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            Prologue

          

          In Which Father Moves In

        

      

    

    
      June 10, 2023

      Allentown, Pennsylvania, United States of America, Earth

      

      Zakiti pushed Father’s wheelchair up the ramp and into the tall building. Light shone from every window, illuminating the night.

      “This is my school, Father,” she said. “Mostly, the students live here, but there are some family rooms on the staff floor. I already picked one for us.”

      Us. Father was back. For nearly an Earth year, they’d been separated while she learned about their new world and he navigated the rest of the Fae spaceships from the asteroid belt to Earth. Now the fleet was landing around the world, and they could live together again. The extra suites would be filled by adult fae moving in for language lessons.

      “Mmm,” Father mumbled, looking around him with wide eyes.

      She couldn’t blame him; when she had first arrived, she had been equally stunned. She grinned and headed for the elevator, hitting the button for the third floor. Once she got Father settled, she needed to move her few belongings from the second floor, which housed the girls like the fourth floor did the boys. Gaby would need a new roommate, since Freya and Jin had both graduated. Even with two-thirds of the students and families gone and four-person rooms becoming two-person, the school still wouldn’t leave Gaby alone, since roommates improved the acquisition and practice of language.

      The earliest fae to land on Earth had been the youngest fae on the ship. With the addition of human students, the first Fae-Earth school was established, cross-teaching languages and culture. Now the initial graduates were serving as interpreters and ambassadors around the world.

      As the elevator bumped into motion, Father clutched the arms of the wheelchair.

      “Don’t worry,” Zak said. “The human contrivances are very reliable.”

      At least as long as Freya wasn’t touching them. That was a little unfair; her old roommate wasn’t the only fae whose magic interfered with human technology, just the one who seemed to have the most dramatic mishaps.

      “This is a contrivance?” Father asked. “Not magic?”

      “The humans claim they don’t have magic,” she said, “though some of their contrivances seem like it.”

      His room would seem like magic to him, too. The elevator dinged, and the doors opened. She pushed the wheelchair down the hall to the assigned suite and explained how everything worked. The closet and dressers for clothes the humans would help him get. The private hygiene room with bathing facilities, running water, and no compost smell. Lights that weren’t pixies and worked for anyone with a touch of a finger. The clear window that looked out at the city with its millions of non-magical lights.

      The suite had two small bedrooms, each with a single bed, dresser, and desk. No longer would she have to share a room.

      “Tomorrow,” Zak said, “I’ll show you the pool and physical therapy options, as well as the classroom where you’ll learn English.”

      “I don’t understand why we’re staying here.” Father kept his voice low, but his worry was clear.

      “The newcomers’ hotel is pretty full,” Zak said, “and I assumed you wanted to be with me.”

      Had their separation ruined their loving familiarity? Or did he think she no longer needed him?

      Father clutched her hand. “I do want to be with you. Why are you staying here?”

      “I’ll still be in school for a year or two,” she said, “and I’m helping with the ambassadors when I’m not in classes or working on my contrivances. It’s a lot more convenient to be on campus instead of needing a ride twice a day to and from another building.”

      Father sighed and tightened his grip on her fingers. “That’s not what I meant. Now that I’m here, why are you staying around the humans? You are meddling in affairs that don’t concern you. Why are you here in public instead of finding a safe retreat? And you are dressing like a girl where people can see you.”

      After a lifetime of fearing the highborn and sixteen years of hiding her gender to prevent her from being murdered like her grandmother, his concern was understandable. Reaching behind her to pull over a chair, Zak sat and patted his hand. “Things are different now, Father. We have new allies in the humans, and the lords will lose their power. On Earth, girls are as important as boys, and we can do any job we want. There are many female contrivers and female warriors.”

      Father snorted.

      “I can introduce you to some,” she offered.

      The school principal was a professional warrior when she wasn’t taking care of the school. Gaby’s mother wasn’t a contriver, but she was a scientist, which was close enough to hold interesting conversations. And Alex was both an impressive amateur warrior and a scientist-in-training who loved the stars.

      Zak patted his hand again, then pulled free and rummaged through the dresser for some nightclothes. “I showed you how to use the shower, and there’s already a chair and towels in there. Once you’re clean, I have a snack for you, and then we can go to bed and talk more in the morning.”

      After nearly a year in a small barge with limited water, a bath was definitely the first thing he needed. She had been breathing through her mouth to avoid some of his overpowering stench, but she was reaching her limits of tolerance. Had she smelled this bad when she landed? Ugh!

      And since food had been rationed on their spaceship for months before it reached Earth, and had surely been rationed on the barge while retrieving the rest of the fleet, a snack would soothe his stomach so he could sleep comfortably. Though he would eventually have to get used to the odd human food, she had selected only semi-familiar fruits for tonight.

      Tomorrow, there would be a tour of the school, an introduction to the human leaders, and the first of many lessons in Earth language and culture and technology. Well, not quite the first lesson, since she had talked to him about many things while she worked on the contrivance. But they hadn’t had a chance to discuss how much he had heard. She had so many things to show him!

      “Oh, we definitely need to talk,” Father said. “We need to make plans to leave here and find a safe place to live.”

      She took a deep breath and stepped into the bathroom to leave the pajamas on the counter. “I’m not leaving, Father. You helped with the journey here, which was the most important thing you could do to save our people. Now we must earn our home, and I can help with that. I want to make a difference in this world.”

      “You’re a girl,” Father said, “and a commoner. How can you make any difference?”

      She flinched. “I am a girl. I thought that didn’t matter to you.”

      He had trained her in navigation and contriving himself, and fought to have her accepted as an apprentice while she was still considered a child, regardless of being the fleet’s second-best navigator.

      “I didn’t mean—” Father slumped in his chair.

      Zak straightened her shoulders. “I want to help Gil and the others negotiate the treaty. I’m the closest thing to an expert for questions about technology — contrivances. I’m sure you can catch up in a few months — conjunctions.”

      She wasn’t one of the chosen ambassadors due to her age, but she was the most expert on the similarities and differences between human and fae technology. The fae had very few contrivances or contrivers, and she was currently the only one who could use both technologies together. Father would soon be the second one, hopefully.

      A year ago, she had never imagined English would be so natural that she would use Earth words instead of her native terms. A year ago, she talked to very few people and spent most of her time in isolation, hiding from possible encounters with the lords who would kill her for being a female contriver. A year ago, she was thinking of herself as a boy so even her thoughts wouldn’t betray her.

      So much had changed, and yet they still hadn’t accomplished their goal. Though the young ambassadors had spread across Earth, the treaty was still to come. So close, and yet too far.

      “We don’t need to stay here for you to teach me the alien contrivances,” Father said.

      “Until the treaty is signed,” Zak said, “we don’t have permission to wander off and choose a home. And most of the humans just found out about us a few days ago. They aren’t yet used to the idea, so random encounters are not safe.”

      In fact, their secret had come out a little early and a lot more dramatically than planned, thanks to a rebel.

      “There must be some way,” Father insisted. “If nothing else, we can hide from the humans as well as the lords.”

      Enough. She was done hiding. If he wouldn’t help her, she would help herself.

      Zak pushed the wheelchair to the bathroom doorway. “Go bathe, Father. I’m staying here. I want to learn more, and this is the best place for that. And I want to help with the treaty, and I enjoy being a girl. In fact, I think I will stay in Gaby’s room.”

      Gaby was willing to teach Zak to speak Spanish and French and to help her with math and science.

      “You can have this room to yourself,” she continued, “or choose a new roommate. Or if you want to change buildings, I’ll arrange it. If you stay here, I will see you every single day, and if you leave, I’ll visit frequently. But I’m living here.”

      She draped her arms around his neck from behind the chair, then dropped a kiss on his cheek. “Your snack is on the desk. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Zak!” Father struggled to move his chair, but it was stuck in the doorway.

      “And that reminds me,” Zak said, “I’m known as Zee here. I’ll send someone to help you move your chair after your shower.”

      There were plenty of strong arms available, and he clearly needed a little time to adjust. But she wouldn’t change her mind.

      Marching out, she shut the door behind her. She wasn’t the same person she had been on the spaceship, and she had no intention of hiding again. She had contrivances to create and achievements to reach. Father could help — she hoped he would — but with or without him, she had plans.
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          Reactions

        

      

    

    
      June 12, 2023

      

      After checking her phone for any text updates, Gabriela Ortiz clicked to the next social media post. Her family was coming to take her home for the summer, but they weren’t to the school yet, so she might as well keep working. Several TVs on the basement wall broadcast news — or drama — about the fae, one television per channel, while human students helped interpret for their fae classmates. Replays of Saturday’s landing ran almost constantly, with commentators analyzing every splash into the ocean and every emergence of the fae. More people monitored computers and tablets set on long tables. On Friday, the new ambassadors had departed for their posts in countries around the world. Those left behind were trying desperately to keep up with the flood of worldwide discussions.

      Ever since Alex and U.N. Fitch and several of the fae had gone on TV last Thursday to announce the existence of the fae and the imminent landing of the fleet, the internet, radio, and television had been going crazy. More people had watched the broadcast of the fleet’s beginning descent than had watched the Artemis launch. Apparently, aliens were more exciting than another moon mission.

      Sadly, no amateur telescope was strong enough to see the silver fae spaceship that was permanently parked on the moon. Like the ships still being emptied, it could not survive a trip through the atmosphere. But New Kunisu had been the first to arrive a year ago, and the last of its passengers had already landed.

      “Yeah, here’s another group,” Gaby said to the fae working with her. “This one is pro-fae, though there are some pretty funny ideas of what you can do.”

      “Like what?” Chantelle peered over her shoulder at the screen.

      Unlike Freya, the siren could touch technology without frying it, but she wasn’t very comfortable with computers. Or reading, since the elves kept that secret from the commoners to keep them in submission.

      “Carry willing people to a perfect land where they will live forever.” Gaby omitted the part about fae lovers, temporarily thankful for Chantelle’s poor reading skills.

      From the other side of the table, Tom snorted. “If we had a perfect land, why would we come here?”

      The naga was practicing his fighting skills, or maybe just exercising, though his motions looked vaguely like martial arts moves to Gaby’s inexperienced eyes.

      “I like Earth,” Gaby replied mildly.

      He stopped exercising and bowed. “Apologies. I did not mean to slight your world. It is simply not what we are used to.”

      “I understand,” Gaby said.

      Curiosity burned about the worlds the fae had left behind in their dash for safety, but their mutual vocabulary still lacked a lot, especially in more technical areas or where there were no real equivalents. She would have to stay curious for now.

      Gaby clicked on the next post. After reading it to herself, she moved on without repeating it aloud. She’d already learned the hard way that sharing the most antagonistic comments only upset the fae.

      Now that the ships that could travel through the atmosphere had all landed, the world continued to watch the unloading of the few remaining in orbit, though little could be seen until the barges reached lower airspace. At that point, who could blame them? The sight of dragon-pulled barges flying through the sky was like a fairy tale, even before they landed and released fae of every legendary type.

      Fae-identification had become a worldwide sport, with cultures competing to see who could first find mythological equivalents to the real fae. A few were surprisingly accurate, but most legends differed in at least one significant way. For instance, Chantelle was a siren with no mermaid tail who did not enthrall men or kill them. Her voice was mesmerizing, but her magic song helped others remember and learn. U.N.’s already rapid acquisition of Fae had doubled and tripled when Chantelle sang him vocabulary and grammar lessons. The fae healers were “vampires” who tasted blood to diagnose illness, not drank it by the pint. And the dragons didn’t breathe fire or eat people, being solar-powered and normally living in space.

      Some public responses were hugely supportive of the immigration — though not necessarily any more accurate than the one she’d just read to Chantelle — but others called for the equivalent of the Salem witch trials, with the fae at the stakes. Many countries had demonstrators marching for attention, frequently across the street from a group marching for the opposite viewpoint. “Send the fae back where they belong” faced “Fae lives matter” and “Pick me, I’m available.”

      Gaby wasn’t the only one monitoring the situation, of course. Not only were many of the students helping the fae, but the U.S. government had an entire new task force to squelch the worst rumors and track threats. Periodically, the watchers left the basement screens to bring notes to those tabulating statistics and marking problems to pass on to the government or the fae ambassadors.

      More quickly than the fae could read over her shoulder, Gaby clicked through the internet, scribbling her own notes to be passed on. Social media groups and blogs were as busy as the streets, with even more hypotheses flying around the world. Despite the broad coverage still going on, a fair number of people thought the fae were a hoax or a movie marketing stunt, and groups had already sprung up to try to discover filming locations and if extras were being hired.

      Others voted for various conspiracies ranging from “they were always here but hidden” to “mad science gone wrong” to “wiped the President’s mind and will conquer the world.” Since a psycho had tried to kill a fae last year and injured Alex in the process, everyone was taking the conspiracy theories seriously. The school security guards had stopped wearing civilian clothes and returned to their military dress to convince surprise visitors the campus was still off-limits. Only Ms. Maxwell, the military-assigned principal, maintained her frilly, feminine disguise to throw people off balance, including the patriarchal fae.

      Gaby’s phone buzzed, and a text popped up from Mamá.

      
        
          
            
              
        Almost there.

      

      

      

      

      

      “My family’s here,” Gaby said. She signed out and beckoned another student to take her place. Quickly, she forwarded the text to a preset group of her friends.

      “Say hello to your mother for us,” Chantelle said, and Tom nodded.

      Mamá had been the earliest science advisor to the fae, though many scientists were now involved.

      “Sure.” Gaby stuffed her phone into her pocket and raced for the stairs.

      Her bags were already packed and ready to go. Most of the other students going home for the summer had left last week, and she missed her family so much it hurt. They’d kept their promise to visit, but once a month was simply not enough. Those visits had all taken place off-campus, since the school was top secret until a few days ago. Ever since the announcement, she’d been fielding crazy texts from her big brothers. Now she could finally introduce all her brothers to her friends. Well, the ones who were still at school, anyway. Some had graduated and moved out.

      By the time she reached the lobby, her friends were pelting down the hall from every direction. Alex and U.N. raced each other, laughing despite Alex’s unfair height advantage. With Miknon flying above him, Gil bounced from the principal’s office and grabbed the wall to swing himself around the corner. Even Zee hurried her usual sedate pace. They screeched to a halt at the front door and waited for Gaby to go first.

      Gaby opened the door and peered through the rain until she saw the familiar van. Unable to wait longer, she dashed into the cool downpour, reaching the vehicle as it parked. Mamá jumped from the passenger side and squeezed Gaby hard enough to force the air from her lungs. The van doors all flew open to a loud chorus of greetings.

      “Everyone inside.” Mamá let go of Gaby with one hand so she could drag Ed toward the school.

      Mark took Gaby’s other hand, splashing through puddles as they hurried. Papá grabbed Bear and ran, ducking his head against the wet. The twins raced ahead of everyone and held open the doors. The whole family skidded inside, laughing and shaking out wet hair before burying Gaby in hugs.

      “I missed you,” Ed whispered, swinging Gaby’s hand.

      “I missed you more,” Bear shouted. He wiggled under Gaby’s arm and wrapped both arms around her waist.

      “Eh, who needs sisters?” Andy teased, reaching over Ed to rub Gaby’s head.

      “Not me.” Manny winked at Gaby.

      “Oh!” Mark glanced sideways and froze.

      Gaby turned to see what had caught his attention. Gil bounced on his toes and waved, smiling broadly enough to show his too-sharp teeth. So much for a subtle introduction.

      “These are my friends.” Gaby started with the easiest. “Alex will be a senior, like the twins.” She turned and pointed to each one, though they were similar enough to be frequently confused. “Andy and Manny.”

      Andres, the drama star, had the more recent haircut, and Armando, the sports enthusiast, was a little more muscular. Fortunately, the decision of introducing with nicknames versus real names was easily decided by fae culture. Her big brothers squared their shoulders and stood taller, quickly brushing their dark hair farther from their dark eyes.

      Alex grinned cheerfully and shook their hands. “Nice to meet you.”

      She was almost as tall as the twins, though considerably more slim, with light brown hair and hazel eyes. She moved like an athlete and had a black belt in judo.

      “U.N. is her brother,” Gaby continued. “He’s fourteen, so right between me and Mark, but he’s in my grade.” She pushed Marquez gently forward.

      Forehead wrinkled in thought, Mark shook hands with U.N. “Wait, how are you a sophomore?”

      “They made me do it,” U.N. said. “No worries.” His long blond bangs covered one gray eye, and his left hand held a ring frisbee instead of the usual book. As skinny as Alex, he was even a little shorter than Mark.

      “He’s in charge of the language program,” Gaby said.

      “Who is?” Papá asked. “Watch your antecedents, please.”

      “U.N. is.” Gaby raised her hands in a “what can you do?” gesture.

      “Really,” Mamá said. “He’s the best Fae interpreter we have.”

      “Fae.” Eduardo dragged out the word and stared at the other three in the hall. “Does that mean fairies?”

      “Sort of,” Gaby said. “Miknon is an actual fairy, or pixie. She’ll be a senior, too.”

      From Gil’s shoulder, Miknon waved, not offering to shake hands for the cultural reasons or because she was only a foot tall and handshakes could be dangerous. Pale blue skin and dark blue hair, eyes, and feathered wings contrasted with a pink blouse and pink and white flounced skirt.

      “Fae refers to other mythological creatures, too.” Gaby glanced at Zee and turned to Gil instead. Though a little scarier, he was a lot less patient and looked like he would explode with excitement at any moment. “Gil is a werewolf. No, he won’t bite you.”

      Despite the normal fae reluctance to touch, Gil thrust out his hand, grinning broadly. “Nice to meet you.”

      His light blue eyes shone brightly in his absolutely black face, and his pointed ears wiggled through his straight black hair cut human-style. Along with the side-slit skirt that approximated a traditional fae kilt, he wore sandals and a t-shirt Alex must have picked, since it had an astronomy joke on it. Mamá, already familiar with him, shook his hand and admired his shirt. It took Papá another moment to gather courage, but he finally held out his hand.

      Gil shook it gently. “You have raised your daughter well.”

      “Gracias,” Papá muttered weakly.

      “Me, too,” Bear demanded.

      Kneeling to be closer to the nine-year-old’s height, Gil offered his hand again. “What’s your name?”

      “Bear.” Bear giggled as he shook hands. “I mean, Bernardo. I’m not a real bear.”

      Gil nodded solemnly. “I see. That’s good to know. Bears are bigger than wolves.”

      Bear covered his mouth with both hands and giggled again. Whenever he finally outgrew his silliness, Gaby would miss it.

      While Gil stood, Gaby pulled Zee closer. “This is Zee. She’s a gremlin and specializes in technology and how it works with magic.”

      “Good morning,” Zee whispered.

      Her green ears turned orange, and her hand shook as she extended it. Gil touched her softly on the back, as supportive as always.

      “Are you my age?” Eduardo shook hands without prompting. “I’m eleven.”

      “I’m seventeen,” Zee said, “a little older than Gil.”

      They had held her birthday party last week, the first she’d ever had, and Gaby had to explain everything as they went. Skeptically, Ed examined her from head to toe. They were about the same height, though Zee’s features were more mature. Her green hair was braided around her head like Miknon’s, and her pointed ears were still a distressed orange. Unlike Gil, her ears did not wiggle. She wore ordinary jeans and sneakers and a feminine t-shirt.

      “So,” U.N. said, “anyone for a game of frisbee?”

      “In the rain?” Mamá protested.

      “In the basement gym,” U.N. explained.

      Since the school was an old hotel, the amenities were surprisingly good.

      “Yes!” The twins high-fived each other.

      “I have things to do.” Miknon waved and flew away. Hardly surprising, since a frisbee could knock her from the air and break every bone in her body.

      “I want to talk for a while,” Gaby said.

      Zee narrowed her eyes at Gil. “Are you going to trample me this time?”

      “No, I promise.” The werewolf bowed, one hand over his heart.

      Zee sniffed. “Okay.”

      She led the way to the stairs, with the Fitches and all of Gaby’s brothers following. Gil ducked into a room and emerged a minute later as a huge black wolf with a silver chain around his neck, bounding after the others with toenails clicking on the floor.

      “Wait,” Papá said. Too late. The wolf was already gone.

      “Don’t worry.” Mamá patted his arm. “He won’t hurt them. The legends are all wrong.”

      Papá whined like a steam-kettle but followed Gaby and Mamá to a room where they could visit. All three crowded onto the couch to be as close as possible.

      That was when Gaby finally realized one member of the family was missing. “Where’s Grand-mère?

      Mamá groaned. “She is not dealing well with the announcement of the fae.”

      “Either it is a hoax,” Papá quoted, “and everyone is stupid, or it is real and Gabrielle is a traitor.”

      The French version of Gaby’s name made the source immediately evident. Grand-mère thought she was a traitor? Gaby sucked in a breath and squeezed her eyes shut.

      Mamá elbowed him. “You didn’t have to say that.”

      “She deserves to know.” Papá stuck out his chin. “And I’m afraid it is worse than that.”

      “Worse?” Gaby croaked. “How can it be worse?”

      Putting her arm around Gaby, Mamá took a deep breath. “We don’t think you should come home for the summer. Give Grand-mère a chance to calm down and get used to everything.”

      “Oh, no!” The tears could no longer be held back, and Gaby fumbled in her pocket for a clean tissue. She’d been waiting impatiently for months and frantically for the last week, and now she couldn’t breathe.

      “We hope she just needs some time,” Papá said. “But now that the secret is out, the family will visit more often.”

      Gaby scrubbed at her face. “It’s not the same.”

      “I know, cariña, I know.” He pulled her close and hummed softly, like he used to do at bedtime. “Lo siento.”

      It was all Grand-mère’s fault. Her fault Gaby had to go away to school in the first place, and now her fault she couldn’t go home again. Why did Grand-mère have to be so mean?

      Her parents let her cry until she stopped on her own, then asked for a tour. In the basement, they gathered the boys and dragged them upstairs for lunch in the cafeteria. Alex sat across from Gaby and divided her time between devouring her lasagna and watching Gaby pick at her food.

      Mamá and Papá finished eating and left to talk to other adults and collect the boys. Gaby mashed her cake flat and wished it was Grand-mère.

      Alex folded her arms on the table. “Okay, spill it. What’s wrong?”

      Gaby pressed her lips together to hold back more tears. “I have to stay here all summer.”

      Because Grand-mère thought she was worthless, or worse.

      “Ah, I see. That’s rough.” Alex tilted her head sideways and narrowed her eyes. “Would it help if you had something to do?”

      “I’ve been helping in the newsroom,” Gaby said.

      “Yes,” Alex said, “but I have a special job for you, if you want. Since I’ll begin the summer session of college in a couple of weeks, that gives us barely enough time to start training you.”

      Gaby abandoned her fork in her smashed cake and leaned forward. “Okay, now I’m intrigued.”

      Alex winked. “Knew you would be. I’m sure you heard we have a host of new experts dropping in all the time to question the fae.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “That includes a new math and science expert.” Alex raised her eyebrows as if that explained everything.

      “Mamá has to go back to her real work tracking asteroids,” Gaby defended.

      “Yes, yes,” Alex said. “She has done an excellent job, and nobody thinks less of her. But the new scientist doesn’t speak any Fae and already tried to insist on shaking everyone’s hand at the first meeting.”

      “Oh, no,” Gaby said.

      Since a touch and a real name gave fae thought-mages the ability to read minds, the fae habitually went by nicknames and avoided touch. The commoners might settle for thinking the scientist rude, but the elves could take revenge in magical ways.

      “Right,” Alex agreed. “Bad news. So we really need someone appointed specifically to him. Our emphasis on languages so far has been on daily living, not math and hard science. Because you’ve been helping Zee, you know more math and tech words than any of us.”

      “Why don’t you ask Zee to do it?” Gaby asked. “Obviously, she knows more Fae than I do.”

      “But she knows less English,” Alex said, “and she doesn’t know much about Earth science. I have no objection to you getting Zee’s help, but you should be the main interpreter for this. Not only will you help the scientist, but we need someone to translate back into terms the fae can understand. What do you say?”

      “I’m no astronomer like you and Mamá,” Gaby said.

      Alex waved her hand. “Not necessary. You’ll be fine. You won’t have time to be bored, though there’s no such thing as too busy to miss your family. Sorry.” Her lips turned down briefly before she smiled again. “So, will you do it?”

      Gaby nodded. “You’re right; it’s better than being bored.”

      Alex reached across the table and collected Gaby’s tray. “Since your cake is dead, how about reviewing vocabulary right now?”

      “As soon as I say goodbye to my family.” Papá was already beckoning her from across the room.

      “I’ll be in Maxwell’s office.” Alex headed to drop off the trays.

      Gaby hurried toward her family with a lighter heart. Between more frequent visits and something important to do, maybe this summer wouldn’t be miserable.
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          In Which News is Mixed

        

      

    

    
      July 3, 2023

      

      Whistling cheerfully, Gil bounded up three flights of stairs and through the school halls. Humans waved at him, but most of the fae flinched as he passed. Fae music was magic, always and ever before, and thus suspicious no matter how many humans played it with no effect. But his older foster brother had taught him how to whistle, and Gil found it a perfect way to express his good mood. The ambassadors had been working on peace terms for three weeks, and more and more agreements were being reached. Success was around the corner, and then Gil could finally relax.

      The almost fifteen years of space travel to reach their new home had required nothing of him but his assigned chores, leaving plenty of time to play with his friends. But everything changed when the king died and the prince was nearly assassinated. At first, Gil just helped the prince survive, but when lords tried to execute Gil’s sister for spying, he had to save her. And as long as they were escaping to Earth, he was the fae’s only chance to negotiate for a home instead of having to fight for one.

      He’d spent three days traveling in a box barely larger than his body, two weeks struggling with vocabulary to establish basic safety and refugee status with aliens, and a year learning the language and culture necessary to make a treaty. Now almost all the fae had landed, and the responsibility wasn’t all on his shoulders. Gil could stop worrying about the tentative peace breaking apart. He added an extra bounce to his step and trill to his whistle before sliding to a stop at one of the translation rooms.

      Gil’s friend Nash was perched on a low table in front of the desk, since no chair would fit the little hydra well. The human student acting as his secretary-translator sat before the computer, rapidly typing as Nash spoke in a mix of English, Fae, and the Russian he learned from a roommate last year. Sometimes all at once, because nine heads meant he could make corrections without pausing. Now one head bobbed at Gil while the others divided their attention between the paper on the desk and the human typing.

      “Okay, that’s all for now,” Nash finished. “Come in, Gil.”

      Without being asked, the human tossed several fruits to Nash and poured water into a bowl on the desk. After nodding at Gil, he returned to the computer, reading emails and either replying or marking them to deal with later.

      Gil flopped in a chair. “Everything okay here, Nate?”

      Around humans, he always used the assigned nicknames as carefully as he stuck to use-names or titles among the fae. Names were power, and calling Nashuja by his full name in the presence of anyone else at all would destroy trustworthiness and friendship in a moment. Revealing a highborn’s true name was usually a death sentence. With any luck, that would eventually change on Earth, either naturally or by law, but until then, old habits were wise.

      But humans wanted names to use, so Shalla and Mak-swill had assigned names to most of the fae to avoid them freaking out about the scary humans knowing even their use-names.

      “We’re working on it,” Nash said. “Two and Abe are reporting riots in Japan.”

      Touji Kihara was the human side of the ambassador team for Japan, and Ashur, known as Abe Brown, was the fae half.

      “Everywhere is.” Gil sighed. “I suspect it will take a while for the humans to get used to us.”

      Nash stuck out half his tongues.

      “You’re here to calm everyone,” Gil said. “Tell them everything is okay.”

      “Oh, what a great idea.” Nash had learned human sarcasm as well as he had English and Russian.

      Gil laughed. “Okay, okay. Anything else you want me to report?”

      “Abe thinks maybe mind-touching is being used,” Nash said. “Humans are changing direction in the middle of a sentence and saying things they weren’t saying before.”

      “What does Two think about that?”

      Nash rippled a neck in his version of a shrug. “He says diplomacy makes humans rephrase sometimes.”

      “Hmm.” Gil swung his feet. “I’ll report it anyway. Anything else?”

      “Not yet,” Nash said ominously.

      They chatted for a few more minutes, then Gil headed to the next support team. As of yet, there were no interpreters for Arabic, Hindi, or any of the African languages. Well, not exactly. They had someone who spoke Hausa but had decided sending a troll among the humans would be too alarming. Without him in the field, there was no point to having an office for backup. Africa must make do with English and French speakers.

      Most of the ambassadors had nothing concrete to report, though they also felt nervous. The Mandarin team, however, had more bad news.

      The human student of the pair, unfamiliar to Gil, said, “Jin says the highborn are talking to Freya about squashing the ‘rebellions.’ We’re having trouble convincing them the humans are just talking.”

      “They aren’t blindly accepting what the highborn say,” Wes said. “You know how the lords feel about that.”

      In fact, Wes was one of the highborn who still hadn’t entirely conquered that attitude. As support staff, Gil and the others could monitor him, but nobody was willing to send him into the field. Freya had adjusted a little better and was partnered with her prior roommate, Jinyuan Chung.

      Wes’s coworker folded her arms. “Compliance isn’t really a human trait. Remember history class.”

      “It’s a fae trait,” Wes retorted.

      “Okay, stop it.” Gil forced his voice to remain calm despite his growing worry. “The humans are just expressing themselves. There’s no war. We have to expect a few weeds in the garden, but it will work out. Keep trying. And please try to work together.”

      The girl pursed her lips and furrowed her brows but said nothing. Wes sneered. Gil sighed and moved down to the third floor.

      The fae and human interpreters working on Portuguese, Spanish, French, and German were all fine and working hard, though they reported some of the newly landed highborn sending messages directly to them instead of going through the ambassadors. And some of the requests sounded a little suspicious.

      “If they aren’t going through the trained ambassadors,” Gil explained, “I expect to run into cultural and communication barriers. Inform the ambassadors so they can deal with it on that end, please.” He smiled as if not worried but added the problem to his mental list to report.

      On his way back to the stairs, he ran across a servant mopping the floors, back turned toward Gil. The glimpse of familiar white hair hit him like a blow. Gil backed around the corner and leaned against the wall. He sucked in a desperate breath and held it for a moment before letting it go.

      Gil no longer had a twin, and half his heart was missing. R— His bro— The traitor had been outcast, stricken from fae society for trying to incite war between humans and fae. Now a slave, he had no rights. His name was never to be mentioned, and he no longer belonged to any family.

      Gil squeezed his eyes shut against the burn of tears and concentrated on slow breaths. The chatter of voices echoed down the hall, then jolted silent when they drew near. In a moment, two fae rounded the corner. After looking over their shoulders, they returned to their conversation, but in whispers.

      Steeling himself, Gil peeled away from the wall and forced his feet to carry him around the corner. The pale-faced shifter was leaning on the mop, frowning and staring down the hall. A glowing thumbprint shone in the middle of his forehead, marking his banishment. Gil staggered past him, clenching his fists to avoid reaching out. The outcast flinched and turned his back, scrubbing at a spot on the floor. Unable to breathe, Gil kept walking until he entered the stairwell, then he collapsed on the steps and wept silent, hot tears, pressing his hands to his aching chest.

      If only he had stopped his br— the traitor faster, they might still be a family.

      The clatter of feet on the stairs made him jump up and scrub at his face. Head turned a little toward the wall, he hurried downward, passing the other people without looking at them.

      On the third floor, the first three offices were empty. Not surprising. As the king’s Companion, his chief warrior and bodyguard, Taras still spent much of his time either training or arranging for subtle protection for the disguised prince. The healer, Merodach, kept the fae healthy and helped them regain their strength after years in space. Mother, who had worked with the leaders starting when Grandsire was the king’s Companion, mostly worked with Alex­an­dria to help the new fae acclimate culturally to Earth.

      Gil poked his head into the next office, which held Shalla, the king’s housekeeper. On Earth, that apparently meant little more than cleaning, but she had run the king’s entire household, managing servants, inventories, schedules, training, and more. Besides the king’s secretary, she knew more about the king’s business than anyone. Those five were the leaders of the common fae and responsible for day-to-day operations for all the fae, including the highborn. The lords certainly couldn’t be bothered to do the hard work. Before the secretary landed, the other four had covered for Shar’s supposed death and passed on his decisions when they weren’t handling everything themselves.

      Shalla’s office whiteboard was blank, since her new reading skills were still rusty, but her memory was exemplary. With help to transcribe, she accomplished as much as anyone. And it seemed Gil’s younger foster brother was helping today.

      Ian looked up from his notebook and smiled. “Hey, Gil. What’s up?”

      Shalla looked at the ceiling, then shook her head with a grin at her misunderstanding.

      “Just checking on everyone,” Gil said.

      “We’re fine,” Shalla said in her quiet, musical voice.

      “Chantelle and I are just discussing a few things,” Ian said.

      “Then let me update you both at the same time.” Gil shut the door and quickly rehearsed the problems the translators had reported.

      Shalla closed her eyes and hummed softly while Ian typed the notes.

      “I’ll tell Nik,” Gil said, “but Tom, Miles, and Mother are gone, so you’ll want to talk later.”

      “Of course,” Shalla said. “I’ll let you know what we decide.”

      Ian checked his watch. “I’ll wait to email the translators until you have a plan. I’d better get moving. I have a stack of curriculum notes to deal with.”

      He was in charge of the entire language program, though not the political issues, and he was always busy. They rarely got time for a long game of frisbee nowadays.

      “Okay,” Gil said. He scanned the room, noting the usual pitcher of water and basket of snacks. After a year of short rations on the king’s spaceship — two years for the latecomers — the humans were being very careful to keep the fae well fed. Shalla had been on Earth for nearly a year and was no longer disturbingly thin. Fortunately, the rest of the fleet had avoided the disasters that caused starvation on New Kunisu, so most of the fae were landing in better condition, other than the unavoidable brittle bones and weak muscles.

      “I’ll see you at home, U.N.” Gil ruffled Ian’s hair, then headed to the next room, shutting the door as he entered.

      “Hey, Nik, Shaun. How do you fare?” he asked.

      This Nik was not human and not his foster brother. The duplicate short-name was a little confusing for everyone, but no one who knew his full name would dream of calling him Nikandros. In fact, most of the fae called him merely “the king’s secretary” instead of risking disrespect.

      The short pukel turned his wheelchair away from the wall-mounted whiteboard that was covered in Fae writing. “Greetings, Gil. We are almost ready to send our updates to the ambassadors.”

      “Excellent!” Gil said. “I’ll send in a translator as soon as I find one.”

      Though the king himself had taught Nik to read Fae, he spoke very little English so far and could read even less.

      Sharrukin raised a notebook. “I have the notes already translated. A typist will be sufficient.”

      “Even easier.” Gil winked at the prince, hiding his amusement at the role reversal. If Shar weren’t still in hiding, Nik would be his secretary. “But I’m afraid I have more work for you.”

      Yet again, he repeated what the translators upstairs had told him, adding that Shalla already knew and the other leaders were absent.

      Shar made a note. “We’ll talk to them. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about, but it’s a good idea to be aware of problems early.”

      “Do you need anything else?” Gil checked for snacks and saw both a basket of fruit and a covered dish that smelled of cinnamon and baked apples.

      Since Nik had only landed a few weeks ago, extra food was still vitally important. Every bone and angle showed through the pukel’s skin, and all his movements were careful and slow. Earth’s gravity would still be making him feel too heavy. The corner of the whiteboard listed appointments with the healer every other day.

      Shar compared his page of notes to the board and nodded. “We’re fine.”

      “You know,” Gil said slowly, “this could be easier.”

      “What could be easier?” Nik asked. “How?”

      Shar sighed. “Not this again.”

      Meeting his gaze, Gil shrugged but said nothing. He had been encouraging Shar to reveal himself for the past year.

      “If necessary,” Shar said, “I will claim my throne when I come of age. No one will accept me before then, so you might as well give democracy a chance first.”

      Gil rolled his eyes. “The lords aren’t fond of the concept. I still think you should tell them to behave. The commoners would support you.”

      Gripping the arms of his wheelchair, Nik looked from one to the other. After double-checking that the door was closed, he spoke in a whisper. “Prince, you cannot reveal yourself now. It isn’t safe yet.”

      Shar raised an eyebrow at Gil. Time after time, he had reminded Gil that until he became an adult, he wasn’t actually in charge. Gil shrugged again. Since Shar had promised to keep his father’s oaths, his reign still seemed like a better idea than leaving decisions to the lords.

      “Earth wants our king to sign the treaty,” Gil reminded them.

      “The treaty isn’t ready yet,” Shar said, “And they want any leader to sign. Someone else will do until I am of age.”

      “Do we want someone else?” Gil asked.

      “Perhaps the lords will see reason in time,” Shar said, “and I won’t have to force equality on them. I trust our people. Give them time to adjust to Earth, and maybe you won’t need me.”

      Gil snorted. “I doubt it. But Mother wouldn’t mind having no king. No offense intended, Sire, and she is always loyal. She merely favors no lords or rank at all.”

      “You say that as if I didn’t know,” Shar said. “Under the circumstances, I don’t know how you think that’s a surprise.”

      “What circumstances?” Gil asked.

      Mother had always been discreet on the spaceship, watching her tongue until they reached the new world. Or had Grandsire betrayed her opinions to the king?

      Crossing his arms, Shar raised an eyebrow again. “She didn’t tell you? How strange.”

      “Tell me what?” Gil narrowed his eyes at the prince, then glared at Nik, who pressed his lips together and bowed his head.

      “I assume she has her reasons for keeping her secret,” Shar said. “As she has faithfully kept mine, I will protect hers.”

      “But—” Gil protested.

      What kind of secret could Mother possibly have? They had been together every day on the spaceship, and he thought he knew everything about her. Except her life before they left the fae worlds. All he knew was that Father had been killed in the same incident that took Zak’s grandmother and Miknon’s parents. He had assumed that was why Mother didn’t talk about that time, but now it seemed she was hiding something else.

      The prince rose to his feet and opened the door. “If that is all, we must return to work.”

      The dismissal was clear. The discussion had ended. Gil bowed and returned to the hall. If he was seen, he would claim he had bowed to Nik, who deserved the respect for his responsibilities despite his lack of rank. Maybe Mother had the right idea. Could Gil convince the ambassadors to push for total equality? Would the highborn agree to surrender their rank as a cost of their new home?

      And what was Mother keeping secret from him?

      The questions almost overwhelmed his nagging worries about the reports upstairs.
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