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​Prologue
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“Enter.”

The door opened and a uniformed man stepped into the small spartan office. The officer behind the desk didn’t look up from the papers he was reading. “Well?”

“We have confirmation, Sergeant Fellows has left the planet.”

“Hmph,” the seated man grunted. “This is not unexpected.”

“There’s more.”

Now the seated officer did look up, but he asked no questions, just waited.

“Colonel Basterwick accompanied Sergeant Fellows, along with the sergeant’s family.”

“All of them?”

“Just his wife and child and her parents. They all boarded a transport leaving for Treonin. Sergeant Fellow’s mother passed away about a year ago and there is no information about his father’s current whereabouts. He has no known siblings.”

The man behind the desk sat back and crossed his arms. “Interesting.”

“Should we do some digging into the location of his father?”

“That probably won’t be necessary.”

“I’m afraid we’ve lost him.”

The sharp eyes pinned the standing officer. “Why would you say that?”

“Is-tan controls all transportation on or off the planet. He’s out of our reach.”

A chuckle escaped the seated man. “My reach is very long.”

The officer studied the man. “You have another assignment for me?”

“Yes, I do.” The seated man smiled, but it was neither friendly nor warm. “I want you to keep tabs on Colonel Basterwick’s family. Nothing overt. Let me know when he returns to Earth.”

“According to the paperwork, his deployment is for six months.”

“Oh, I don’t think he’ll be gone that long.”

“Sir?”

“I’ll want a regular update on his family’s movements.”

“Yes, sir.” The officer waited. “Was there anything else, sir?”

“Are the liaison office staff reassignments completed?”

“They are. Staff will be notified as per prearranged schedule.”

“See to it no one protests being reposted.”

“Yes, sir.”

The seated officer reached for one of the papers on his desk. “That will be all.”

“Very good, sir.” The officer saluted.

The man behind the desk gave an absent salute before going back to his reading.
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Chapter 1

[image: ]


Ethan suppressed a yawn and attempted to hide it behind a scowl. It was only his third week on another planet and he was already part of a discipline review committee. He’d been right to assume that as soon as he was released from the hospital he would have to resume some of his work duties. Less than forty-eight hours had passed after his release before he was summoned.

He didn’t want to be there but the Yosimite command had insisted, despite the protests of Michael Donnavin and his teammate Chris Banski, the two Navy SEALs handling Ethan’s medical care while he was stationed away from Earth. He was the ‘Eart Lia-son’ and, as such, it was his duty to be present during a hearing involving human personnel. It didn’t matter that the dark bruises from his own incarceration and interrogation had yet to fade.

It was a great deal more than his position entailed and more responsibility than his rank dictated. The Yosimite argued that since coming to Treonin he now held a higher rank which allotted for the change in job duties–at some point the Yosimite had evidently promoted him. He wondered idly if the Americans knew of his new status. The colonel had certainly not mentioned it before his departure. He didn’t dare ask his current commanding officer.

Not wanting to create an intergalactic incident that could further strain human and Yosimite relations, Ethan had reluctantly agreed to attend. He hoped that Is-tan, the Yosimite prince responsible for his being on the planet in the first place, appreciated the effort.

Ethan shifted uncomfortably. The review had already dragged on for several hours before the accused was even brought forth and it looked as if it might last several more hours before it came to a conclusion. Even though he’d taken pain medication, his ribs ached and he could feel a dull throb behind his eyes that promised to grow into a full-blown headache. The dreaded physical therapy was a cakewalk in comparison to the monotony of the review.

Ethan needed to focus, but found it difficult. Memories of his own incarceration and subsequent torture spun about in the back of his mind while Yosimite officials droned on in their complex language. The dry interpretation offered by Campoor was of little interest. Even the accused individual failed to raise more than a passing interest while Ethan made an attempt to study him.

Standing at the front of the room, the guilty party looked both defiant and hungover. He’d been picked up the night before in the barracks sampling local spirits with some of his friends, something that was strictly forbidden on base. While the army officers weren’t particularly pleased, the Yosimite officials didn’t seem too troubled by the breach of conduct. They weren't interested in investigating a couple of guys drinking forbidden libations on the portion of the base allotted to Earth forces. It didn’t matter to them.

What did matter was the conduct of the private several weeks prior to the drinking incident. As far as Ethan could ascertain, the unbecoming behavior of this man resulted in all leave being canceled and, with the exception of himself and a few select others, all humans were confined to base. While the soldier’s drinking buddies were left for the US to handle, the accused was handed over to the Yosimite authorities. It looked as if his brief incarceration had been far from pleasant.

It had taken three hours to report the findings to the committee. Ethan stifled another yawn hoping that the review would soon get to the heart of the matter. Behind him, Campoor gave the English translation for the document being read by one of the Yosimite officers on the review panel. It was some kind of statement relating to the charges. Ethan struggled to give the matter half of his attention. He was pretty sure it didn’t matter if he understood what it contained.

Upon his arrival at the hearing, it had quickly become clear that the real reason Ethan was wanted in attendance was for his serville translator. As Ethan understood it, it was a little irregular for Campoor to act in this capacity due to his current status as serville, but the Yosimite/English translator who previously acted as translator had recently been shipped elsewhere, leaving an unexpected void.

There were other translators who could speak English, but none with Campoor’s fluency and experience. Ethan was fairly certain that the local authorities weren’t entirely sure what to do with him, but as a suzerian, he was supposed to be present when Campoor’s services were utilized. Ethan shifted again, desperately trying to find a comfortable position and wished that Sonnimu could have translated. Unfortunately, Is-tan needed him elsewhere.

Colonel Folgert, the thin, gray-haired commanding officer for the garrison of US troops stationed on Treonin–Ethan’s current commanding officer–looked grim as the charges were read. Ethan couldn’t blame him. It was pretty damning and there wasn’t anything they could say to defend the man. At the beginning of the review, both he and the colonel had been informed that their presence was mostly a formality and would have little bearing on the outcome. He wasn’t entirely sure that they would be allowed to speak or give any input whatsoever. His instructions were to remain silent unless asked a question. So far, neither of them had been asked any questions nor been given an opportunity to offer input.

“Private Ontega needs must confirm understanding of statement,” Campoor finished, drawing Ethan’s attention back to the present once more.

“I understand,” the private confirmed. It sounded like an acknowledgement of guilt.

Ethan almost felt sorry for him–having been held by the Yosimite when suspected of betraying them he had firsthand experience what would be in store for the guilty party. Yosimite incarceration wasn’t like being jailed on Earth and the bruising under the young man’s brown eyes gave testament to his handling during his brief stay with the aliens.

The facilitator spoke again and Campoor translated. “Conturan ask if Private Ontega confirm statement of Ontega involvement in sexual activities correct and Ontega understand offense.”

Conturan was the title given to the Yosimite officer facilitating the hearing. The official in question leaned forward, his brows furrowed around the three prominent Vs on his forehead.

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” the private argued. “It was consensual.”

“Conturan not ask about consent to activity. Conturan ask if Ontega involved as stated,” Campoor said patiently.

“Answer the question, private.” Colonel Folgert’s voice was gruff.

“Yes, I was at the party. Yes, there was drinking.” Ontega eyed Campoor with hostility. “Sur-ann and I hit it off. One thing led to another...”

“Ontega, Sur-ann couple?” Campoor asked to clarify.

“Yes, we had sex if that is what you're asking.” Ontega spat the words out in an exasperated hiss. “That was two months ago. Why is this a problem now?”

Ethan was pretty sure he had an inkling as to where the inquiry was going.

The Conturan frowned when Campoor translated before asking his next question. Campoor translated without hesitation. “E-tan, is true Ontega not need to bite Sur-ann to make debo?”

“Bite her?” Ontega blurted out. “I never bit her! Why would I do that?”

The shock on the private’s face told Ethan all he needed to know. The man hadn’t read the information he’d signed off on before coming to Treonin. He’d probably slept through the briefing meetings as well. What pity Ethan felt earlier dried up.

“If you’d bothered to read the manual on Yosimite customs and biology, you would know. It’s not like it’s a very big book,” Ethan told him.

Ontega replied only with a stony stare.

Ethan could feel a light brush on his shoulder, and glanced up at Campoor. “Tell the Conturan he is correct. Biting is not necessary for humans to produce offspring.”

“Wait, she’s pregnant?” Ontega paled.

“Apparently,” Ethan responded as Campoor translated quietly in the background.

“I wasn’t me.”

“Did you use a condom?” The commanding officer from the base sounded weary. The Yosimite in the room stopped speaking and listened attentively.

“No, I didn’t have one with me, but the guys said the Yosimite don’t carry STDs, so I wasn’t particularly worried.”

“You’ve had sex education, have you not?” Colonel Folgert asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Then you know how things work.”

“Sir, it was only one time, and...” Ontega hesitated before deciding to barge ahead. “I pulled out.”

Ethan closed his eyes and rested his head against his fingers.

“Did you even ask if she was on birth control before engaging in relations?” the base commander pressed.

Ethan raised an eyebrow at the commander’s question, wondering why he’d even ask. The Yosimite had no need for birth control; their biology made it irrelevant, as the handbook clearly stated. He doubted the female would have understood the question at all.

Ontega reddened. “No, but there is no way I got her pregnant. I pulled out! Besides, how the hell could she know so soon if she was pregnant?”

Campoor translated quietly. The Yosimite officials exchanged dark looks.

“You will contain yourself,” the commander warned.

“She’s lying about who’s the baby’s father. No way it’s mine,” Ontega insisted. “Before we hooked up, she was hanging out with some Yosimite guy. They came to the party together and even left together. It’s probably his baby.”

“It can’t be his,” Ethan said simply. He glanced over his shoulder at Campoor. “Not if he didn’t bite her.”

“Medical not find evidence of Yosimite male interaction. Female not bitten,” Campoor confirmed.

“What does biting have to do with anything?” Ontega demanded.

“Everything. Male Yosimite physiology is not like ours. Unless the male bites the female and ingests her blood, he cannot produce offspring. In other words, she can’t conceive,” Ethan explained slowly. “If she had been bitten by a male Yosimite, there would be trace indicators in her blood. Tests indicate she was not bitten by a male Yosimite, or by anyone for that matter.”

“So how was she able to get pregnant?”

“We’re a different species. Our biology is different,” Ethan said simply.

“How do we know she wasn’t with some other guy? Human, I mean.”

“You were among the first group of soldiers stationed on this planet given leave off base and allowed to interact with the Yosimite civilian population. You and your friends chose to host a party that had to be broken up by the authorities. Because of the incident in question, there have been no other such leaves granted to the humans since,” the commander pointed out. “So how would it be possible for her to have sex with another human?”

Ontega dropped his eyes to the floor. “I don’t know. But she must have.”

Ethan crossed his arms and sat back in his chair. The guy was clearly an idiot.

“Do you agree that the events and timeline presented here are correct?” Colonel Folgert asked.

“Yes, sir,” was Ontega’s sullen reply.

“Based on this evidence, I have to agree with the findings. The child is yours.” The commander spoke with finality.

All Yosimite eyes were fastened on Ontega. The Conturan cleared his throat and spoke. After a moment of silence, Campoor translated. “Conturan want know if Ontega now bite Sur-ann.”

Ontega frowned and glanced at Ethan.

“I think he wants to know if you will commit to Sur-ann and the baby,” Ethan supplied.

“Commit?”

“Marry her.” It was the best Ethan could do to explain what the Yosimite expected of Ontega. It was clear this took the commander by surprise as well.

“What? No! I hardly know her.” Ontega made no attempt to hide his irritation. “If she wants to keep the baby, she can keep it, but I’m not interested in playing house, if that's her game. I was clear I was just there for a good time.”

Ethan sighed. Ontega wasn’t presenting a good case for himself and the Yosimite didn’t understand the differences in their species enough to appreciate the complicated nature of human relationships. Campoor translated and the Conturan nodded as if he expected Ontega’s response. After consulting with one of the Yosimite officials, the Conturan rose from his seat.

“Yertega omi gotura. De etta enfolimas cengura. Segwa molis bendala ontur detammania veiene tenere.”

The Yosimite officials began to gather their belongings. The Conturan took his leave.

“I take it the review meeting is over?” Colonel Folgert twisted in his seat to address Campoor. Ethan was just as surprised and turned as well so Campoor would understand he needed to answer.

The translator fidgeted in discomfort, glancing at Ethan before answering. “Yest.”

The guards took custody of Ontega. Casting his eyes wildly about the room, the private gave a weak struggle. “What’s going on, what did he say?”

“Conturan give judgment,” Campoor replied.

“Judgment?” Ethan blinked. “I thought this was a disciplinary review.”

“Yest. Conturan is reviewed statement and Ontega answer. Give judgment for disa-plin.”

“What did he decide?” Ethan asked slowly. He felt his neck heat with annoyance.

“Ontega guilty of make offspring. Ontega no offer bite to Sur-ann and no will give protect. Conturan is find bad act-ton on part of male. Ontega sentenced to be sterilized, and must serve sixteen times twelve moons as serville. Mining owner on Partok agree to suzerain. All support go to Sur-ann, debo.”

“What? NO! That’s inhumane.” Ontega struggled against the guards as he realized what the sentencing would entail. “I’m an American. I’m owed a fair trial. I demand a lawyer.”

Campoor held up a hand to stay the guards. “E-tan please explain law-yer.”

“No need.” The commander spoke loud enough to ensure both Campoor and Ontega could hear him. “There is no SOFA, or agreement between the armed forces. This means the Yosimite have full jurisdiction. Enlisted individuals are subject to local laws and prosecution, as well as local disciplinary measures, per signed agreement between the United States and Yosimite. You signed off on your understanding of this agreement before you deployed.”

“You’re just going to let them take me and do what they want with me?” Ontega was incredulous.

“I’m sorry son, but you violated their laws. The matter is out of my hands.”

“I don’t even know what laws I broke.”

“That is unfortunate.”

“I want to appear before a military board. A US military board.”

“And you will, when you have served out your sentence according to the judgment handed down by their Conturan.” Colonel Folgert shifted to address Campoor. “Please tell the guards they may take Private Ontega away.”

Campoor relayed the commander’s message and the soldiers dragged the protesting Ontega from the room, closing the door behind them. Ethan listened as the man’s muffled shouts died away. He wanted to say something to the commander, but found he couldn’t form the words.

The commander stood. “I’ll send a missive up the chain of command, but you should know, the technology being gained is worth far more than a few errant soldiers.”

Ethan nodded, his own experience telling him he could expect nothing to change in the US agreement with the Yosimite. Ontega’s sentence would stand. He couldn’t help wondering if his own base commander back on Earth, Colonel Basterwick might have argued more on behalf of the soldier. Unfortunately, Colonel Basterwick had been unexpectedly recalled back to Earth. Ethan was now under a new chain of command.

Ethan rose and saluted the commander, but the return salute was perfunctory and the look in the man’s eyes indicated that he didn’t trust Ethan. Ethan watched the colonel as he made his way out of the room. 

He was stuck in the middle. Not trusted by his own military, he’d been assigned as liaison between the Yosimite and US forces, a lifelong commitment he had neither pursued or wanted, and was now stuck on an alien world with his wife, infant daughter, and contentious in-laws where it seemed the Yosimite expected him to fulfill duties that were not part of his initial assignment. Ethan’s head pounded at the enormity of it all. He had to get out of the room, out of the building, and go somewhere he could breathe. Campoor, now on his knees, kept his eyes lowered to the ground, reminding Ethan how little he understood of Yosimite culture, let alone their legal system.

Angry, Ethan beat a hasty retreat to the door. Campoor scrambled to keep up with him. As he moved through the halls, he ignored the many curious looks he garnered. Outside of the military base, humans were a novelty on Treonin. Ontega’s behavior now made them notorious as well.
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​Chapter 2
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Leaving the state building, Ethan traveled along the sidewalk past shiny modern buildings with curved edges. After several blocks, he turned into the nearby wooded area, hoping the tightness in his chest would dissolve the way the buildings seemed to whenever one entered a Yosimite park. His first excursion into a park had been with Maddy and her parents the day he’d been released from the hospital.

It seemed like an eon had passed since then, not just two days.

The tranquil walk through the wooded areas dotted with small lakes had been an eye-opener. At the sight of a naked Yosimite couple emerging from one of the many lakes, Ethan’s father-in-law had declared that he wouldn’t step foot in a park again. Moreover, he had decreed that none of his family would either.

Not wanting to argue with his father-in-law and upset Maddy, Ethan remained silent. During his evening checkup with the two Navy SEAL doctors, Michael told him that much of what he had seen during their walk was the same everywhere. The Yosimite had few inhibitions and it was the norm for them to swim in the nude. If nothing else, the park was a place Ethan didn’t have to worry about encountering his in-laws. The thought almost made him smile.

Minutes after turning into the woods, he was free of the oppressive buildings and heading down a gravel path toward one of the park's numerous lakes. Warm sunlight passed through the green and blue leaves, creating a dancing tapestry of shadow beneath his feet. Behind him, he could hear the crunch of gravel as Campoor followed. He cursed under his breath. He wanted to be alone and Campoor’s company was especially unwelcome. Not that the translator could do otherwise. His serville position required him to accompany Ethan everywhere. The only exception was when he was in Is-tan’s service. As Ethan understood it, his agreement with Is-tan was an unusual arrangement where servilles were concerned.

Ethan didn’t particularly like the translator, but when Campoor had gotten himself into trouble, Ethan’s conscience wouldn’t allow the man to suffer the severe consequence of losing his tongue for the crime that led to his second arrest–an embarrassment to the Yosimite leader that was viewed as a potential act of treason. Is-tan, the Yosimite prince, made an exception for the translator at Ethan’s plea for clemency and commuted Campoor’s sentence to serving Ethan for twenty-four months.

It was an awkward arrangement. Even after several weeks of acting the part of suzerain, Ethan was still unsure of what his responsibilities were and was constantly worried about making a cultural mistake that could get them both in trouble. Now that he was no longer on Earth, those mistakes could have dire consequences. He hoped he would have the opportunity to speak with Mal-ton about the expectations and responsibilities of being a suzerain sometime soon. Mal-ton was the only person Ethan knew who had a serville. If the steady soldier couldn’t help him, Ethan didn’t know if anyone could.

In addition to holding the lowly status of serville, Campoor was also half Purg, and found himself continually under scrutiny from his peers who knew his lineage. Being on Treonin only compounded the issue as they were now surrounded by Yosimite who believed the Purg needed to be controlled and kept under the proverbial Yosimite thumb. Ethan secretly wondered if this was what had caused the rebellion that now spread across several worlds resulting in the war between two species that physically resembled each other but were considered psychologically different. Alien motives were hard to discern and it made Ethan’s head spin just to think about them.

Not that Ethan held any love for the Purg. His first encounter with their species started on a sour note when they killed all his friends and ruthlessly picked off soldiers from his battalion one at a time while they were held captive. He’d been kept alive only for their entertainment. If it had not been for Ana and Jasper, now Ethan’s closest friends, he too would have perished. Instead, he had escaped with the pair, met up with his girlfriend Maddy, then trekked across the wilderness until they reached the safety of the United States Armed Forces.

He used the word safety with some reservation. During the period of time after being reunited with the US military, both he and Jasper had been held and interrogated. It was a time he wished he could forget. He was eventually released, but suspicion of his involvement with the aliens left an unpleasant taste in Ethan’s mouth and a definite distrust from his peers.

The cloud of suspicion followed him after the Yosimite and the US signed a treaty and Is-tan insisted Ethan act as liaison between the alien and human troops. Although Colonel Basterwick supported him in his position, others Ethan worked with didn’t seem too sure of his allegiance. Rooms often grew quiet when he entered and if he ate in the cafeteria, he ate alone. For the most part, Ethan resigned himself to the situation. It wasn’t much different than the way Maddy’s father treated him. In some ways it was better.

That was until Campoor’s second arrest. At the time, Ethan had been assigned to serve beneath Major Seffer, the very man responsible for his initial interrogation. The harsh major suspected Ethan of colluding with the Yosimite and after Campoor’s arrest,  he kept Ethan under close surveillance until he found an opportunity to arrest him as well. Charged with treason, Ethan was devastated. It wasn’t true and he desperately wanted to clear his name, but there’d been no chance to plead his case before Is-tan removed him from Earth. Injured and unconscious, Ethan couldn’t even protest his removal from his home planet. It wasn’t until he awoke in an alien hospital that the gravity of his situation became clear.

Ethan’s only hope was Colonel Basterwick, his commanding officer from Earth–the man who had befriended him after his first encounter with the Major. The colonel believed Ethan was innocent, but despite Ethan’s questionable arrest and the fact that the major had disappeared, the charge of treason still held. The colonel assured Ethan he would do his best to clear the matter up, however there was no word about Ethan’s status since the colonel had departed two weeks earlier.

As the path opened up to a broad view of the lake, Ethan heard his name being called. Mal-ton, one of Jasper’s closest friends, approached from the shore, concern etched in his features. Behind him, Gin-wel, his own serville followed, eyes lowered and careful not to come into contact with any individual he encountered.

Ethan studied Gin-wel as he neared. Although his features mirrored that of other Yosimite with light brown skin and three Vs on his forehead, the man was shorter than the average Yosimite male, closer to his own height and build. It was a contrast to Mal-ton’s tall lean frame or Jasper’s even larger bulk. But then again, Jasper was big no matter who Ethan compared him to.

Unlike himself and Campoor, Mal-ton fully understood his duties as suzerain and Gin-wel had been conditioned for life as a serville–brutally so. His vocal chords had severed, scars marked where his gills had been slit, and his back was a roadmap of torture. The man seldom smiled, and when he did, it was only after glancing at his suzerain for approval. Ethan’s stomach turned as he speculated what fate might await Ontega for his one night of indiscretion.

“Mal-ton learn of verdict.” Mal-ton fell into step beside Ethan as he continued down to the rocky shore. He wore casual, loose-fitting clothes favored by the Yosimite. Although his solid black eyes did not give away where he focused his gaze, Ethan was sure he was being studied.

Ethan wasn’t surprised by Mal-ton’s announcement. News seemed to travel fast in the close military community. Without answering he stopped at the shore and gazed across the water.

“E-tan upset?”

“Yes. The punishment seemed pretty severe.” Ethan could see Mal-ton only partially understood his statement. “It seemed very hard...donno.”

“Ontega is make debo, but no want bredetonia.” Mal-ton spoke with disgust, his words a combination of English and Yosimite. “Male not take bredetonia is no good male. Is fair discipline.”

“Unless he was set up,” Ethan muttered.

“Mal-ton not know set up,” Mal-ton replied.

Ethan turned to Campoor, who like Gin-wel, was on his knees. “Explain it to him.”

Campoor looked up. “Campoor not understand.”

Ethan sighed and tried to convey what he meant as best he could. “Is it possible the girl was trying to get pregnant? Could she have known about the differences between human and Yosimite males...that her intention was to make a debo?”

“E-tan mean did female trick Ontega?” Mal-ton shrugged. “Not probably. Female not probably know Eart man not need bite to make debo. No matter. Ontego know.”

“Surely you don’t think she is blameless?” Ethan argued.

“Ontega man know about making debo?”

“He does, but...”

Mal-ton interrupted him. “Do Eart male need bite female to make debo?”

“Well, no.”

“And Ontega man know no bite need to make debo! Ontega know and not use protect so no debo make.”

“You mean birth control. A way to keep from making debo?” Mal-ton nodded to Ethan’s question. Ethan was surprised, he didn’t realize that the Yosimite knew of birth control as biologically it didn’t factor in their society. “No, he didn’t take any precautions.”

“Male make debo, male take care of female, debo,” Mal-ton said sagely.

“I agree he should, at the very least, take care of the baby,” Ethan started. “However, it was one mistake.”

“Ontega is not try stop make debo. Use female for cetara, no care for female, no care for debo. Ontega not good male. Conturan dellana female, debo protected.” In his agitation, Mal-ton spoke in a combination of English and Yosimite, but Ethan found he had little difficulty understanding.

“They’re going to sterilize him,” Ethan said flatly. Mal-ton’s features wrinkled in confusion. “It means he’ll never be able to make more debo, not even after he serves his sentence.”

Campoor translated quietly. Mal-ton shook his head. “Male use female. Male make debo and not care for female, not care for debo. Contran must protect all females, debos from bad male. Bad male no make more debo.”

Mal-ton’s statement held a simple logic Ethan couldn’t argue. He didn’t even know why he was arguing for a man who felt no sense of responsibility, except that a part of him recoiled from the idea of forced sterilization. It felt as if Ontega’s future had been thrown away, even if he had done much of the throwing himself. Still, Ethan found himself defending the man. “It sounded as if she was a willing participant.”

“Maybe.” Mal-ton shrugged. “Participate not crime.”

“It was a crime for Ontega.”

“No. Ontega crime is make debo but no care for debo. No want care for debo.”

“He’s being punished for that,” Ethan said stubbornly. “He’s been sentenced to fifteen years as a serville.”

“E-tan is not need be upset. Ontega is not good male. Maybe not force female, but no commit to debo. No duty. No care. Not to female. Not to debo. Ontega make bad for all. Conturan give good discipline.” Mal-ton’s English was better this time, with less Yosimite mixed in.

“But it is not like he forced her to have sex.”

Mal-ton placed a hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “Be glad Ontega not force female to couple.”

“Why?”

“If male use force, make female couple, Ontega face same discipline as Gin-wel.”

“A death sentence?” Ethan goggled at Malton.

Mal-ton nodded. “Maybe worse.”

“What could be worse?” Ethan asked.

“Female family make Ontega serville for life.”

“You took Gin-wel as serville for life,” Ethan stated.

“Not same,” Mal-ton replied. “Gin-wel good man. Mal-ton nephew not. Ontega not.”

“At least Ontega would be alive,” Ethan said stubbornly.

The alien’s shoulders sagged. “E-tan not understand. Most peoples sentenced of donno not live long as serville. Not treated good. Danger of attack by persons. Death better.”

Ethan stared at Gin-wel as the enormity of the situation sank in. “I thought servilles were supposed to be protected by their suzerian.”

“Support, yes. Protect?” Mal-ton shrugged.

“You protect Gin-wel.” Ethan pointed out.

“Mal-ton see Gin-wel...” Mal-ton broke off, his voice thick. He was quiet for a moment before he continued, his voice more steady. “Suzerian own serville, but not need to protect serville. Only need provide, discipline. Many only discipline. Sometime is better serville to die.”

Ethan shivered.

Mal-ton put his arm over Ethan’s shoulders. “E-tan is not need worry. Ontega not suffer discipline given to Gin-wel. Ontega not sentence to die. Ontega not sentence to serville for life. Conturan give good discipline to bad male.”

Ethan sighed. He had no more arguments. He wasn’t even sure why he was arguing in the first place.

Mal-ton gave Ethan an encouraging smile. “No speak words more about Ontega. Come, E-tan, Mal-ton go swim. Swim make E-tan feel better.”

It was the Yosimite cure for nearly everything. Ethan had to admit, sliding into the cold water and letting his mind go numb held appeal. It would certainly soothe his aching body and pounding head. He wasn’t up to having the serville/suzerain discussion after the one they just had. He wasn’t sure he was ready for the answers.

As if reading his mind, Mal-ton began to strip down and Gin-wel followed suit. Leaving their clothes in neat piles on the shoreline, they waited expectantly. Ethan followed Mal-ton’s example and stripped off his clothing down to his underwear. He wasn’t quite ready to swim in the nude. Campoor quickly followed his example. Ethan waded in the water until he could submerge himself fully, then dove under, assured that the powerful swimmers around him would let no harm befall him.
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Chapter 3
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The corners of Ethan’s mouth lifted at the sound of laughter spilling out the open windows of the house he had been assigned. For a moment, he simply rested his hand on the door handle, relishing such a welcome greeting after the stressful hours of being cooped up in the disciplinary review meeting. It did more to relieve both his aches and pains as well as his mental anguish at the meeting’s outcome than the swim in the lake with Mal-ton. For the first time since being relocated from the hospital facility, Ethan was glad to be someplace he could call home, even if it was temporary and on another planet.

Ethan paused at the door. He was anxious to spend time with his wife, Maddy, and infant daughter, Kelsey. Unfortunately, that meant spending more time with his in-laws who now lived with them. Things had been easier in the hospital facility where they were housed in a separate apartment and he hadn’t been subject to their constant scrutiny and condemnation. Ethan always had to be on his best behavior, careful not to mis-step either physically or verbally, lest he offend his in-laws and create conflict that would upset his already strained household. It had only been a few days, but he worried his marriage was already suffering.

If it had been anyone other than Campoor behind him, they might have questioned his hesitancy to enter the house. However, Campoor had witnessed the conflict between Ethan and his father-in-law, Ron, even going as far as to intervene and physically restrained Ron to defend Ethan. It...complicated matters.

Ethan didn’t want to think about what his other Yosimite friends might think and was careful to keep the ongoing animosity between himself and Maddy’s father quiet. Laughter was a sure sign everyone inside was feeling agreeable and less inclined to criticize or rebuke. With this in mind, he opened the door and let himself into the living room.

Maddy and her mother were seated on cushions spread out on the floor like a makeshift playpen. Ron sat perched on a chair, his hands outstretched toward Kelsey who occupied the center of the mini arena. On her hands and knees, Kelsey rocked back and forth as if she were going to crawl. She had only recently started sitting up for short periods of time and this new development caught Ethan by surprise. He wasn’t entirely sure when babies started to crawl, but he thought five and a half months might be a little early.

“What’s my little princess doing?” Ethan asked.

Hearing her father’s voice, Kesley slipped back to a seated position and lifted her arms indicating she wanted to be picked up. Smiling, Ethan obliged.

Ron made a dismissive noise. “She was about to crawl. Not going to do that now, is she?”

“She just wants to see her daddy. He’s been gone all day,” Maddy’s mother admonished. “I’m sure she misses him.”

“Hmph. I doubt it. Not like he’s been home much since he got out of the hospital,” Ron said flatly. “Where were you today? Wandering with your alien buddies in a park again?”

Ethan bit his lip. The only excursions he had taken since his release from the hospital was to go to physical therapy. Ron knew this, but goaded him every time he left the house.

“I told you daddy, he had a meeting.” Maddy stood and gave Ethan a peck on the cheek. “It was some kind of hearing, wasn’t it.”

“Yes, a joint military hearing.” Ethan could feel his earlier relief melt away as his smile grew frozen and forced. Sensing his mood shift, Kelsey began to wiggle.

“Was this hearing under water or something?” Ron asked, crossing his arms.

“No.”

“So why is your hair wet?”

“I went for a swim afterward.”

“A swim?” Ron raised his eyebrows. “In one of the parks?”

“Well, where else would I go swimming?” Ethan asked mildly.

“So swimming follows meetings?”

“It was a stressful meeting,” Ethan replied through gritted teeth.

“Did you just happen to have your swim trunks with you, or did you go native?” Ron returned sarcastically.

“I think you know the answer to that.” Ethan shifted Kelsey to his hip and headed toward the open kitchen area to get himself something to drink.

“We can’t even walk in the park because of the damn heathens running around naked, and here you are, part of the problem!” Ron bellowed.

“This is their planet and they can do as they like in their parks.” Ethan opened the food storage unit that kept items cold, but he couldn’t remember what he was looking for. His head began to throb dully as his earlier headache returned. “I’m sorry if their culture offends you.”

Ron crossed the open space to the kitchen. “Basically you’re saying you don’t give a damn. It’s okay if your wife and daughter are exposed to nudity in the park, if there is no hot water to take a shower or a bath, and if we have no way to cook food. It’s their culture and you’re good with that. Well, I’m not. I’m sick of living with your choices.”

“My choices?” Ethan raised his voice as he rounded on his father-in-law. “Last time I checked, you’re the one who chose to come to Treonin. As for me, I didn’t have any choice as I was unconscious at the time and the decision was made for me.”

“You chose to deal with these aliens! Hell, you took one into your household as a slave!” Ron gestured to Campoor who remained next to the entryway. “I’m beginning to think you want to become one of these heathens.”

Ethan went rigid and Kelsey started crying. Maddy tried to step between the two men. “Daddy, Ethan, stop.”

“Now look, you’ve upset your wife and daughter,” Ron said smugly.

Ethan handed Kelsey to Maddy. “I’m done. I can’t stay here anymore.” Ethan started for the door.

“Ethan?” Maddy raised her voice to be heard over Kelsey's cries. “Where are you going?”

“I don’t know.” Ethan continued across the room. He didn’t know where he was going to go, but he knew he couldn’t face yet another argument.

Maddy’s eyes were wide with shock. “Ethan, you can’t just leave.”

“Maddy, I can’t.” Ethan’s head pounded behind his eyes. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“That’s it, walk away from your responsibilities, like a coward,” Ron goaded. “Let the aliens take care of everything. They should, considering how well you’ve taken care of them.”

Ethan froze midway across the room and turned toward Ron. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You think I’m stupid, don’t you? But I know all about you.” Ron wagged his finger at Ethan.

“You don’t know anything.”

“These aliens didn’t force you to leave Earth, you had to leave. You were facing a court martial.” The two men glared at each other.

“Ethan? What’s he talking about?” Maddy paled as she rocked Kelsey to quiet her. Ethan’s headache ratched up exponentially.

“He didn’t tell you?” Ron laughed. “Ethan betrayed his country for these heathens. He’s a traitor.”

Ethan charged toward Ron, stopping inches from the man, his hands fisted at his sides. “If I were you, I would be real careful what terms you bandy about.”

“Why? Are you going to hit me?” Ron sneered. “Or maybe you will have your heathen slave do it for you.”

“If they don’t hit you, I might.”

Maddy spun around. “Michael!”

Behind the Navy SEAL was his teammate Chris. As they stepped into the room, Mal-ton and Gin-wel came into view. Their expressions were dark.

“Sorry for barging in, but we heard a disturbance,” Chris said by way of explanation.

“All your friends are here to gang up on me I see.” Ron jabbed Ethan in the chest.

Ethan smacked Ron’s hand away. “I don’t need anyone to defend me, but you might. You’ve made a lot of people upset and angry.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“No, I’m warning you. You need to tread carefully while you are on Treonin. There’s no agreement between the US and the Yosimite should any human break their laws. One misstep and you could find yourself subject to those laws.” Ethan glanced at Campoor who stood frozen and uncertain. “Their justice system is not like ours and I don’t think you’ll like their penal system.”

“Are you suggesting they will make me a slave?”

“Or worse,” Ethan answered evenly.

“They can’t do that. I’m an American.”

“Ethan’s correct.” Michael crossed the room to the two men. “The Yosimite can, and will prosecute you should you violate any of their laws.”

“I don’t even know their laws,” Ron protested.

“Ignorance is not innocence,” Michael quipped.

“Did you come here to harass me?”

“No, we came here to check on Ethan,” Chris responded. “Mal-ton reported Ethan was looking unwell after the trial. We thought we’d move up his evening appointment.”

“I thought you said it was a joint military hearing,” Ron snapped.

“It was,” Ethan replied, keeping his voice lowered so as not to upset his daughter. Just thinking about the hearing made sparks light up behind Ethan’s eyes. “One of our soldiers failed to follow protocol and violated Yosimite customs. It didn’t go well.”

“I’m not surprised. With you defending him, he was bound to lose,” Ron sneered.

“I wasn’t there to defend him. I was merely there as a witness to the proceedings.” Ethan swallowed down the bile rising in his throat. “There was nothing I, or anyone else, could do to alter the outcome. That’s why I caution you.”

Ron shook his head. “Caution me all you like, but I’m done with you and all your alien buddies and their peculiar ways. This is no place for a family and no way to raise a child.”

“You’re entitled to your opinion,” Ethan returned evenly.

“You, on the other hand, are entitled to nothing. I’m taking my daughter and granddaughter and seeing if I can’t find a way off this planet.” Ron headed toward the door. “Come on Maddy. Your mother and I will make sure you’re properly taken care of.”

Maddy shook her head. “No.”

Ron stopped short of the door. “What did you say?”

“Kelsey and I aren’t going anywhere.” Maddy’s voice was firm. It was the first time Ethan had ever heard Maddy refute her father. Ethan remained silent.

“Of course you are. You don’t belong here.”

“Ethan’s my husband. I belong with him.”

“Can’t you see what he’s doing? First he buys that house to lure you from home, now he has you on a completely different planet. He’s taking you away from all your friends and family.”

“No daddy. My family and friends are all right here.” In Maddy’s arms, Kelsey was quietly sucking her thumb. “You’re the one who’s trying to take me away.”

“You called us, remember? You needed us. And we came. All the way to another planet.”

“I appreciate it daddy, but you’re asking me to leave my husband.”

“I guess you don’t need us anymore.”

“It’s not like that...” Maddy tried to explain. “I do need you. But I can’t just leave Ethan...”

“You were always stubborn,” Ron cut his daughter off and glanced around the room, his features tinted with red. “I guess you’ll have to learn the hard way. Come on, Denise. We’re leaving.”

Maddy blinked. “What about your clothes and belongings?”

“We’ll send for them.” Ron stormed out the door and disappeared down the walkway.

Maddy’s mother rose with an apologetic smile. “I’d better go.”

“Mom, you don’t have to go,” Maddy pleaded.

“He needs me.”

“But where are you going? You don’t know the city. How will I know where to find you?”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I can,” Denise promised as she pulled the door closed behind her.

Ethan stared at the door, unable to look at anyone in the room in the silence that followed. His stomach was queasy and he fought to breathe.

“Where are they going to go?” Maddy asked.

“Maddy, E-tan not worry. Mal-ton make arrangement.” The lean alien tapped at his wrist unit.

Ethan swayed.

“It might be best if we checked you out while you were sitting down,” Michael suggested. Ethan nodded and allowed Michael to guide him to the couch.

“I need to feed Kelsey and put her down for a nap. Will you be okay until I get back?” Maddy’s voice quivered.

“Don’t worry. We should be able to handle everything here and it sounds like Mal-ton has your parents covered,” Michael assured her. “Do you need a hand with anything?”

“No.”

Ethan’s eyes watered from the effort of looking up at Maddy. “I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Maddy reassured him with a tired smile while Kelsey rubbed her eyes. “I love you and there’s no place I’d rather be than by your side. I’ll be back as soon as she’s down.”

Too choked up to speak, Ethan silently watched her head down the short hallway to the nursery. Chris handed a stethoscope to Michael from the medical bag he carried.

“I don’t suppose she has any sisters,” Chris mused.

“No, she’s an only child,” Ethan replied.

“You’re a lucky man.” Chris flashed him a sincere smile.

“I think I need to use the facilities,” Ethan said abruptly.

“Are you going to be sick?” Michael asked.

“I don’t know.”

“We’re going with,” Chris announced.

Ethan would have rather gone alone, but he knew it wasn’t really an option. Pushing off the couch, he moved swiftly across the living area to the spacious bathroom. Dominating one half of the room was a small pool constantly refreshed with water through an opening at the bottom of the basin. Beside it stood a smaller basin where they bathed Kelsey. Water splashed upward in a small fountain, then cascaded down the back side of the bowl. The flap to close the drain and allow the basin to fill was hooked to one side and fluttered slightly. Ethan’s goal, however, was the lavatory in the room beyond.

The smaller room was more spartan, with a basin for hand washing and a round steel door in the floor that slid open when pressure was applied to the surrounding floor area. A handle in the back wall gave access to a low seat that could be pulled out from the wall to accommodate those unable to squat. In addition to a small hose sprayer and disposable towels mounted on a bracket beside the mechanism, there was a hook for apparel. Ethan had first encountered the incinerating system when he was in the hospital facility. After a somewhat embarrassing training session, he’d come to appreciate the clean and efficient facilities.

At the moment, his appreciation was limited to the quick opening of the floor door as he crashed to his knees and pressed the side plates with his palms. Sweat beading on his forehead, he heaved up his light lunch of raw fish and vegetables. When he was sure his stomach was empty, Ethan slid back against the wall and rested his head on the cool stone tile and closed his eyes, leaving the rounded opening to close noiselessly.

A damp cool cloth pressed against his forehead. His eyes fluttered open to see Chris squatting down in front of him. “Feel any better?”

“A little,” Ethan rasped out. His ribs screamed in protest at his activities.

“You move pretty fast.”

“I don’t think I can move at all right now.”

“No worries, there’s no rush.” Ethan watched Chris take his pulse. He wondered if his heartbeat matched the pounding in his head.

“I got another towel for you.” Michael stood in the doorway holding out another towel.

“Thanks.” Chris used the second towel
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