled, grabbing for a safety bar. He pivoted around his grip, swinging until he crashed into the wall and bounced to a stop.

      What was a highborn doing on the third deck if he wasn’t on a duty rotation? Most of them lived on deck nine, though some overflowed onto seven and a few of lower rank chose housing with the commoners.

      The lord sniffed and tried to smooth his embroidered tunic, which did little good when the fabric drifted. Even the jewels along the hem couldn’t pull it down. The lord’s fancy hairstyle floated in odd gold waves, unlike Gil’s pinned braids.

      “You go first,” Gil offered, waving a hand toward the door.

      The lord’s eyes widened, and he turned up his nose. “Of course,” he said. “I merely stopped to remind you to keep one hand on the safety bar at all times. Be dignified, if such control is possible for a whelp like you, and have a care for your betters. If you had bumped into me, I would have a word with the king.” Without waiting for a response, he swept through the door.

      “Ooh, a word with the king,” Gil repeated. “I don’t suppose that word would be ‘fun.’ I bet he doesn’t know who my Grand­sire is.”

      A kobolos waiting to enter the dining hall shook her head, waggling her long ears. “Be careful, youngling. You don’t want to cross a lord. They have ways of getting even.”

      Gil tipped his head to the side and grinned. “They’re always telling me to settle down and be boring. I’m not worried.”

      “You should be, unless you like your lungs filled with water or your blood turned to fire.” She swam through the doorway.

      Such a doomsayer. Nobody knew how to enjoy themselves. Gil floated through an opening in the crowd, looking for his family. Mother and his brother and Grand­sire were already in line for the meal, almost to the front. Gil squeezed in beside them and hugged Mother.

      The room was filled with tables and chairs bolted to the floor, and the ceiling and walls were lined with straps attached to bars. With so many people on the ship, diners had to eat whether they had weight during that shift or not.

      “How many?” a bored huldrekin droned. He turned to grab the next box, revealing a hollow back and cow tail.

      Grand­sire looked at Gil, who nodded. Miknon would join them as soon as she shook off sleep. Her duty shifts came afterward, and if she ate with them, she didn’t have to settle for the scraps left at the end of the meal.

      “Four and a half,” Grand­sire said.

      The huldrekin grabbed three more boxes and a small bag and handed them to the head of the family.

      The four of them made their way to a corner and buckled straps around their waists to keep them still while they ate, then Grand­sire passed out the small boxes of fruits, vegetables, nuts, and mushrooms as Miknon fluttered through the crowd on rapid blue wings.

      “Greetings, Miknon,” Grand­sire said. Mouths full, Mother and Ram merely nodded.

      “Greetings,” Miknon replied. Instead of using a much-too-large strap, she anchored herself by holding on to Gil’s necklace, as usual.

      Grand­sire passed her the bag, which held the same foods in smaller quantities. Upon discovering the fruit of the day was a plum, Gil slipped it to Miknon, who loved them.

      “I saw that,” Mother said.

      Miknon quickly gobbled half the plum and handed the rest back to Gil. Reluctantly, Gil ate the nasty thing. He’d have to be sure Mother wasn’t watching next time. He slid the pit back into the box, closing it to keep the remains from drifting away.

      Ram chuckled and tapped Gil with a clawed nail. “Nice try, little brother.”

      Gil scowled at him. Ram was only two minutes older, but he never let his twin forget his seniority. And he always acted so perfect. His kilt was clean and unwrinkled, and his braids wrapped smoothly around his head. His pale blue eyes shone with mischief, though, and Gil thought of a million retorts.

      Instead of replying and starting a fight that Grand­sire would break up before it got interesting, Gil split his attention between his meal and the mural on the wall. Every room not filled with shelves or cupboards was painted with some kind of story. This room showed the evacuation treaty. Unsurprisingly, King Arishaka stood with his lords, flanked by his guards. Grand­sire looked ferocious behind the king, even though he wasn’t the tallest of the Companions.

      The remarkable part of the mural, compared to other paintings on the ship, was the number of common fae pictured. The king’s secretary was a pukel, chest-high to the sirin housekeeper with knee-length hair, next to an even shorter gnome and a sharp-eared female gremlin who bore a striking resemblance to Gil’s friend Zak. As she ought, since Zak was her grandson. Behind them was a long line of pilots and navigation contrivers of many races. Most of them were so important and protected that everyone knew their use-names, though politeness still dictated not using them.

      And in the background, a small, dark-haired girl stood with her back to the audience, staring at a picture of the colony world. Her raised hand held a paintbrush.

      “Look at all the heroes,” Gil said dreamily. “We’re so lucky most of them are on this ship with us.”

      “And the treaty has improved all our lives,” Ram said. “Praise the king.”

      Grand­sire snorted. “We did what we had to do. That doesn’t make us heroes.”

      Gil winked at him. Sure it did. Grand­sire was the biggest hero he knew.

      “I think it was luck,” Ram said. “What were the chances the gremlin would find a new way to fly a ship at the same time the mapmaker found a path?”

      “The gremlin is dead,” Gil said, “but we could ask the mapmaker, if we knew who she was. I don’t understand why the king has never revealed her identity.”

      Mother made a face. “Maybe she didn’t want to be famous.”

      “Maybe it was to keep her safe,” Grand­sire grumbled. “The highborn didn’t appreciate the treaty.”

      “Well, it would still be fun to know who she is,” Gil said. “This is my favorite story. Imagine how exciting it would have been to be there when everything was happening.”

      Grand­sire lightly cuffed him. “Excitement is not always good. Even now, our survival is uncertain.”

      “It would help if everyone would grow up and take our situation seriously,” Ram said with a significant look at Gil.

      Gil ignored him. Ram was always harping about responsibility. How could they be twins if Ram didn’t even know how to have fun?

      “But we’re alive now,” Gil said. “Do you think Old Kunisu is destroyed yet?”

      Mother turned her head away. “There’s no way to know how long it lasted after we left. Focus on the present instead of old stories.”

      “I still think it’s exciting that we’re following the Starry Lovers,” Gil said, ignoring Mother’s advice. “And Zak said we’re getting close. Imagine, soon we’ll be on a whole new world, with real grass under our feet, like the garden room, except we can walk on it. We can plant a new garden, twice as big as the entire ship.”

      Grand­sire laughed. “Much, much bigger.”

      Gil whistled. How could something be that big?

      “No more food rationing.” Ram crammed the last of his meal into his mouth.

      “You aren’t starving,” Mother said gently. “Nobody is starving.”

      But never quite full. Gil rubbed his belly thoughtfully. The older he got and the faster he grew, the less his meal ration seemed to be enough. And he never got enough to eat to be able to shapeshift. As soon as he grew old enough to control his shifting on purpose, Mother had made him stop. By now, he wasn’t entirely sure he remembered how.

      To distract himself from his belly and his confined shape, he daydreamed about flying over an impossibly endless expanse of grass.

      No, on the new world, he wouldn’t be able to fly. He would always have weight. How strange. Run, then. He could run over the grass while Miknon flew over his head.

      And trees. His gardener friends said they would plant hundreds of trees in the new world. Thousands, maybe. Would there be enough room for thousands?

      They would have to build new homes, of course. And they would spread out across the world instead of living altogether. They might be a whole league apart! Grand­sire could retire and let someone else protect the king so Gil’s family and all his friends would stay near him.

      And speaking of his friends…

      “I’ll be back in time for bed,” he promised Mother, then swam toward the closest friend he could see in the crowd.

      Miknon let go of his necklace and flapped her wings. “I’ll see you at work.”

      He waved and kept swimming. He only had a few hours to talk and play, and he intended to make the most of it.
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        * * *

      

      Gil arrived at the dormitory just as the shift bell rang. He swam to Mother and his brother and strapped himself with them into one of the many-layered bunks that lined the wall. Grand­sire had a work shift with the king this time, as he frequently did. Poor Grand­sire, alone so often.

      “Sleep well,” Mother murmured, already on the edge of sleep.

      Ram didn’t answer, but his snores rumbled in Gil’s ear. The room echoed softly with the sleepy breathing of hundreds of people.

      Gil smiled to himself and pulled the blanket to his chin. In four hours, he would be refreshed and ready for more fun. Always more fun.

      But sometime later, not long enough for a full rest, the emergency alarm clanged, all the notes in a discordant clash.

      The ship jerked, throwing Gil against his sleep restraints. He howled in pain and tried to steady himself. All around him, people cried out.

      “Ram, Gil.” Mother clutched them to her.

      “I’m fine,” Ram said breathlessly.

      Gil fumbled at the straps. “I have to check the animals.”

      The ship stopped shaking, and the alarm bell turned off. The all-clear sounded, so those assigned to emergency cleanup stations struggled from their beds while everyone else went back to sleep.

      By the time they crowded out the door into the hall, rumors were already flying.

      Something had hit the ship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

          New School

        

      

    

    
      August 16, 2021, Colorado Springs, United States of America, Earth

      

      Nikos shoved his sunglasses higher up his nose and bent to see his host mother through the car window. “Thank you, Mrs. Moss. I’ll catch the bus home.”

      He’d have caught it this morning if he’d been awake five minutes earlier. Stupid jet lag.

      “Oh, you’re welcome, dear. You remember which bus?” She smiled under her cloud of white hair.

      He patted his backpack. “I’ve got the schedule.”

      All the schedules, all the information. He rubbed his forehead. Stupid headache making it hard to remember anything. He would review his class schedule and the building map again to refresh his memory.

      “Okay, dear,” she said. “Have a nice day at school.”

      When he backed up, Mrs. Moss slowly pulled away from the curb and slipped into the line of departing cars.

      Nikos turned around and stared at the American high school in front of him. Students already streamed into the large brick building, chattering and laughing and hurrying along. As he should be, if he didn’t want to be late and disappoint his new school on the first day. Presumably, the front doors would lead to the office where he was to report. If not, he could ask a student. He straightened his collar and headed inside.

      The office was clearly labeled right inside the front door, and even through the crowd, it was no trouble to find. He went inside and stood at the back of the short line, listening to the frazzled secretary deal with students needing lunch tickets and locker combinations. Even with his sunglasses, the fluorescent lights were uncomfortably bright, and the American chatter was so different than Greek.

      Finally, it was his turn. “I’m Nikolaos Antonakis. I was told to report here before classes?”

      “Oh, yes! Our foreign exchange student. Welcome to Colorado.” She shuffled through a stack of papers, then sighed. “You were supposed to come in for school pictures last week.”

      “My apologies,” he said. “My flight was bumped several times because of Covid restrictions. I only arrived last night.”

      He rubbed his head again. Jet lag and too little sleep. His parents had driven him to the Heraklion airport early yesterday morning, but he’d been alone among strangers for three hours in Munich and two in Denver.

      “Well, you’ll have to do retakes next week so we can get your school ID. In the meantime, use this.” She handed him a paper printout with his name and student number. “Here’s your locker number and combo, and your school schedule.”

      He already had the schedule they’d emailed him, but he took everything. Better too much than to miss something he needed.

      A loud bell vibrated through the halls.

      “Better hurry to your first class,” the teacher warned.

      Nikos glanced at the schedule in his hand, which was at least more accessible than the one in his bag. Trigonometry, down the hall and around the corner.

      Only when he arrived, the room number didn’t match. His stomach roiled with nausea, and he took a deep breath to calm his nerves. Rubbing his head, he turned the map upside down and tried again.

      Just as he opened the door to the correct classroom, another bell rang.

      “You’re late, mister,” the teacher snapped. She stopped writing on the whiteboard long enough to glare at him.

      “I’m sorry. I won’t be again.” He’d memorize the school layout today, headache or not.

      “Well, hurry and take a seat.”

      Light streamed through the windows all along the far wall, and Nikos winced at the sun’s enthusiasm. A little more sleep would have made today easier. He found an empty desk in the back row and sat, tucking his backpack under his desk and turning his face away from the window. The front was better, but he could switch tomorrow.

      All around him, students whispered and chewed gum, blatantly disrespectful to their teacher.

      “Welcome, students,” the teacher drawled. “I’m Ms. Blackwell, and this is Trigonometry. If you are in the wrong class, you may leave now.” She looked around rather hopefully, but nobody left. “In my class, we have assigned seats, and I don’t want to hear complaining about it. When I call your name, come get a math book and then take your seat.”

      The first student called was assigned the front row next to the window. The second got the desk behind him. Nikos was third.

      “Nicholas Anton-akiss.”

      “Nikolaos Antonakis,” he corrected, raising his hand.

      “Just say ‘here.’” She pointed to the third row by the window, and he took a book from the pile and reluctantly moved into the bright light.

      As she continued the roll, Nikos tried to match names with faces, but she spoke quickly, and the sunlight dazzled his eyes, making it hard to see. If only his plane had gotten in a little earlier last night. By the time he called his parents to say he’d arrived, it was early morning for them. He tried shading his face, but it didn’t help much.

      Eventually, everyone was assigned seats. The girl two seats over from him squinted at him, almost a glare. She was tall and skinny, with her brown hair pulled up in a ponytail, and the overenthusiastic sunlight made her green eyes glow. He wavered a smile, then ignored her and concentrated on calming his stomach. He should have accepted Mrs. Moss’s offer of something to eat in the car on the way to school.

      “All right.” Ms. Blackwell clapped her hands. “Attention, please. Let’s start in chapter one.” She stopped and looked at Nikos. “Nicholas, take off your sunglasses. They aren’t allowed in class. And I’d better not see the rest of you with gum tomorrow. Now, chapter one.”

      She kept talking, and Nikos reluctantly took off his sunglasses and tucked them into his bag. When he sat up again, the sunlight hit him full in the face. His sleep-deprivation headache rebelled, and so did his empty stomach. With no warning, he vomited onto the shiny school floor.

      Students screamed, and Ms. Blackwell stopped lecturing. “Emilio, go find a janitor.”

      A young man bolted for the door while everyone else scooted away from Nikos.

      “Nicholas, you may go to the nurse’s office. And next time, don’t come to school when you’re sick.”

      He tried to explain on his way out, but his stomach swirled again, and he hurried for the exit. Throwing up on his teacher would be a terrible apology. As he turned to close the door behind himself, the skinny girl across from his seat marched to the teacher’s desk. She glared at him, then smiled at the teacher.

      Oh, great. Now his teacher and his fellow students hated him. With half-closed eyes and one hand on his stomach, he pulled out his map and headed for the office again. When he called his parents, maybe he would edit this story. Not lie, just omit a little. Like being tardy and sick and an embarrassment. They hadn’t been too confident of his plan in the first place, and he didn’t want to worry them.

      The nurse’s office was a small room off the main office, with a narrow cot and a couple of chairs and a locked cupboard on the wall. The nurse took his temperature and asked about symptoms.

      “No cough or sneeze?” she double-checked.

      “I’m fine,” Nikos mumbled. “I had a very long airplane flight yesterday, got to bed late, and woke up too late for breakfast. I just have a sleep-deprivation headache.”

      “Mmm.” The nurse gave him a knowing look. “I imagine nerves are no good on an empty stomach, either.”

      Nikos shrugged and tried to smile. He’d be fine once he learned his way around and mastered expectations.

      The nurse rummaged through a box and handed him a pudding cup. “Eat this, and you can take a nap on the cot. If you’re still nauseated, try one of these mint candies. I’ll write you a note for class when you get up.”

      She left, and Nikos ate the pudding in three bites, then popped a mint into his mouth and turned off the light. With no windows, the room was dark as soon as he closed the door. Within a minute, he was asleep.

      As expected, his headache was gone when he woke. Sleep was always the cure for exhaustion. He emerged from the back room and discovered he’d missed all his morning classes.

      “Don’t worry,” the secretary said, “we sent a note to all your teachers. Go ahead to lunch. Better luck for the rest of the day, eh?”

      He nodded ruefully and pulled out his map again. This time, he found his destination with little trouble, in part because half the school was streaming down the halls in the same direction.

      The cafeteria was noisy, extremely noisy, and he blessed the nurse for the end of his headache. Now all he needed was food in his empty and protesting stomach. By copying the other students, he managed to get his lunch successfully. Cheese pizza was an easy no, and there was little fresh fruit. He debated the hamburger before taking a chicken sandwich with carrots, fries, and applesauce. Greek food was definitely better, even if it wasn’t Mama’s cooking.

      He smothered a pang of homesickness and searched the tables for an empty place to sit. Apparently eating outside wasn’t common here, either.

      He approached a table, and someone shouted, “Don’t sit by me, vomit boy!”

      The other students erupted in raucous laughter, and Nikos sighed and turned aside. But the next two tables said the same thing, and he stood in the aisle with nowhere to go. Had he already ruined his reputation at this school?

      “Hey, Nikolaos,” a girl called.

      He turned in a circle until he saw her waving and smiling at him. Slowly, he approached. Why would a total stranger call to him or even know his name? Maybe it was a mistake, though she had pronounced his name correctly.

      Nikos slid his tray into the last empty spot at the table and waited to be told it was only a joke. All the students at this table were laughing and talking together, and though they didn’t greet him, they didn’t mock him or send him away. Taking advantage of the respite, Nikos gobbled his sandwich. Finally, his stomach stopped protesting. When he moved to his fries, the girl next to him turned.

      “I’m Alex­an­dria Fitch,” she said.

      The tall, skinny girl had brown hair in a ponytail, and he suddenly recognized her from Trig. But her face looked completely different with a smile instead of a scowl, and the eyes that had been green in the sunlight were now definitely hazel. She made introductions for everyone at the table, though Nikos couldn’t possibly remember everyone yet.

      “Now that you’ve had a chance to eat,” she said, “why don’t you tell all of us something about you?”

      “I’m Nikolaos Antonakis, exchange student from Crete,” he said.

      “Where’s Crete?” a boy whispered.

      “What’s something you’ve noticed that’s different here than from Greece?” Alex­an­dria subtly emphasized, winking at the boy who had asked.

      “The food,” Nikos admitted, diplomatically not mentioning his opinion of their diet. “And no mandatory military training. I knew about the compulsory schooling to age eighteen.”

      “When do Greeks stop school?” Alex­an­dria leaned on one elbow and focused her full attention on him.

      “Fifteen, if we don’t want to go to university, but most of us do.”

      The table erupted in exclamations, mostly “No way!” and “Lucky!”

      “Then why are you here?” the geographically challenged boy asked. “You look older than fifteen.”

      “I’m senior,” Nikos explained, “but I want to go to an American university.”

      He’d made all his plans based on that, including which visa to get, but it had taken him a full year to talk his parents into it. They’d had a fit when they realized how little they would get to see him for five years. Instead, he promised to faithfully call or email every week, and they were already planning to visit him next year.

      “Man, only if I get a sports scholarship,” the boy groaned.

      All the students started talking about their favorite sports teams, and Nikos concentrated on his vegetables. Alex­an­dria made a few laughing comments, then relaxed and listened.

      After waiting to make sure he wouldn’t be interrupting, Nikos leaned toward her. “Thank you for inviting me to your table,” he said softly. “I didn’t want to intrude into your group.”

      Alex­an­dria shrugged. “No worries; I met them today.”

      “Really?” Nikos glanced down the table. She knew all their names and interacted so comfortably, and she had just met them?

      “Sure. In the military, we make friends fast. If we wait, we lose out.” She stole one of his fries and wiggled her eyebrows at him.

      “Okay, but I have English next,” a girl blurted. Apparently the conversation had shifted.

      “Me, too,” someone else said.

      All up and down the table, students pulled out their schedules and started comparing.

      “American History next for me,” Nikos volunteered. “It’s junior class, apparently?”

      “Don’t feel bad.” Alex­an­dria huffed. “I’ve got Social Studies 9 because Hawaii does things differently.”

      “They’re making you take that as senior? They didn’t make me.” He paused. “But they did assign me to freshman Health.”

      She laughed. “I’m sure they had to choose what they thought was most important. I’m only a sophomore. They figure they have plenty of time to torture me.”

      He stared at her in confusion. “But you are in Trig with me? My apologies if I confused you with your older sister.”

      “Oh, no,” she said, “I’m in Trig. And my only sibling is a younger brother.”

      He tried again. “Trig as sophomore?”

      He and his parents had scoured the class requirements to make sure he was taking the best options, and he was sure Trig was normally taken by juniors and seniors.

      She frowned and glared at him, and her eyes lightened to a piercing sage green. “Yeah, so? My dad’s an engineer, and my grandpa’s a physicist.”

      And that was definitely the glare he recognized from Trig. “Okay, see you in math tomorrow?”

      She pulled his schedule closer. “Actually, I might see you during the last period. We have different PE classes, but they’re in the same gym.”

      The bell rang, and everyone grabbed their trays and headed for the door. Alex­an­dria dumped her garbage and pulled Nikos to the hallway.

      “Look,” she said in a low voice, “you don’t have to take my advice, but if you want to fit in more, ditch the fancy black shirt. It looks like a work uniform. Get jeans and either t-shirts or polos, in colors. And don’t button the collar. See you later.” And then she disappeared into the crowd.

      Nikos glanced at his pressed slacks and button-up shirt. Didn’t American schools use uniforms? At least he hadn’t vomited on himself. As he wound through the halls to his next class, he examined the other students, who wore jeans and casual shirts, just like in Greece. At least something was similar, even if the food wasn’t great.

      He slid into an empty desk before the bell rang. Might as well take his new friend’s advice, even if she was a bossy thing. Maybe Mr. or Mrs. Moss would take him shopping tonight. If not, he could at least unbutton his collar until the weekend. The teacher started taking roll, and Nikos sat up straight.

      American History and World Literature went quickly, with more time spent on assigning seats and handing out books than on learning, though the syllabi assured him that would change tomorrow. Sadly, with only seven minutes between the last bell and the bus for home, he wouldn’t have time to collect books and syllabi for his missed morning classes. He’d just have to make up the homework.

      For his last class, he stashed his backpack in his locker, finally, and made his way to the gymnasium. Yet again, most of the time was taken by introductions, rules, and distributing equipment, though in this case it was ugly uniforms in the school colors.

      Nikos did wave at Alex­an­dria across the main gymnasium before heading into the smaller weights room to learn about the different machines and hear the safety rules. He was familiar with it all from his personal weight-lifting, but he still listened. Considering how little the other students paid attention to the teacher, he wouldn’t be surprised if they hurt themselves during the semester.

      After class, he grabbed his backpack and dashed for the bus stop. The kids pushed and shoved their way on board, and Nikos let them go first. By the time he finally got on, there was only one place left.

      Alex­an­dria smiled and patted the seat. “I don’t bite, Nikolaos. Nice collar. What’s that around your neck?”

      Nikos fingered the blue eye he wore on a chain. “Protection against the evil eye.” Papa insisted he wear it all the time while he was gone, just in case.

      “Hmm,” Alex­an­dria said. “Want me to give you the trig homework?”

      “Yes, please.” Nikos flopped down as the bus took off. “And you can call me Nikos, or even Nik.”

      Alex­an­dria chuckled. “Gotcha. So, we’re taking the pretest in chapter one to make sure we’re all ready for the class.”

      She pulled out the book and showed him the page, and he dutifully wrote it down.

      “Too bad you aren’t in my other morning classes,” he said. “I’ll have ton of homework to make up tomorrow.”

      “Which ones?” she promptly asked.

      “Speech, Health, and German. Why?”

      She stood up. “Hey, everybody. I have a new student here who needs help. Does anybody know today’s homework for Speech, Health, and German…” She raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Three.” During his Munich layover, it had helped him order food and talk to other travelers.

      “Ooh, German III. Be nice and welcoming to the new guy, will ya? Anybody, anybody?”

      The students laughed.

      “Speech is a two-minute introduction of yourself,” someone shouted.

      “I can email you the health assignment and the pages you need to read,” a pretty girl offered, blushing.

      Alex­an­dria pumped her fist. “You’re all wonderful. How about German III? German, going once, going twice? Nope, no German.” She sat down and shrugged. “Sorry. Two out of three’s not bad. I imagine your German class will probably have the fewest students in the lot. Most kids take the required two years of language and then quit.”

      A note moved down the aisle until it landed in his lap with the email address for the girl with the health homework.

      Nikos tucked it into his pocket. “Well, you’re a lifesaver, anyway. One extra class of homework is bad enough. Four is not fun.”

      She winked at him. “No prob.”

      The bus squealed and stopped, and Nikos recognized his new neighborhood. A couple of kids stood, and he followed them. When he got off, he discovered Alex­an­dria was behind him.

      “See you tomorrow,” he said.

      She waved. “See ya.”

      He headed home, and her footsteps followed. At the corner, he turned. So did she.

      Nikos whirled. “Why are you following me?”

      “Uh, no. I live there.” She pointed past him. “The white house.”

      “What, really?”

      “Of course really. Why?”

      “I live there. In the yellow house.” He pointed at the house next to hers.

      Alex­an­dria burst into laughter and passed him. “Tomorrow, bus. I won’t be following you.”

      Nikos was still laughing when he walked in the door of his host home.

      “Did you have a nice day, then, dear?” Mrs. Moss offered him a fresh peach.

      “Thanks. Yes, I think I did.”

      “That’s good.” She smiled and returned to dinner preparations, and he headed to his room to do his homework.

      The next day, Nikos and Alex­an­dria sat together on the bus. With twenty minutes before classes started, she helped him find his other classrooms and collect his books.

      Firmly gripping his schedule instead of giving it back, she pointed to a certain line. “You missed advisory yesterday, too, so you probably don’t know that when they don’t have something to talk to us about, it works like a short study hall. Half an hour to work on German?”

      “Thank goodness,” he muttered in Greek.

      She raised an eyebrow at the foreign words, but didn’t ask for an interpretation. “Okay, off to Trig. I have something to show you.” She towed him down the hall, ignoring his questions.

      In the classroom, Ms. Blackwell was writing on the board, but only a few students had arrived.

      “Oh, good,” the teacher said. “Alex­andra, are you showing Nicholas his new seat?” She scowled a little at Nikos.

      “Yep, I’ve got it.” Alex­an­dria towed him to the back of the room. “Sorry, I think she will mispronounce your name all year. And mine. Nobody ever gets mine right, but you should tell people to call you Nik. It will be less miserable.”

      He sighed. “Yeah. What are we doing back here?”

      She pushed him into a seat in the darkest corner and plopped into the seat next to him.

      “This is your new desk!” She waved her hands over it as if it were the best present.

      Nikos pinched his nose. “Am I being banished because I threw up in class? Would it help if I apologize?”

      “No, silly,” she said. “I told Ms. Blackwell that being out of direct sunlight will reduce your migraines and thus prevent you from being sick again. Good idea, right? She said I should sit by you and make sure you’re okay.”

      “I don’t get migraines.” Nikos squinted at her in confusion.

      Alex­an­dria shook her head. “Duh. Killer headache, right? Nausea, light sensitivity, maybe some funny visual effects? Migraine!”

      “It wasn’t that bad,” he lied. “I just didn’t get enough sleep and didn’t eat breakfast, and maybe I was little nervous.” He held his fingers a millimeter apart.

      “Sure,” she agreed. “And what did the nurse do for you?”

      “Pudding, mint candy, and nap. That’s it. Sleep and food.”

      She nodded. “In the dark nurse’s office, right?”

      “Yes.”

      She raised her eyebrow. “Uh-huh. Totally a migraine, just like my little brother gets. He always has to take a nap in a dark room to feel better, even if he takes medicine.”

      Nikos pondered the idea. He did get a lot of headaches, though he always had an excuse for them. And they did frequently create a glare in his vision. He particularly wouldn’t mind not humiliating himself in front of fellow students or disrespecting his teachers.

      He sat back. “Then I guess dark corners will make me a better student, yeah?”

      The bell rang, and Ms. Blackwell called the class to order. The students swapped pretests to grade them, and Alex­an­dria got a perfect score. Nikos watched her all through class. Even when she didn’t raise her hand, she almost always knew the answer.

      After the end bell, he followed her to the hall. “Know what else would make me a better student? Good study partner. You interested, neighbor?”

      She raised her eyebrow. “Sure thing. See you at lunch?”

      “You bet.” He darted left and hurried to his next class.

      By the end of the day, he’d have the map memorized and be caught up on his homework. It would be easy after that, except for missing his parents. Next year, university.
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