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      While I have been meticulous to real life detail and science in some places, in others I could not find information, or changed things for the sake of the story or to protect real people, or simply made mistakes. Most of all, please remember this is a work of fiction. The characters are completely imaginary.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Secretary

        

      

    

    
      September 4, 2023, Allentown, Pennsylvania, United States of America

      

      With the fae war now over, Gabriela Ortiz must go home. She still had time to transfer from the fae and human school to a regular high school in her neighborhood, like her parents wanted. She exchanged a weary look with her gremlin roommate and smothered a yawn while they waited for the elevator, a perk of the converted hotel. After a shower and a phone call to her parents, she planned to hide under her covers until morning.

      The elevator door opened, and an arm reached from behind them to hold it open.

      “Excuse me, ladies,” Shar said. “I hate to delay your well-deserved rest, but could I talk to Gaby for a minute?” Wincing, he rubbed his head where the scorched hair marked his recent electrocution.

      After bowing to the elf prince, Zee stepped inside the elevator. “I promise not to use all the hot water, Gaby.”

      Shar let go of the elevator, which closed and beeped. He bent his head slightly to meet her eyes. “I’ll keep this short. Will you be my secretary?”

      Gaby sucked in a horrified breath. “Did something happen to Ned?”

      She almost rubbed her hands across her grimy jeans again before remembering she was covered in dirt and blood. Other people’s blood, as if that made it better.

      “He is well,” Shar said, “but his English is coming slowly, and I need someone fluent. Meg speaks it better, but she still struggles with reading and writing. And she has other things on her mind right now.”

      Like a long-lost husband and mother-in-law suddenly returned, and her eldest son in trouble. Yeah, Gil’s mother was out. But working with the king would put Gaby in the spotlight. Her heart pounded, and her mouth instantly went dry.

      “What about U.N.?” Gaby asked. “He’s more qualified than I am.”

      With the fae aversion to real names, almost everyone went by a nickname, at least around the fae. U.N. Fitch had earned his from his fluency in languages, though Gaby’s French and Spanish were better due to her parents.

      “U.N. is busy with other tasks,” Shar said. “And before you suggest Zee or Gil, so are they. But Zee tells me you are good at math and science, and I think I will need that in the coming months as I am more involved in the treaty negotiations.”

      Gaby mentally ran through all the possibilities. Nik and Alex had college classes. The adult humans were all busy, and the adult fae had the same problems as Ned and Meg, or were otherwise too busy. Nate spoke and read English, but he couldn’t write or type well. Most of the graduated students were busy being ambassadors around the world. And of the current students, Gaby was probably the most advanced, thanks to her friends.

      She couldn’t let the treaty fail because she didn’t like attention. Maybe she wasn’t going home yet.

      Gaby bowed, since she had no idea how to curtsy. “It would be my honor, Sire.” He wasn’t her king, but the term seemed appropriate under the circumstances.

      “Okay. Go to bed, and we’ll talk in the morning.” Shar inclined his head and took the stairs.

      Gaby punched the elevator button and yawned her way up. In her room, the shower was still running. Not surprising, since Zee probably wanted to wash her hair as badly as Gaby did. She was pretty sure she had nearly as much grass sticking to her head as she had hair, thanks to the recent battle, and her elbows were coated with dirt. Her hands were positively disgusting.

      The shower turned off. Never mind calling her parents now; tomorrow would be soon enough. Or maybe next month when the family came to visit for her birthday, since Mamá and Papá would flip out. Kids weren’t supposed to be in wars, even as support staff. Never mind the war being against rebel fae instead of other humans, because dead from magic was just as dead as being shot. And she hadn’t asked permission, which meant double trouble. But if she had asked, they would have said no, as nearly any parent would, though the fae parents had let their children fight, knowing what was at stake.

      Gaby kicked off her shoes and gingerly picked up her pajamas and towel with her cleanest fingers. Maybe she wouldn’t tell her parents. She had survived, so no harm done, right? And she didn’t have to mention the war to tell them about her new job.

      But what would Grand-mère say? She still didn’t approve of Gaby attending a fae school, much less working for their prince.

      Or should she call him king? Were they still having the coronation tomorrow? She bit her lip. Did she have to do anything for that? Shar would have mentioned if she did, right? But he was probably as tired as everyone else, so maybe he forgot. Or maybe he assumed she would know. As if any human knew how a Fae coronation would work. All she knew was that they had the stolen crown back, so they could proceed.

      She glanced at her closet and grimaced. He would have to settle for her wearing her only skirt and a nice blouse, because she didn’t have anything fancy. Better yet, she would try to persuade him that nobody needed to see her at all. The attention could stay on the important people while she faded into the background where she belonged.

      The bathroom door opened, and Zee exited, rubbing her green hair with a towel. “All yours.” Instead of heading out the door, she flipped down her blankets and fluffed her pillow.

      “Aren’t you staying with your family tonight?” Gaby asked.

      Her roommate’s relationship with her father was a little strained, but surely she wanted to get to know her mother and grandmother, since they’d been presumed dead since Zee was an infant. They had arrived only a few hours ago, just in time to save the prince in the middle of the battle, when there had been no time to discuss how they survived the destruction of the Fae worlds that had already been imminent when the Fae fleet left with every available spaceship.

      “No.” Zee twitched nervously. “We can talk about it later.”

      Gaby nodded and closed the bathroom door. Families were complicated. They would work it out. Besides, she couldn’t possibly be the only person who was too tired to think straight. Zee would have an easier time with her family when everyone was properly awake.

      Yeah, Gaby wasn’t ready to talk to her parents yet. How would she explain about the last-minute landing of another spaceship that nobody had known existed?  And how did the lost fae find Earth without the map? When she had the whole story, she could tell her family.

      Gaby tried to hurry through her shower, but it took three shampoos to get her hair clean. In the process, she found several bruises and scrapes in various places on her body. Nothing serious, fortunately. Lucky her.

      They had all been incredibly lucky. When they left the school earlier that day, nobody had been sure they would survive, but it was their only chance to beat the rebel lords and save the peace between humans and fae.

      Amazingly, they had won. Most of their side even survived, though they would need to discuss funeral customs tomorrow for the fae who hadn’t. The human military would take care of their own. And the healers would be busy for weeks.

      She turned off the water and grabbed her towel. Whose crazy idea was it to squeeze in a war on a holiday? Oh, yeah, Shar’s. Maybe she should be more skeptical of his decision-making skills and think twice about accepting his job offer. She could go home and attend a regular high school. It would certainly be easier.

      When did her life get so complicated? Sophomores in high school weren’t supposed to worry about refugees, treaties, and kings. She wasn’t even sixteen yet, and here she was tangled in international affairs. Interstellar, actually, since the fae came from another planetary system forty light years away. Assuming the astronomers had correctly guessed the fae homeworlds, which Mamá was not sure they had. And even Zee, one of the fae navigators, could only point in a general direction.

      Gaby grabbed a wide-toothed comb and carefully worked it through her damp hair. Once it was untangled, she loosely braided her hair for bed. The light under the door had gone off, so Zee was in bed already. As one of the heroes of the battle, she deserved her sleep. And please, let them all sleep without nightmares. If that was possible.

      Gaby tiptoed into the dark bedroom and hung her towel over a chair by feel. At least the fae were no longer a state secret. Although having the whole world breathing down their necks while they worked on a treaty wasn’t exactly better. But now that the rebel lords were no longer wrecking the negotiations on the sly, Earth and the fae could finally settle matters. Once the treaty was finalized, they still needed to find homes for the refugees and set up other schools across the world. And more — there was always more to do. And now she would be right in the middle of it.

      Silently, Gaby found her bed. Exhaustion tugged at her eyelids, and she barely had enough energy left to pull up the blankets. She couldn’t blame Shar for wanting a new secretary. His old one knew nothing of Earth and barely spoke any English yet. Poor Ned was totally out of his depth.

      But why her? His reasons had made sense when he was saying them, but maybe that was only because she was incoherently tired. Right now, she figured she’d last a couple of weeks until he found someone better. In the meantime, she could only hope she didn’t disappoint the king.

      But if she remained as the king’s secretary, could she convince Grand-mère she wasn’t actually a traitor to the human race?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          In Which the King is Crowned

        

      

    

    
      September 5, 2023

      

      The door to Sharrukin’s bedroom burst open. The prince shot up in bed, heart pounding, before reality hit.

      Reality being his best friend and heir bouncing onto his bed.

      “Happy birthday,” Gil shouted.

      Shar collapsed in relief. Of course his Companion was still guarding his room. Of course Taras would let Gil through. And of course Gil was a major pain, as usual.

      “Get off my bed,” Shar groaned. “What time is it?”

      “Seven o’clock,” Gil chirped. “You overslept.”

      From the doorway, Taras cast a sympathetic look at the prince as the tall naga closed the door. With a massive sigh, Shar pulled his feet from under his friend, then kicked Gil off the bed, blankets and all.

      Sprawled on the floor, the werewolf laughed. “Does that mean you’re awake now?”

      “Yes, I’m awake.” Shar rolled to sit on the edge of the bed. “Are you happy now?”

      “So happy.” Gil slipped his hands under his head and smiled dreamily. “The war is over, and my father is alive. Now that you are safe from the lords, you don’t need me as heir, even without your cousin. Yesterday, I never dreamed today could be so wonderful.”

      “Lovely.” Shar walked into his bathroom and shut the door firmly without correcting Gil.

      He took his time in the shower, hoping Gil would go away, but when he emerged, the shifter was still there. Shar’s bed was properly made, and his father’s old silk tunic was conveniently hung over a chair. In general, the prince didn’t miss having personal servants, and he didn’t mind his bed staying unmade.

      Shar considered throwing the tunic back into the closet. He was rather fond of human clothing, and jeans and a buttoned shirt had proved a good disguise while he was in hiding. Nobody expected the highborn to be so casual, and they definitely didn’t look for a prince in human garb. No, they expected the embroidered silk tunic edged with ribbon, and today of all days, he probably ought to dress traditionally.

      Gil was wearing a human skirt that looked almost like his old split-sided kilt, paired with a plain yellow t-shirt. Lucky commoner. Shar almost sent him back to his room to change so he wouldn’t be embarrassed later, but he couldn’t afford the questions the order would raise. And Gil was rarely embarrassed.

      “I already talked to Mama,” Gil said, “and the camera crew will be ready after breakfast. Alex is pretty bitter about missing the event, but Nik dragged her to school.”

      Mama meant Helen Ellison, Gil’s semi-adopted human parent. His birth mother was very busy with the unexpected appearance of her husband and his mother, both thought to be dead on their abandoned worlds.

      “I thought we might wait until after lunch,” Shar said. “Or after school, more likely.”

      Now that he was eighteen Earth years old and the rebels were defeated, the time had arrived for him to claim his throne. But did it have to be so early in the morning?

      “Why wait?” Gil asked. “You’ve been anxious to claim your birthright.”

      Shar snorted and threw his towel onto the bed. He slipped the tunic over his head and adjusted the fit of the shoulders. In his memory, Father was a strong man, brave and handsome and wise. Unmatchable. But the tunic was a little tight around Shar’s shoulders, even though he was still a child for two more years, according to the fae. The difference must be from the exercises Shar had done to accustom himself to Earth’s gravity, because he couldn’t possibly be stronger than Father.

      “Doesn’t everyone have class?” Shar tugged on the tunic again.

      Gil rose to help. “They got excused, under the circumstances.”

      After smoothing the shoulders of the tunic, he presented Shar with his belt and jeweled dagger. Taking them uncovered Gil’s scar, pale across his black palm. More than a year earlier, the shifter had needed blood to fake his death so he could sneak off the spaceship and find allies on Earth. He would bear the evidence for the rest of his life, but his efforts had made allies and led to their new home. Meanwhile, Shar had hidden on the ship like a coward and then kept hiding on Earth. Regardless of what his advisors insisted, he should have stepped up earlier.

      Shar yanked too hard on his belt buckle, and his own hand twinged. He turned it over to examine the fresh injury on his palm. Puncture wounds arced from one side to the other, and one scab had come off. Yesterday, he had proved his bloodline with the crown that had been lost for a year. With any luck, his damage would heal better than Gil’s. And if not, it was a small price to pay for his inheritance.

      Gil snatched a tissue from the desk and pressed it to Shar’s hand. “Better not bleed on your embroidery. I hear it’s difficult to clean.”

      “I could change my clothes,” Shar suggested.

      Gil chuckled. “Nice try.” He hurried to the bathroom and came back with several of the human miniature sticky bandages, which he applied across every puncture. “Just in case.”

      Awkward with the tape on his palm, Shar donned his leggings, then Gil knelt to help him with his soft leather boots.

      “I can put on my own shoes,” Shar said. “It doesn’t hurt that much.”

      Gil shrugged. “I don’t mind. There you go.”

      He grabbed a brush and quickly duplicated the hairstyle they had used the last time Shar went on television, two narrow braids framing his face and the rest left loose to his high collar. While not a standard Fae style, it gave the right impression without requiring the long hair Shar no longer had thanks to his human disguise.

      The bell for the first class rang. Even with yesterday’s holiday over, nobody would care that Shar was tardy, since he was only an unofficial student now. The fae had kept him in school because they hadn’t wanted to reveal his identity at the time. That secret was now ended, and he didn’t know if it would also ruin his school enrollment.

      “Ready to eat?” Gil asked, as if he weren’t supposed to be in class already.

      As if answering, Shar’s stomach growled. Gil wiggled his eyebrows and opened the door, bowing to let Shar go first. He fell in beside the prince as Taras took rear guard.

      They took the elevator down, since Taras considered the closed doors a safety bonus that compensated for the confined space. The school dining hall, normally empty by this time, had two tables fully occupied. As soon as Shar stepped inside the room, everyone cheered.

      “Happy birthday,” they shouted.

      His friends mingled with his council members and the school leaders, fae and human crowding next to each other. Everyone he was particularly close to was there. Excused for the broadcast, hmm? Shar raised an eyebrow at Gil, sure he knew where the blame for the conspiracy lay.

      Gil put a hand on Shar’s back and pushed gently. “Hurry, Sire. Everybody’s hungry.”

      He guided Shar to an empty chair. Colorful paper-wrapped boxes sat behind the plate. As soon as Shar sat, food was passed to him. He recognized most of his favorites, though cake at breakfast was unusual. The chatter of conversation flowed through the room, though the others said little to him beyond basic greetings and well wishes. It was just as well, since he felt a little overwhelmed by his first-ever birthday party. He ate silently, accepting every dish that came his way. Finally, his stomach couldn’t hold another bite, and he pushed back his plate.

      Across the table, Gaby swooped away his tray and replaced it with one of the boxes. “Happy birthday.”

      Inside, Shar discovered a small book whose pages held pictures of his friends and fellow students. Gaby smiled at him from a photo of herself and three former roommates. All his friends took turns shoving boxes toward him, and in a few minutes, he had a pile of small but thoughtful gifts.

      Gil gave him a crayon drawing of New Kunisu on lined paper, and got teased for it, but Shar folded it carefully and slid it into his photo book. The spaceship would never leave Earth’s moon, and Shar would never see it again except in Gil’s drawing. Only his memory would hold his childhood and the time spent with his father.

      Helen checked her watch. “Are we ready?”

      The crowd jumped to their feet and cleared the table in less than a minute. U.N. dumped all the presents into the biggest box and rushed them to Shar’s room while everyone else headed to the basement.

      One corner of the school gym still held the fake gold throne on a gold-painted wooden dais, all in front of gold satin sheets for wall hangings. For a pretend throne room, it was good enough for the camera.

      Shar held still for a microphone to be clipped to his collar, then waited for the laptop to be set up. The lighting had been left in place after last time, so the crew was ready to go in a few minutes. U.N. hurried in, so everyone Shar expected was present.

      “Oh!” Helen said. “We didn’t ask how this is supposed to go. What kind of ceremony is involved?”

      Gil reached into the back of his waistband and retrieved the crown. Tossing it to Shar, he stepped out of camera range. “Just turn on the cameras.”

      Shar nodded at Helen. “I’m ready.” He sat on the throne and put his hands on the gold-painted arms so the king’s signet ring would show. The crown rested in his lap. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, concentrating on a gentle smile. Oh, yes. He lowered his hands and subtly removed the bandages.

      At the laptop, Helen nodded and pointed at him.

      “Greetings,” Shar said. “I am pleased to announce our victory over the rebels, thanks to the humans, the commoners, and the strategies of my advisors. I regret that some of my subjects lost their lives in my defense.” He bowed his head in sorrow. They had saved Vince, but the truly dead were lost.

      He lifted his head and squared his shoulders. It was time to move forward. “Due to Lord Kishar’s leadership of the rebellion and his betrayal of our people, he has been disqualified as my heir. Today is the eighteenth anniversary of my birth, in Earth years. By the rules of this country, I am now an adult. By our rules, the crown has confirmed my bloodline.” He turned his palm toward the camera to show the puncture wounds left from when the crown tested his blood.

      “By blood and age, I declare myself ready to inherit my father’s throne and crown.”

      He held up the traditional crown, which was still bound to a common work circlet as Zak had left it. The camera wouldn’t detect the difference, even if the humans knew, which they didn’t. And the fae would soon hear of Zak’s technological miracle. He set the crown on his head and smiled at the camera, waiting a moment for any cheers from his audience. There were none in the basement, but the humans and fae watching around the world might be less restrained.

      “My top priority is to finish the treaty between Earth and our people. To aid in that effort, I wish to confirm the appointments of all current ambassadors, though some advisors and support staff will be changing within the week.”

      The ambassadors were all graduates of the school, humans and fae chosen for their skill in the opposing language and their willingness to seek peace between their cultures. Their advisors and staff did not always share the same attitude, and Shar intended to fix that problem rapidly.

      “I also confirm the following as official members of my privy council.”

      Hopefully, his audience would be patient with the long list. He flickered a glance of apology around the basement for the lack of warning, and stuck to his people’s aliases. None of them would thank him if he revealed their true names to the world.

      “Tom, my chief Companion.” The camera moved to follow his pointing finger to Taras, who had taken over as the king’s head warrior when Gil’s grandfather died.

      “Ned, my father’s secretary.”

      Nikandros bowed from his wheelchair, since the pukel had not yet acclimated to Earth’s gravity.

      “Chantelle, my housekeeper.” Shalla’s role was more comprehensive, but they hadn’t found a better Earth word yet.

      The pretty sirin paled and bowed her head.

      “Miles, my healer.”

      Merodach inclined his head, though his hands tightened on his folded arms.

      “Meg, the mapmaker.” Shar paused longer to allow a reaction to Maia’s famous role. Gil’s mother was absent, caring for her newly restored family, and hopefully wouldn’t be angry he had finally revealed her secret.

      “Ike, the navigator of New Kunisu.” Izdu was also gone, for the same reason as Maia, though his daughter, Zak, was here.

      The first five had been his council since his father died, with the technical assistance of Izdu. They covered for Shar when he was in hiding, both on the ship and on Earth.

      Now for the new ones who landed yesterday and were recovering in their rooms. He hadn’t asked them yet, but none of them would reject a command from their king.

      “Jen, my father’s lead contriver, who discovered the navigation system for the fleet.” He paused for another reaction, since Jadakira was both famous and presumed dead until yesterday. Even with a new human name, the description would immediately identify the gremlin to all the fae.

      “Emmy, her main apprentice.” Rimenni was Izdu’s wife and Zak’s mother, but qualified on her own merits.

      “Norm, who kept the mapmaker safe.” If Naram could manage that with all the lords hunting for them, then his resourcefulness would be invaluable. And Maia’s mate was the reason the last ship had a copy of the map to Earth.

      Those were all the adult fae he intended to call. In the past, the kings had large councils with every lord and a small selection of commoners. His father had increased the number of commoners. Shar had different plans, and the next announcement was part of them.

      “All these advisors shall be Commanders, not Friends.”

      He paused to allow outrage among his listeners for ranking his new council members among the highborn and powerful instead of as commoners. If they only knew, this was not the greatest of his changes.

      “Also Nate, Vince, Zee, and Miknon from the younger fae as Commanders.”

      All four of them had proved themselves both loyal and resourceful. Zak was a current student, and the others were graduates not assigned as ambassadors. Miknon was with her parents in their new room, but the hydra, troll, and gremlin bowed as the camera turned in their direction. Zak’s ears turned orange with embarrassment, and Nash’s nine heads wove in a spiral. The look of relief on Gil’s face at the omission of his name almost made Shar laugh.

      The next council members would be more of a shock, including to themselves. They had already proven their worth, and he could only hope they would accept the assignment, since he was not their king.

      “And among the humans, Helen and her children, Nik, Alex, and U.N., as well as Gaby, all as Commanders.”

      Helen’s family had rescued Gil and Miknon before Shar landed on Earth. Without them, there would be no alliance of human and fae, and both sides would currently be in a war neither could win. But even those of his people who approved of giving commoners higher rank might find humans a harder idea to swallow.

      The camera panned across U.N. and Gaby, since Helen was controlling it and her older children were at college. He would spare Gaby the attention of being named as his new secretary, though from the confused expression on her face, he would probably have to confirm he still intended her to be in the role.

      “With their help,” Shar said, “I intend to finalize a treaty with Earth and achieve new homes for us all.”

      Shar would work with other humans, but they wouldn’t be officially on his council. He only wanted those he could trust absolutely, and these had proved themselves. With the addition of him and one more, there would be twenty, which was a fraction of his father’s council but plenty for him. He pressed on the chair arms and prepared to stand.

      “Since my prior heir is awaiting trial for treason, I confirm my appointment of Gil as my heir, which he will be until such time as I have children of my own. If I have none, his children shall inherit from him.”

      And a commoner as heir would definitely create a stir among the fae, but that wasn’t the reaction he was worried about.

      Gil’s ears flattened and his teeth bared as he rushed toward Shar. Taras moved to intercept him, and Helen slammed her finger on the keyboard, shutting off the camera.

      “No,” Gil howled. “I thought that was over now!”

      Shar waved off Taras and hurried to clasp Gil’s shoulders. “I need children first. I can’t leave the throne in question. Remember what happened when my father died.”

      With the contact, his friend’s thoughts battered against Shar’s mind. Frustration, despair, overwhelm, disappointment. The wish to spend time with his family and friends battled with the desire for peace and the strong ties of friendship and loyalty.

      “But children will take years,” Gil protested. “Decades!”

      “Probably.” Shar gathered his friend into his arms to comfort him. “I’m sorry.”

      The fae lived for hundreds of Earth years. Shar might be a hundred years old, or more, before he had a child to relieve Gil of his role. He could almost hear Gil’s heart crack under the strain.

      Gil yanked free and fled from the room.

      Shar sighed. Most of the time, being king was nothing more than choosing who to make unhappy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Problems

        

      

    

    
      September 6, 2023

      
      Ian Fitch lowered his head and tried to concentrate on his homework. How could the teachers seriously expect him to pay attention like nothing had happened? Just because the war was over didn’t mean the excitement was, thanks to Shar turning everything upside down with his choices for council and heir. The dutifully attending students around Ian must not have heard the news. Or they somehow didn’t care because it didn’t concern them. Lucky them. Ian checked the clock and stacked his books in preparation for the last bell.

      In the next row, Gil read his textbook like his life depended on it. He wouldn’t look at Ian, and he hadn’t turned his head in Shar’s direction for the entire class. His long ears were flattened so hard against his head that they weren’t even bumps under his hair. Zee and Gaby watched all three boys almost constantly, clear concern written in their furrowed brows and hunched shoulders.

      Poor Gil. Ian hadn’t been sure they’d ever see him again after Shar’s confirming him as heir yesterday, so having him come to English, the only class the boys had together this semester, at least meant he hadn’t run away.

      Ian hadn’t had a chance to talk to Gil at breakfast or lunch, because his adopted brother had eaten in his parents’ room. For the past two days, Gil and Miknon had lived at the school instead of with the Fitches. Ian missed his adopted siblings, though he couldn’t blame them. If he’d suddenly gained family members, he’d want to spend time with them, too. But Ian couldn’t chat with Gil during class, and shouldn’t the bell have rung by now?

      As if on cue, the bell rang. Gil bolted like an Olympic sprinter, making it impossible to catch him. Gaby and Zee flapped their hands at Ian. Shar only sighed and picked up his books. Ian hurried to his locker to ditch his books, then ran up the stairs to the third floor. He knocked politely on Gil’s door, but no one answered. He knocked more emphatically, and still nobody answered.

      Argh! Ian pulled his phone from his pocket and texted Gil.

      
        
          
            
              
        If you don’t let me in, I’ll get a key from Ms. Mitchell.

      

      

      

      

      

      He replaced his phone and tapped his foot.

      After a minute, the door was flung wide open. Chest heaving and teeth bared, Gil glared at him. “What do you want?”

      Despite the admittedly scary teeth, Ian stepped forward and wrapped Gil in a hug. He didn’t say anything, just clung tightly. Gil stiffened and pushed at Ian, though without using his short claws.

      “He’s touching him,” someone squeaked in Fae.

      Yeah, big culture breach. Who cared? His brother needed a hug, so everybody else could shut up. Ian tightened his arms around the taller boy and refused to move. With a shudder, Gil’s resistance collapsed. He lowered his head to Ian’s forehead and returned the hug, squeezing him so hard that Ian almost couldn’t breathe. After a minute, just before Ian had to beg mercy, Gil let go and yanked him into the suite. Slamming the door behind them, Gil shoved Ian onto the couch.

      Unlike the student bedrooms, the family suites had a living room joining a bedroom on either side. Though small, this one was full. Gil took his apparently abandoned seat on the couch between Ian and Miknon’s entire family. The three pixies fit on one cushion, their blue and green wings half-spread to touch each other. It seemed Miknon’s royal blue skin, hair, and feathers were a mix between her father’s midnight blue and her mother’s green. Sure, that made as much sense as anything. Her navy blue eyes matched her father’s exactly, though.

      Across from them ranged two wheelchairs and a folding chair. In the corner, Rafe sat on another folding chair, head bowed and looking horribly uncomfortable. Everyone was here then. No wonder the door had been locked, with Rafe present. Gil’s brother wasn’t allowed to wander around freely.

      “Oh,” Ian said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt a family council.” He spoke in Fae, since the newcomers wouldn’t know much English, though they said they had listened to Zee’s radio broadcasts on their way to Earth.

      Gil’s ink-black skin turned an ugly shade of gray, and he flinched, closing his brilliant pale blue eyes.

      “Sorry,” Ian said. “Poor choice of words. Family meeting?”

      He wasn’t surprised Miknon’s family was there, since Miknon had been part of Gil’s family for sixteen years.

      “We are discussing Gil’s appointment as heir,” Meg said softly.

      She gripped her husband’s hand, leaning toward him as if magnetically pulled. For the first time since Ian had met her, she was obviously happy instead of worried. A gentle smile made her face glow, and Ian automatically smiled back.

      “This is private business,” Gil’s father said. “You were not invited.” Despite the harsh words, his voice was also soft, and his expression was mild. The commoners knew how to guard their tongues, since the wrong word to a lord could mean death.

      “We appreciate your concern,” Gil’s grandmother said politely.

      The two of them were as white as Rafe, while Gil was as dark as his mother, and Ian yet again itched to understand Fae genetics. How did the skin colors not blend in the next generation? But that wasn’t important right now, and Ian wasn’t likely to be the one who deciphered the science.

      “No,” Ian agreed. “I’ll go. I just wanted to make sure Gil was well.”

      “Ha!” Gil snorted. “How can Shar do this to me?”

      “I think you’ll make a great prince,” Ian said. “You’re smart and kind and fair.”

      Gil’s father tipped his head and stared at Ian like he was a strange bug. “We are not highborn.”

      Ian shrugged. “So?”

      “We are commoners.” Gil’s grandmother spoke slowly, as if he wouldn’t understand the words.

      Ian shrugged again. “I know.”

      Meg smiled. “U.N. is American. They don’t believe in birth rank.”

      All the newcomers stared at Ian, eyes wide. Ian didn’t bother explaining how many countries on Earth no longer had birth rank.

      “Can we talk about something else, please?” Gil asked.

      “Sure,” Ian said. “Would you like to introduce me to your families?”

      Gil’s grandmother sucked in her breath, and Miknon’s parents shrank into the couch.

      Gil leaned back so the pixies were more visible. “This is Cora and Ron, Miknon’s parents. Miknon has decided to continue using the name Mother gave her, rather than make everyone learn a new use-name.”

      From the way the pixies only fluttered their wings without actual panic, Ian was sure Gil had provided nicknames for them, too. He nodded politely at them.

      “This is my father, Norm, and his mother, Beth.”

      The two shifters inclined their heads, and Ian nodded again.

      “And this is U.N.,” Gil said. “He’s the king’s official linguist.”

      “I’m pleased to meet all of you,” Ian said. “I know you’ve been missed.” He turned to Gil. “You picked use-names really fast.”

      Gil laughed for the first time since yesterday and waved his phone. “Baby name sites. Love the internet.”

      “Good idea,” Ian agreed.

      “The king’s linguist?” Beth asked. “He looks no older than you.”

      Ian sighed. “Younger, actually. They bent the rules to get me into the school.”

      “He’s the best Fae speaker among the humans,” Miknon said, “and he speaks several Earth languages.”

      Ian shrugged. “I’m still learning.” And his practice with human languages had slowed considerably under the weight of learning Fae.

      Norm half-bowed an apology. “You are remarkably fluent in Fae. We meant no insult. I’m sure the king has made a fine choice.”

      “None taken,” Ian said. “It’s weird for the humans, too. Most kids don’t get a lot of responsibility, but Gil dragged me into this. And Shar is the king, so he can do what he wants, I guess.”

      He shrugged and patted Gil’s shoulder. Norm jolted forward, hand reaching toward the boys. Meg touched his knee, and he froze.

      Gil raised his eyebrows at his family. “And yes, he touches me. I told you he’s my brother.”

      From the corner, Rafe choked a little but didn’t look up. Ian didn’t feel sorry for him. He was losing Gil and Miknon as siblings through no fault of his own, but Rafe had brought all his trouble on himself. At least Nikos wasn’t moving out for three more years. Ian wished he could keep all his siblings forever.

      “I’m not surprised at U.N.’s appointment,” Gil said, returning to the prior topic. “Shar is breaking a lot of traditions as we settle into our new home. I just wish he hadn’t decided to torture me in the process!”

      “I thought you didn’t want to talk about it,” Ian said.

      Gil threw his arms in the air. “Look, I know it doesn’t matter, because someday Shar will get married and have kids. I’ll be matchmaker, if I must! But in the meantime, I’m being punished. It’s not fair.”

      “Rewarded,” his father suggested. “Though I agree it is strange behavior for a highborn. Perhaps he was swayed by your name.”

      Gil snorted. “Not likely. We grew up together, and he knows very well who I am. He absolutely did not get me confused with the Starry Lover.”

      “Wait a minute,” Ian said. “The one from your story? What does he have to do with anything?”

      Meg’s ears twitched. “I wanted each of my boys to have a hero constantly in their thoughts as an example, so I named the elder after his father and the younger after one of my heroes.”

      In the corner, Rafe slumped farther in his seat. Ian wondered intensely what Rafe and Norm were actually named, but he stayed focused.

      “I know Gil isn’t using an alias,” Ian said, “because Miknon was mad about that, but what’s the rest of his name?”

      All the fae sucked in a breath and looked shocked, even Gil.

      “Sorry, sorry,” Ian said. “Never mind. I was just curious.”

      When his family had first met Gil, they had joked about the possible origins of his name. And it wasn’t that Ian actually thought the shifter was Gil-galad the elven king, but the curiosity remained. But it seemed even a foster brother wasn’t close enough to know a fae’s full name.

      Trying not to be offended, he changed the subject. “So I talked to Shar yesterday, after the coronation. Honestly, we humans are as surprised as you at his announcements. It’s one thing for humans to sit in on fae meetings as informal advisors and quite another to be permanently appointed.”

      “You’ve already been doing the work,” Miknon said. “And very well.”

      “I was hoping someone would take over being in charge,” Ian admitted. “I don’t mind helping with the dictionaries, but overseeing the translators is time-consuming. And both might work better if the supervisor was a little more impressive.” He waved his hands at his very unimpressive self to demonstrate. Few adults liked reporting to someone who looked like they belonged in middle school.

      “Besides, Shar wants to speed the deadline and finish the English dictionary by the end of the school year,” Ian complained. A basic dictionary, not an Oxford or Merriam-Webster equivalent, but still. “And then other language editions every year or two.”

      By the time they got to other languages, Ian would need to shift most of the work to someone else. By then, though, there would be more people who could help. Once the treaty was signed — which wasn’t Ian’s problem, thank goodness — some of the ambassadors could assist with the other languages, and eventually, more people would speak Fae well enough to create the other dictionaries.

      “All by yourself?” Beth asked in a shocked voice.

      “Oh, no. Shar says I can recruit helpers.” Ian looked pleadingly at Gil.

      They’d been working together for more than a year, and there was nobody Ian would rather have. The speed at which Gil had learned English proved he was good at languages. Well, Mom would be a help, too, but besides teaching history at the high school, she wanted to learn written Fae. Her unfinished doctoral work had been on Linear A, the undeciphered Minoan language, and she thought there was a link to Fae, though nobody knew why that could be.

      His siblings were just as busy. Alex­an­dria was doing dual high school and college, and Nikos was working and attending college. That left mostly the high school students to help Ian, for as long as the school lasted, which was also only a couple more years. Most of the students had already graduated and moved on to other things, leaving fewer than two hundred, split between humans and fae. Sadly, once new Fae schools opened around the world in a year or two, they would probably steal most of his linguists, leaving him even more on his own. But he
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