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            Prologue

          

          First Day

        

      

    

    
      August 29, 2022, Allentown, Pennsylvania, United States of America, Earth

      

      The alarm rang shrilly, and Ian Fitch stuffed his pillow over his head to block the sound. Five a.m. was way too early.

      “Woof,” Gil said. The massive wolf stuck his nose under the pillow and licked Ian’s cheek.

      “Okay, okay.” Ian flipped the pillow onto the wolf and crawled out of bed.

      On the other side of the room, his new oldest brother Nikos was already heading out the door, clothes piled neatly in his arms. The private shower in the girls’ room came on, followed by the one in the hall.

      Ian sighed. “Not fair. By the time I get to shower, the water will be cold.”

      Gil shook his black fur, jingling the silver crest and the gold ring he wore on a fine chain around his neck. He shifted to boy and laughed. “Too slow.”

      He dressed quickly in his usual knee-length skirt and colorful t-shirt, merely finger-combing his straight black hair to cover his noticeably pointed ears. Getting him a proper haircut to fix the mess Nikos had made was still on the list of things to do, but the school barber had been busy with all the new students who needed trims even worse. After all, they couldn’t take aliens to a hair salon without blowing the secret of their existence.

      Once shod in sandals, since Mom refused to let Gil go barefoot, he grabbed his pink backpack and bounded carefully out of the room. Ever since his broken leg had healed and his bones had strengthened enough to lose the crutches a few days ago, he walked more like a rabbit than a wolf. Ian wasn’t sure if that was sheer bouncy personality or the remnant habit of half-G.

      Ian made a face and gathered his own clothes. He could bathe at night like Alex­an­dria, Miknon, and Gil did, but then he’d have to stop reading earlier. But… now that school was starting, Ian had swim class right after seminary. He had to shower after that anyway, so why bother now? And tomorrow he could sleep in another fifteen minutes. Perfect.

      Grinning, he threw off his pajamas and pulled on shorts and a plain t-shirt. In this heat, there was no way he’d wear pants, and his new school didn’t have stupid uniforms. He dragged a comb through his hair, then tossed his bangs out of his eyes. Good enough. He threw his swimsuit, comb, and notebook of alien vocabulary into his backpack, then hunted for his school ID.

      He still hadn’t found it by the time the water turned off in both bathrooms. Argh! Good thing he didn’t need to shower after all. His ID wasn’t on his dresser — where it ought to be — nor in it. Not in his yard-sale nightstand. Not on the closet floor. Nowhere in the folding bookcase Grandma had made.

      Nikos came back, freshly scrubbed, hair combed into orderly curls, and wearing long pants and a shirt pressed last night. The overachiever grabbed his already packed bag and walked out.

      Ian crawled under the bunkbed.

      “Ian,” Mom called.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he grumbled.

      Ah ha, there it was! He wiggled farther under the bed, stretching his arm to the max, but could barely touch the stupid badge.

      “Ian!” Alex­an­dria bellowed.

      “Coming,” he yelled. He stretched another inch and grabbed his ID, then wiggled backward.

      The whole family was crowded in the doorway, watching him. Alex­an­dria, also headed to early morning seminary, had a half-eaten bagel sandwich in one hand. The others would eat at school with all the students, to translate and explain things.

      Ian waved the badge. “Found it.”

      Mom sighed. “Okay, are you ready now?” She offered a granola bar and a banana.

      He grabbed his backpack and the food. “Of course.”

      Nikos jingled the keys and tossed them to Alex­an­dria. “Your turn.”

      “Ugh.” Ian’s sister shrugged her backpack higher on her uninjured shoulder and strode for the door, long legs outpacing everyone.

      She also wore shorts, but with a pretty blouse that made her look too grown-up. Since she normally wore t-shirts with astronomical jokes, Ian wondered if she was nervous about their first day. What did she have to be nervous about? She was smart, athletic, and tall. Even the slash across her back barely slowed her.

      It wasn’t fair that Ian got three new siblings this year but was still the youngest. And the only one who was shorter hardly counted in the height department, all things considered.

      Gil bounced after Alex­an­dria, Miknon perched on his shoulder as usual. The little fairy kept her place by holding onto her adopted brother’s necklace and balancing with half-spread wings. With her blue skin and his black, they looked more different than Nikos, who came from Greece. Ian rolled his eyes. As if skin color was the most shocking difference for aliens.

      Mom followed, firmly clasping her new briefcase, one of Alex­an­dria’s thrift store finds. Her school badge was already hanging around her neck, and she wore a determined smile.

      Nikos motioned for Ian to go next. “Hurry up, slow poke.”

      “Who’s slow?” Ian dashed through the house, dodging around Mom and Gil in the kitchen and reaching the front door so close behind Alex­an­dria that he almost crashed into her.

      Now that Gil could climb into the truck himself, loading all six of them took only a couple of minutes. Gil even knew how to fasten his own seatbelt, running it through the straps of the backpack Miknon used for a safety restraint.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Nikos said.

      “Uh oh,” Alex­an­dria teased.

      Nikos raised an eyebrow. “We shouldn’t keep calling them ‘aliens.’ They must have a name for themselves.” He turned around in the front seat and looked at Gil. “What should we call your people?”

      Aliens was perfectly accurate, since they came from somewhere in outer space, but it was kind of rude. Ian should have thought of that himself.

      Gil rummaged in his backpack and pulled out one of the three books he always carried. He flipped through the pages, looking at the pictures of myths. “Us, yes. Your word?”

      He held up the open book for everyone to see. That was typical of Gil, always wanting to know the Earth word before he offered his own. Nikos looked thoughtful.

      “Elves?” Alex­an­dria suggested.

      “Werewolf,” Ian said.

      “That’s too specific,” Mom said. “We need something to describe them collectively. But calling them myths and legends seems too confusing.”

      “Ah, of course,” Nikos said. “The fae.”

      “That’s perfect,” Mom said. “I should have thought of it earlier. Is that okay, Gil?”

      Gil nodded and closed his book.

      “I’ll tell Ms. Maxwell and the rest of the staff,” Mom said. “Are you all ready for school?”

      “Orientation is the same old same old,” Alex­an­dria said, “except the last of the new students arrived over the weekend.” She flexed her hands on the steering wheel and scowled.

      What was her problem? Ian scowled with her. He wasn’t even supposed to be in high school, much less a top-secret one. When the government discovered he was the best Alienglish — uh, Fae speaker, they made him skip a grade so he could translate or teach for half his day. Too bad they wouldn’t let him stay in homeschool, because then he could have translated all day long. But no, he had to be an official high school student as well as a teacher.

      And who would take him seriously? He was just a kid. He’d filled an entire notebook with Gil’s vocabulary, but what if it wasn’t enough? All the human students in the school were there to learn Fae, like the fae teens needed to learn English to start with, and other human languages if they had time. That was the whole point of the secret school, along with teaching the fae how to live on Earth.

      Once all the students had enough language in common, they would be ambassadors for the rest of the fae when they landed. With that as the goal, two thirds of the human students were juniors or seniors in order to produce graduates sooner. As for the fae, Gil was the youngest and one of the few fae sophomores.

      The first barge full of adults had landed only last week, and they were housed in a nearby building. More were expected every week from the spaceship parked on the moon, and in a year or so, the rest of the fleet would arrive. Then they’d have to tell the world about the fae, and the fate of Earth depended on making a treaty with them. Which needed a common language. What if he messed it all up?

      A hand entered his field of vision and patted him on the knee. He looked up and met Gil’s knowing blue eyes.

      “Okay, Ian,” Gil murmured. “Okay.”

      Ian took a deep breath. Gil had come to Earth to make the treaty, so if he thought they were still doing fine, then they must be. At least, Ian would go with that theory until someone told him differently.

      They made the last turn, and the school came into view, lights already shining against the dark morning sky. They drove past it a few blocks to the church building where seminary was held.

      “Do you remember the way to school?” Mom asked.

      “We can almost see the school from here,” Alex­an­dria said. “We won’t get lost.”

      “Does everyone know their new schedule?” Mom clenched her briefcase tighter.

      Nikos grinned widely. “College after breakfast. I’ll be back after work to bring everyone home.”

      Since Ian and Alex­an­dria had early morning seminary, Mom and Nikos were taking the breakfast shift for translating and orientation. Mom would spend the rest of the day teaching history.

      Alex­an­dria frowned. “I have calculus after seminary, and lifeguarding before supper. Everything else is translating.”

      Ah, there was the scowl again. Gil reached forward and patted her shoulder, and she sighed.

      “Yes, Mom,” Ian said. “I know my schedule.”

      During his swim class, he would also translate for the fae students in physical therapy. Then algebra and Spanish before translating for fae English classes until supper. Algebra homework would have to wait until after that, though he expected to get Spanish done during class.

      Mom took a deep breath. “Okay, we’ll see you in an hour.”

      Alex­an­dria parked, and she and Ian headed for the church while Nikos hopped into the driver’s seat. Ian stared at his ID badge. “Student-Faculty.” Like that was a real thing. He stuffed it back into his pocket. At least Alex­an­dria and Nikos looked like adults. He didn’t even look like he belonged in high school.

      Clutching his backpack strap, he tried to stand taller. He knew more of the fae language than any other human. That had to count for something.

      Didn’t it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

          In Which the Fae Start School

        

      

    

    
      August 29, 2022, Allentown, Pennsylvania

      

      Zakiti sat in front of the mirror and tried not to gag on the fear rising in her throat. The magic glass reflected her image perfectly — too perfectly.

      “You look good, Zee,” Gaby said.

      Her roommate smiled from her seat on Zak’s neatly made bed. Her own was above Zak’s, mirroring the bunks across the room.

      With her greater language skills from an extra conjunction on Earth, Miknon translated that into Fae. The blue pixie had arrived a few minutes ago and was still perched on Zak’s shoulders so she could reach her hair.

      She pushed the last hairpin in more securely. “There, you’re done.”

      Zak twitched her full skirt away from the wheels of the chair, tugged on the short sleeves of her bodice, and touched the single braid plaited in a crown around her head. Nearly all the fae had braided their hair on the ship to keep it from shedding all over or floating around when they were weightless, but men and women still wore different styles. And this was not her usual boy’s arrangement.

      “Look I girl,” she mumbled in her pitiful Ki words.

      At least she was covered in this outfit, unlike the embarrassing “swimsuit” they wore for therapy. Her other two roommates had already left for the first swim class before breakfast.

      Miknon patted Zak’s long green ear. “You are a girl.”

      Technically, perhaps, but Zak had spent her whole life pretending she was male, even in her own thoughts. From the time she was a baby, her father told everyone she was a boy to protect her from the lords who had murdered her grandmother just for being a female contriver. Grandmother had invented the navigation device that led them to Ki, and they couldn’t stand her having that power and influence.

      But now Father was still among the stars, and Zak was here, going to school with creatures nobody had dreamed existed. Ki — Earth — was supposed to be either empty or populated with the descendants of rebel fae who had fled their home world of Kunisu tens of thousands of conjunctions earlier. Either scenario would have made it easy for the current refugees to move in. These humans complicated everything, both for the fae in general and Zak in particular.

      For one thing, she no longer had a private room with Father in the navigation tower, and thus couldn’t maintain her disguise. As soon as Father returned, she would leave this school to live with him, and then she could go back to pretending to be a boy.

      But more importantly, the humans and fae had to find a way to get along. Everything depended on the treaty the fae hoped to make. Most of the fae. Some of them still thought that conquering Earth was a better solution. Stupid. War always had casualties, and warring against unknown capabilities was even more stupid.

      “Are you ready?” Gaby asked.

      “Yes,” Zak lied.

      Oh, she was looking forward to going to school for the first time in her life, but she only knew a few Earth words. What if they changed their mind about letting girls and commoners take classes? What if they decided they only wanted students who already spoke the language? No, that was silly; they had specifically said they wanted everyone to learn the Earth language.

      But what if that was all they were willing to teach her? On the ship, she had been one of the best navigators, after Father, but here she hadn’t even known how to turn on the water or lights. Every day, Gaby taught her something new. Today had been “zippers,” an amazing contrivance, though simple in design. Sadly, Gaby hadn’t been able to explain how the lights really worked. Someone had to understand them, though. Zak just had to discover who.

      If she could learn enough about their contrivances to integrate them with fae knowledge or determine what the humans lacked, that would be a trade opportunity to offer in the treaty, as well as her abilities as a navigator. The more they could offer to the humans, the more likely they would win a peaceful home. But she was the only one who could offer those skills. None of the other navigators had landed yet, and when they did, they wouldn’t know the language.

      Gaby hung Zak’s book bag on the handles of the wheeled chair and slipped her own onto her back. Miknon stayed on Zak’s shoulder while Gaby pushed the chair to the deck-transfer, so much more convenient than the ramps on the ship.

      “El-e-bay-tur,” Miknon practiced as they waited for the doors to open.

      “Ele-Vator,” Gaby corrected.

      “Vvvv,” Zak droned.

      The deck-transfer arrived — the elevator — and Gaby pushed the chair inside. Once on the correct deck, she maneuvered between other wheeled chairs to the large dining hall, where half the school ate breakfast at once. They found places on the left side of the room, and Gaby lifted Miknon to her miniature chair on top of the table. On the right side, the human Nik nodded at Miknon and raised his hands for silence.

      The fae instantly stopped chattering, but it took the humans a few minutes to settle down. Zak shook her head at their lack of discipline.

      “Good morning,” Nik said in human, then “Greetings,” in fae. “Welcome to the first day of school.”

      He continued, speaking in a mix of both languages as he explained what to expect. When he got stuck on fae vocabulary, Miknon provided the words. Nik’s adopted mother and Gil would do the same for the next breakfast shift, and Nik’s siblings helped at meals later in the day.

      Zak listened intently, proud that by now she could understand most of Nik’s admittedly simple sentences. It helped that he had said many of the same things every morning, but what was important was that she was finally remembering the words.

      “Every morning, we will have translators here to help,” Nik said. “For this time, Miknon and I are available.” He pointed across the room, and Miknon waved. “You can ask either of us, though we are still better in our own languages.”

      For now, Zak preferred to ask Miknon. Though her friend knew fewer answers, she was still easier to understand. Once Zak’s vocabulary was bigger, she already had a list of questions for the humans. So many questions.

      Nik answered a few questions from humans who had only arrived a couple of days ago, then sat to eat. After two weeks of eating with Zak and Miknon, Gaby knew what they liked and sped up the process by fetching it for all three of them without the nuisance of Zak’s wheeled chair.

      Miknon named all the foods for everyone who asked, in the opposite language of the one they knew. She answered random questions from fae and humans alike until a bell rang. Unlike the musical bells on the ship, this one only bleated in one tone, no matter what time it was. Obediently, Zak and the rest of the students headed for their next location, leaving the room empty for the incoming diners.

      Gaby pushed Zak’s chair first to the pool, where she dropped off Miknon, then to the door outside. Before class, Zak had chores. She was nearly useless in the kitchen, but Ash had agreed to let her help in the garden. The blinding light of Earth’s star stabbed Zak’s eyes until she put on the dark eye shields.

      “Greetings,” Ash chirped.

      The dryad had already crawled from his chair to sit on the ground and weed the garden. Leafy tendrils snaked from his red hair to hold a wide-brimmed hat in place. There were no trees next to the building, but he had planted vegetables and herbs that already poked up as small green leaves. His magic was also a good future trade commodity, and once the fleet landed, there would be many dryads available to grow gardens.

      Other fae were scattered around the garden, carefully weeding or watering. Some leaned over from their wheeled chairs, while others had copied Ash to sit on the ground.

      “Good morning, Abe,” Gaby said, using his human name.

      The fae generally shared their names only with close friends as security against thought-mages. The only reason Zak knew part of Ash’s name was because he was Gil’s friend. In fact, Gil probably knew more names than almost anyone, since he somehow made friends everywhere.

      But apparently humans weren’t satisfied without names to use, so Shalla and Mak-swill had assigned names to most of the fae. Gil and Miknon had already given their names to the humans, like trusting idiots.

      “Okay,” Gaby said, “I’ll come get you for class.” She patted Zak on the shoulder and hurried back inside.

      Ash eyed Zak’s outfit, and she held her breath, dreading his opinion of her new identity. Since they had landed and her disguise was ruined, she spent as much time as possible in her room, especially avoiding anyone who knew her on the ship. For her, that was fairly easy, since she had spent her entire life avoiding people. Even among the fae, few knew she existed. Most of those who had met her either worked in navigation or were friends with Gil.

      “You’ll be weeding the carrots,” Ash said. “Remember that they only get feathery when they’re bigger. Right now, they look like this.” He pointed to two thin leaves.

      “Okay.” Zak used the Earth word for practice, thankful he said nothing about her new femininity. Maybe it wouldn’t matter now that they weren’t on the ship. The humans didn’t seem to care.

      Ash laughed. “Okay.”

      He bumped himself to the next row of plants and instructed another worker. Zak slid from her chair and carefully pulled everything that didn’t match “baby carrot” description. The sunlight burned on her shoulders, and by the time Gaby came to collect her, she was sweating. The ship had never been this hot, and if Gaby hadn’t looked totally unconcerned, Zak would have worried.

      With her roommate’s help, Zak got back into her chair, and Gaby pushed her into the building, winding through the crowded halls. Wheeled chairs and wagons streamed in all directions, and sometimes a tiny, noisy barge would zip between feet with a small fae perched on top.

      “I hate chair,” Zak said. “You hate push.”

      “I don’t mind,” Gaby said. “When you’re stronger, you will get a chair you can push yourself. We don’t want your bones to snap by doing too much.”

      Once she deciphered most of the words, Zak sighed. Gaby was right, of course. The ship had used acceleration to maintain half-weight for half the time and no weight otherwise, but that simply wasn’t enough to keep their bones completely solid through such a long flight. And it was worse for most of the youngsters, who had spent little time on a planet before the journey. Gil and Ram had been born only the day before they evacuated their old world, though as shifters, they had an advantage in rehabilitating their bones. The non-shifters were stuck with time and exercise as their only solutions.

      Miknon and Gil had been on the planet half a conjunction longer than any of the other fae, and Gil was gingerly walking. Zak expected some of the other shifters to start walking any day.

      “Here we are.” Gaby turned around and pushed the door open with her back so she could pull Zak’s chair through.

      At the front, Gil’s friend Alex stood with Miknon. “Sit any place,” Alex said in Fae.

      The large room was filling with the wheelchairs streaming in. A few tables served as high podiums for the smaller fae, who were lifted up by their roommates. Gaby rolled Zak to a stop in the front row, then hurried out the door to her own class.

      “Welcome to math and science class,” Alex said half in Human and half in Fae. “When teacher come, we learn numbers and how world works.”

      Zak sat up straight. How the world works. Perfect! Once she knew where she had knowledge the humans lacked, she would know what to tell Gil to offer in the treaty. And if the humans knew anything she did not, she wanted to know it all.

      “For now,” Alex continued, “we learn words.”

      She wrote something on the front wall. The class gasped at her blatant use of magic. Alex sighed and rubbed a black block over the writing. It disappeared without a mark, and the class gasped again. Zak itched to examine the block, not that she could detect magic anyway.

      Alex’s mouth twitched. “I write numbers, okay? No magic in writing or taking away. We learn now.”

      On one side of the board, she wrote the fae numerals Zak knew. On the other side, she rewrote new characters, then said their names out loud. All the fae practiced counting until the bell rang again and their roommates arrived to collect them.

      “How was class?” Gaby asked as she pushed Zak to lunch.

      Zak shrugged. “Numbers good.”

      Gaby laughed. “I like numbers, too.”

      In the dining hall, Gaby and Zak joined the line for food. Someone pulled up behind them and cleared his throat. Zak looked over her shoulder and waved the highborn and his chair-pusher in front of her, then watched them progress through the line until they stopped behind someone of higher rank. Ironically, they passed Shar, who would have been at the very front if he weren’t still hiding his identity as prince.

      “What?” Gaby protested. “You can’t do that.”

      Zak stared blankly at her. “But he more important.”

      Gaby said a word Zak didn’t recognize. “No way.”

      Their other roommates entered, and Freya motioned for Jinyuan to push her toward the front of the line.

      “Stop,” Gaby said. “Jin, what are you doing?”

      Jin shrugged and pushed her pink-and-blue striped hair out of her eyes. “She said someone was holding her place in line.”

      “Is highborn,” Zak said. “Always first.”

      “Wait,” Jin said. “Always first? That’s not fair.”

      “Is highborn,” Zak repeated.

      “Highborn my eye,” Gaby said. “We don’t do things like that here.”

      She stomped over to the adults in a corner. Though she didn’t yell, or even talk loud enough for Zak to hear, her waving arms expressed her frustration. The Helen-teacher frowned at the line, then rose to her feet and called for attention.

      “I sorry I not notice before,” she said in Fae, “but we eat by who here first, not by who we are. If you come late, you eat late.”

      The highborn stared blankly at her, then turned their heads away. After surprised looks at each other, the fae adults nodded.

      “Move back to where you were when you entered the room,” Shalla commanded. Without the lords, the king’s housekeeper was one of the highest authorities they presently had.

      The highborn made various expressions of disdain, but when every fae adult nodded, they groaned. The humans moved their highborn roommates backward, and the line continued.

      Gaby nodded briskly at Zak. “I told you, we don’t do that here.” She handed a tray to Zak. “Do you want me to read the food?”

      Zak nodded, though she was too stunned to listen to any of it. When it was her turn, she pointed to the first item, took a familiar blue drink box, and held both her and Gaby’s trays on her lap while Gaby pushed them to a table.

      The random food she had selected was as strange as usual but no worse. She ate quietly, listening to the humans talk about the situation. She didn’t understand most of the words, but it was clear they thought something was wildly unfair.

      Why were they upset? The highborn had always had preference, like men ranked over women. If that weren’t true, she wouldn’t have had to disguise her gender her whole life. But she didn’t have the vocabulary to ask Gaby about it. The only surprise was that the highborn had gone along with the command to get back in line according to their time of arrival. Either they were still used to the order maintained on the ship, or they hadn’t yet decided how far they wanted to goad the humans. Or both.

      After lunch, Gaby left her to study before returning to push her to her next class. This one was in an equally large room, also occupied by fae. The teacher was another of Gil’s human friends. Zak studied the pale-haired boy, who wasn’t much taller than she was.

      When the bell rang, U.N. smiled. “Welcome to English class,” he said in Fae. “Our regular teacher hasn’t arrived yet, so I will teach you until then. Once he comes, I’ll translate for you.”

      A nearly inaudible hum of surprise marked the reaction to his fluent speech. Zak raised her eyebrows. Yet again, Gil was right. He said some humans were learning Fae rapidly.

      “Let’s start with Earth introductions,” U.N. said. “The first thing you need to know is that it is considered rude not to say your name.”

      The class muttered.

      “I know,” U.N. said, “it’s the opposite for you. But humans can’t read your minds, and you don’t have to say your real name. Chantelle helped us give you all human names, so let’s practice with those.”

      Shalla was important enough that all the fae knew her name anyway, but using her alias was good practice, and of course, the humans knew only her Ki name. U.N. chose Shar from the front row and after talking quietly for a minute, the two demonstrated the introduction for the class, using the Ki words.

      “Hello,” U.N. said. “My name is Ian Fitch. Nice to meet you.”

      Zak shook her head at his slip. He should always go by his use-name, even around people who knew his real name.

      “Heylo, U.N.,” Shar said, compensating for the mistake. “I em Shaun Smith. Nise too meet yu.”

      “Some people shake hands,” U.N. said, “but it’s not required, so we’ll skip that part.”

      A collective sigh of relief swept the room. Sharing their name and a touch would give any thought-mage the ability to read their minds. The fake names should prevent that, but old habits were deeply ingrained.

      “Everyone pick a partner,” U.N. said. “I want you to practice introducing yourself to at least three people, even if you already know each other.”

      Zak raised an eyebrow. Most of them were strangers, or nearly so. The ship had four living decks, and most of the fae stayed on their own deck. But when she turned to her right, the writhing hydra overflowing a little red barge was another of Gil’s friends. The bouncy shifter had way too many friends, but right now, Zak was glad of it. At least she didn’t have to practice first with a complete stranger.

      “Heylo,” Zak said. “I em Zee Brown. Nise too meet yu.”

      Shalla had assigned all the highborn the same second name, and all the commoners another. Even if the humans didn’t care about rank, the highborn would be intolerable if they had to share a name with commoners.

      “Heylo, Zee,” the hydra said. “I em Nate Brown.” He pronounced the Ki name carefully. “Nise meet yu.”

      “Nise too meet yu,” Zak whispered.

      One of Nate’s heads ducked in embarrassment, but he corrected himself. Zak turned to her left and repeated the exercise.

      As she spun her chair to talk to the person behind her, U.N. raised his voice. “This time, tell the other person something about yourself, like what you did on the ship or what you like about school.”

      “Heylo,” the highborn facing her said. “I em Wes Smith. I do—” He made a face. “I have shielding magic,” he said in Fae.

      “Heylo, Wes,” Zak said. “I em Zee.” She considered saying that she liked the world and numbers class, but he had offered his job, and it would be rude not to do the same. “I—” She didn’t know the words, either, and finally resorted to their native language. She would have to ask Gil about the vocabulary later. “I was a navigator.”

      He jerked backward. “Liar. You’re a girl!”

      “I’m not lying! My father was the chief navigator, and I worked with him. Chantelle or Gil will tell you so.”

      Wes sneered. “Gil is a Ki-lover, a child, and an idiot, and Chantelle is only a woman.” He spun his chair sideways and ignored her.

      Sick to her stomach, Zak turned her chair back to face U.N. She had spent her whole life hiding, both disguised as a boy and literally staying in her room as much as possible. Most of the adults who knew her were still on the ship. Shar could have told Wes the truth if he had revealed himself yet, but he was still hiding his identity.

      Her experience as a navigator suddenly didn’t matter, and her gender mattered too much. She shouldn’t have dressed like a girl. All the humans said it made no difference, but clearly she would get no respect this way. But how could she stay a boy when she had to share a room with someone other than Father? She couldn’t stay in her room anymore, so hiding was impossible. Father’s lifelong efforts to disguise her were now ruined.

      Worse, what if being a girl meant the humans wouldn’t accept her skills any more than the fae did?

      What if the highborn, common fae, and human students never learned to get along? If the school failed, so would their chance at a peaceful home on the new world. Since the fae could not leave, that would force the war they were trying to prevent.
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      On Monday, Alex­an­dria squeezed in bites of lunch between giving explanations. Once the fae had been convinced that questions were allowed, they asked a lot of them. By now, they spoke a scrambled mix of a little English and much Fae. Since the human students only knew a few Fae words so far, the answers were left to the handful of translators. Though Ian was the language expert, Alex­an­dria knew enough to help. Since this school had been her idea in the first place, she was determined to make it work, and part of that was helping the fae learn about the ordinary things of Earth.

      “Why does the barge eat the leaves?” a girl asked, waving her cow tail for emphasis.

      “The truck,” Alex­an­dria emphasized the pronunciation, “sucks up the leaves to clean the street.”

      She had to demonstrate sucking her milk with her straw before understanding dawned on the various faces at her table.

      “What does the truck do with the leaves?” That was Gil’s red-headed friend, Abe, that had real leaves in his hair.

      Alex­an­dria shrugged. “Throw them away with the rest of the garbage.”

      Heads swivelled toward the trash bins. “You throw all that away?”

      “Yes. You’ve seen the people collecting it outside.”

      “But it has food in it,” Abe protested.

      “Yes,” Alex­an­dria agreed. “There are some leftovers that get thrown away.”

      “I thought it went to the compost collectors,” Abe said.

      “Um, I don’t think that’s a thing,” Alex­an­dria said.

      Abe’s eyes grew wide, and he pressed his lips together. “I need to talk to Chantelle,” he told his lunch neighbor. “Will you push me there?”

      “Sure.” The other boy drained his milk, crumpled the carton, and lobbed it into the trash.

      The cow-tailed girl pursed her lips. “Then… are the other boxes also for garbage? The blue ones outside?”

      That took a few minutes and Miknon’s help to sort out. Finally, Alex­an­dria had enough information about what the fae had seen through a window. It took even longer to explain the postal service, though. The fae didn’t have mail, both because few of them could read or write and because these had all been on the same spaceship. As for the other ships in the fleet, getting mail to them was completely impossible. Wait until the fae heard about junk mail!

      Alex­an­dria checked her watch. “Sorry, I have to leave early. Miknon can answer a few more questions before the bell rings for class, okay?”

      The fae students chorused, “Okay.”

      Dashing across the hall, Alex­an­dria yet again cursed the chaos of her life. All she wanted was a happy family and a future as an astronomer. What she had was no father, a family with two alien additions, and a whole school riding on her shoulders. Or so it seemed. In truth, there were adults in charge, and she was only supposed to handle student cultural and social opportunities. As if that wasn’t enough. Sure, Alex­an­dria, discover how to make humans and aliens — excuse me, fae — become friends. No pressure, just interstellar war if you fail.

      But she had the whole school year to work on that. Right now, she had a more immediate problem. Poor Mr. Riggs was still working on last-minute changes to the student schedules, including hers.

      She poked her head into the principal’s office. Ms. Maxwell was lounging on the visitor’s couch, feet on the arm. Unlike the first few weeks after they met, she now wore a skirt and nice blouse to advertise her gender and throw the patriarchal fae off balance. Her military-short hair even had a pink bow in it.

      “Hey, Raquel?” Alex­an­dria said. “Did Mom tell you about Artemis?”

      Raquel put down her clipboard and smiled at her. “Sure did. Too bad the launch was postponed for the second time, but it can’t be helped.”

      “Three times,” Alex­an­dria said. “NASA’s decided not to try for the 27th, either.”

      “Phooey,” Raquel said. “I really want some better photos of the spaceship on the moon.”

      Alex­an­dria sighed. “Don’t we all?” The warning bell rang, prompting her to ask her burning question. “Hey, do you have my new class schedule yet?”

      Raquel winced.

      Alex­an­dria stepped inside the office to let students move past her in the hall. “Come on, Raquel, you promised. If I don’t get into my classes soon, I won’t be able to catch up.”

      “I’m sorry, Alex­an­dria. We simply don’t have enough translators to put you in more of your own classes. Allan tried, but…” Raquel shrugged. “By next semester, we can reduce your work load.”

      Alex­an­dria moaned. “I’m sunk.”

      “Oh, now—” Raquel started.

      Alex­an­dria leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. “We moved every single year — thanks a lot, Dad — and every state has a different curriculum. I’m always playing catch up. Next semester won’t compensate for only two classes now. How will I get into college if I don’t graduate from high school?”

      “Alex­an­dria,” Raquel said. “I promise you’ll graduate. You still have two years to get in all the classes you need, and I promise we’ll do better after this semester.”

      “I gotta get to class.” Alex­an­dria hurried down the hall. Sure, Raquel was confident everything would work out, but she wasn’t the one who would be short credits.

      And that didn’t touch the problem of paying for college, now that they didn’t have Dad’s military income. Her grades weren’t bad, but they weren’t that good, either, and need-based grants were unlikely to cover all her expenses.

      Fortunately, she had heard about a nice judo scholarship. Unfortunately, she needed to earn it. And though she was good enough to get her brown belt already, she couldn’t prove her skills until the slash wound on her back finished healing. The mere thought of practicing throws made her cringe, and if the crazy guy who knifed her wasn’t already dead, she’d be tempted to find him and kick him around the block. At least she had two years to try for her black belt, but at the rate the school was sucking up her time, she would need every spare minute she could get.

      If she could dump the school on everyone else, her life would be so much easier. But how could she do that when she had promised Gil and Miknon that they were part of her family? She couldn’t disappoint them. And with Nikos spending most of his time in classes or at work, she couldn’t abandon Ian and Mom to do all the work. As for the other adults, Alex­an­dria liked them, but she didn’t trust the government or the military to always make the right choices.

      As she passed the open doors to the other offices, she waved at all the leaders present. Ms. Stafford was packing her briefcase, probably to head to the building slowly filling with adult fae. She split her time between the school and the adults, since both age groups needed her expertise as a refugee specialist. Mr. Farrell was gone, as usual; the Office of International Affairs was much more interested in the adult population.

      Mr. Riggs waved back at Alex­an­dria. Poor Mr. Riggs, stuck with a nasty boss in the State Department and trying to make the last-minute school work and find housing for ten thousand fae by the time they all landed. Though Raquel got the day-to-day problems, Riggs suffered through all the red tape and the ire of his fae-hating boss. Alex­an­dria was still steamed about Mr. Compton suggesting they send a nuclear bomb against the fae ship on the moon. Not on her watch, buster! Which wouldn’t have worked, anyway, because the fae had magic shields. One more proof it was a good idea to keep this school secret for now. She shrugged her shoulder, feeling the half-healed scar stretch. They definitely didn’t need more crazies ruining their chance at peace.

      In the fae office, Chantelle was too busy talking to Abe to notice Alex­an­dria run past. Alex­an­dria didn’t envy her trying to translate all the fae customs into something that would work on Earth. She was deeply impressed, though, at how many details Chantelle had stored in her brain without the help of a written record.

      The bell rang, and Alex­an­dria slid inside the classroom just in time. Mrs. Hahn smiled and waved her forward. The teacher’s blonde hair was elegant in a French twist, but she wore practical running shoes and a simple peasant blouse.

      The fae students looked wide-eyed from Alex­an­dria to Mrs. Hahn. Though none of the humans students were troublemakers so far, the fae were strikingly more obedient. They followed the bell schedule without a fuss, and they never misbehaved in class. Alex­an­dria wasn’t sure if the ship discipline would eventually wear off, but in the meantime, it made it possible to have a large student-teacher ratio so everyone got a chance to learn. It also meant they were appalled if she was two seconds late.

      Somehow, Miknon had beaten Alex­an­dria to class, probably thanks to her wings and her penchant for finding shortcuts too small for humans. Now she tapped her foot impatiently on the teacher’s desk, where she stood to be high enough to be seen from the back of the room. Beyond her, the windows showed clouds gathering in the sky. Considering the cool of the day, Alex­an­dria would be surprised if it didn’t rain that afternoon.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I was talking to Ms. Maxwell.”

      That got her more worried looks from the students. To them, “War Lady” was definitely to be respected, possibly to be feared. Alex­an­dria smiled and shrugged, trying to demonstrate an unconcern she didn’t feel. Her personal problems needed to stay away from the fae.

      “Anything I can do to help?” Mrs. Hahn asked. The science teacher had arrived on Friday, late like many of the teachers due to the sudden creation of the school, but she was already taking an interest in her students and teacher’s aides.

      Alex­an­dria shook her head. “Nope. I’m ready to go.”

      She pulled her microphone from her pocket, plugged it into her phone, and turned on her recorder. This was the fun part. Any new Fae words that emerged in the class would be captured for Ian’s dictionary, while fae science tidbits would go to Therese Ortiz at the Minor Planet Center. Friday had been occupied with introductions for teacher and students, and orientation for Mrs. Hahn.

      “Okay, class,” Mrs. Hahn said. “We’re going to talk about—” She stopped and put a hand on the desk. Her pretty face turned white, then greenish, and she pressed one hand to her stomach.

      “Are you okay?” Alex­an­dria asked.

      “Oh, dear,” Mrs. Hahn said. “I think the time has arrived to tell Ms. Maxwell about my good news. I’ll be back.” She put a hand to her mouth and stumbled from the room.

      “Congratulations,” Alex­an­dria called after her.

      Once the teacher was out of earshot, Alex­an­dria chuckled. Poor Mrs. Hahn. Lucky Mrs. Hahn, too.

      “What wrong?” Miknon asked.

      “Mrs. Hahn is feeling sick because she’s going to have a baby,” Alex­an­dria explained. “Um, Miknon, what’s the word for an infant?”

      Miknon shrugged, so Alex­an­dria tried alternate explanations until they found the right Fae word.

      In the front row, a fae raised his hand. “She doesn’t want the baby?”

      “I’m sure she does,” Alex­an­dria said. “But pregnancy can be hard on a human woman.”

      Miknon didn’t know the word for pregnancy, either, and Alex­an­dria’s explanations got nowhere.

      The door opened, and a human boy entered. After examining the room, he stood awkwardly by the door, a frown deepening on his face. Well, if he wanted to wait for the official teacher, that was fine. Alex­an­dria was busy, anyway.

      Finally, she gave up trying to discover the Fae word for pregnancy and put her hand on her stomach. “The baby is inside Mrs. Hahn,” she said.

      The fae gasped. “She ate a baby?”

      “No!” Alex­an­dria took a deep breath. “This should be a health lesson, not a science one,” she muttered.

      But the fae weren’t taking health classes, so where else were they supposed to learn anything? If only Mrs. Hahn would come back!

      “Excuse me,” the boy at the door finally said. “Is Mrs. Hahn here? I have a message for her.”

      All the fae stopped talking and waited for Alex­an­dria to deal with the visitor. Compared to a regular high school class, it was practically unnatural. Even Miknon froze, looking like a doll on top of the desk.

      “She stepped out for a minute,” Alex­an­dria said. “Can I give it to her?”

      “No.” The boy scowled. “Why do all these students get to wear costumes to class, but I can’t wear my hobbit feet?”

      Alex­an­dria blinked. Seriously? Had he slept during orientation last week? And he was speaking English perfectly fluently, without an accent, so language wasn’t to blame. Anyway, it was a requirement for all the human students to speak English adequately. Even if he hadn’t paid attention in orientation, had he ignored his roommates so much he missed their differences? Even the most human-looking of the fae weren’t identical to humans.

      “This is a fae class,” she said. “Like you were told about in orientation.”

      “I tried to sign up for a fae class,” he said, “and they told me I wasn’t eligible. I don’t see why I can’t be in one.”

      “Because you aren’t fae?” Alex­an­dria waved her hand at the students, who were still watching silently. “Now, if you don’t mind, we were in the middle of a discussion. You can leave the message with me or wait quietly for Mrs. Hahn.” She raised her eyebrows at the boy, who sniffed and flopped into a chair.

      “Okay,” Alex­an­dria said to the fae. “You were all born little, right?” She demonstrated size with her hands, then bit her lip. “Were you born?”

      Maybe they didn’t have pregnancies. Maybe they were spawned or hatched or something. Since no fae had been born during their interstellar travel, maybe the kids didn’t know how babies were created. A frantic glance at Miknon didn’t help, though the fairy was obviously thinking hard.

      “Of course they were born,” the messenger boy blurted. “Everyone is born except robots! This is the stupidest class I’ve ever seen. And it’s still not fair they get to wear their costumes.”

      “They aren’t costumes,” Alex­an­dria repeated. “These are fae. What you see is what they actually are.”

      “They are not,” the boy shouted. He pointed at the far end of the room. “He’s got horns.” At the back. “She’s got green skin.” He marched to the teacher’s desk and poked Miknon. “And dolls in high school are stupid.”

      Miknon swatted his hand away, and the boy flinched.

      “What the—” He grabbed Miknon and held her in front of his nose, squinting.

      “Hey, hey.” Alex­an­dria moved toward the desk, hands out. “Put her down, please. You need to leave now.”

      “Animatronics?” The boy grabbed one of Miknon’s wings and tugged.

      Miknon screamed. Alex­an­dria lunged closer, but she didn’t dare tackle him while he was holding Miknon.

      “Put her down,” she bellowed, slapping the security button on the wall.

      Once Miknon was free, she could tackle the stupid kid, though the fall would hurt her back again. At least this opponent wasn’t armed.

      The fae students shouted, and someone threw a book at the boy’s legs. He staggered, and a cloud of books flew through the air. The boy fell to his knees under the barrage, and Miknon kicked him in the nose. His grip loosened, and Miknon struggled free. As soon as the fairy was out of the way, Alex­an­dria threw herself on the boy.

      “Hold still,” she shouted.

      But he wiggled and fought, and Alex­an­dria scrambled for a better hold on him as they rolled on the floor.

      The classroom door slammed open, and security officers — undercover military — streamed in, guns at the ready.

      “Everybody down,” Alex­an­dria shouted in Fae, still fighting to make the boy hold still.

      On the desk, Miknon flattened herself, and the rest of the fae doubled over in their wheelchairs or threw themselves into the bottom of their wagons or baskets. Some slid from their chairs and cowered behind them. Smart.

      The boy under Alex­an­dria punched her. Not smart. She leaned harder on him, but he wedged a leg against the desk and got enough leverage to roll her over. Her shoulder slammed into the floor, shooting pain through her wounded shoulder. She howled and used her judo skills to throw him off.

      As she scrambled for him again, a gun appeared right by Alex­an­dria’s cheek, pointed at the head of the boy. He froze, eyes wide.

      “Okay, Alex,” the soldier said. “You can get up, because this punk won’t move a muscle, isn’t that right?”

      The boy blinked. His lip quivered, but he said nothing.

      With a groan, Alex­an­dria rolled off the boy and struggled to her feet. The slash on her back ached again. Yeah, throws in judo class were still a bad idea. She rolled her shoulder, wincing, as the security officers dragged the boy to his feet and marched him out the door.

      On the way, they lectured him about the NDA he signed to attend the school, threatening him with prison if he talked about anything after his sorry self was kicked off-campus permanently. And if he wasn’t okay with expulsion, they could skip straight to prison, where he could get the psychological help he obviously needed. Alex­an­dria suspected they’d also take him for a chat with a fae mind-magician, to make sure he didn’t reveal the secrets.

      Alex­an­dria sank into the teacher’s chair and rubbed her face. “Miknon, are you okay?”

      The fairy flexed her wings and winced, then nodded. “Okay.”

      The door closed, and Alex­an­dria dragged herself to her feet. “Is everybody okay? You can get up now.”

      One by one, the fae sat up. The door opened again, and everyone jerked to face it, cringing. Oh, great, now the fae were scared out of their wits. Great job convincing them that Earth is peaceful.

      Mrs. Hahn paused with her hand on the doorknob. “Oh, what happened?”

      “I’ll tell you later,” Alex­an­dria said. “Miknon and I need to see the nurse, so I guess class is done for the day. Um, just sit here and be soothing. Answer questions if you can, or practice counting in English.” She rolled her shoulder again. “Sorry. Do whatever you want, but Miknon and I really must go to the nurse.”

      Mrs. Hahn took a deep breath. “Counting, right. We can do that. You will talk to me later?”

      “Yep.” Unwilling to raise her burning muscles to shoulder height, Alex­an­dria cradled Miknon like a baby. “Everybody, you’ll be fine now.”

      Despite skeptical looks from several of the fae, she faked a smile and left. After the nurse checked her shoulder and Miknon’s wing, they needed to have a chat with Raquel about screening the human students better. If that boy wasn’t the only one who still didn’t believe the fae existed, they’d better find the others fast and get them out of the way.
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