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    To Jeremy,
Thank you for keeping my feet on the ground while my head is in the stars.
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​Prologue
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The shadowy room offered an excellent view of the house down the street where bright lights poured from every window, illuminating the occupants within and acting as a beacon to call more individuals to join the activities. Loud music thumped out the open front door, welcoming the parade of people, human and alien alike, who passed inside to join the festivities. It was like a frat party without a college affiliation, he supposed, although he had never attended college himself and therefore had no firsthand experience.

The door opened and a man entered the dark room, but the man watching the party did not acknowledge the newcomer. Instead he continued his vigil in the shadows, observing the activities taking place in the old corner house down the block.

The newcomer cleared his throat. “Sir?”

“Yes?”

“We have verified reports of illegal activities within the building in question.”

The man in the shadows waited.

“We have also confirmed that the translator is one of the Yosimite soldiers in attendance.”

The man in the shadows nodded absently, the news was not unexpected.

“My sources indicate that the local police have been contacted.” The newcomer shifted his stance so he too could look out the window. “Did you want us to extricate the translator before they arrive?”

“No.”

“He will likely be arrested.”

“I’m sure he will. He will probably be charged with a misdemeanor offense,” the man in the shadows replied. “Sergeant Fellows can bail him out. I’m sure the army will provide him with a good lawyer.”

“The translator is an embarrassment and a security risk,” the newcomer said with distaste.

“That he is,” the man in the shadows agreed.

“He needs to be removed from his position.”

“That would be up to Umpton Is-tan.”

“When word gets out about the translator’s activities, it’s going to reflect badly on Sergeant Fellows and the coordination office.”

“It is unfortunate for Sergeant Fellows, but he was also put in his position by Is-tan,” the man in the shadows reminded the newcomer.

“The Army gives the prince too much control.”

“They want the technology Is-tan has to offer,” the man in the shadows said simply.

The newcomer shook his head as flashing red and blue joined the bright lights of the house. “There has to be another way.”

The man in the shadows turned from the window and headed toward the door. “Let me know when the translator has been taken into custody. I have paperwork to get started.”

“Yes, sir.” The newcomer watched him leave, then returned his attention to the activity at the house down the street.
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Ana looked up at Jasper and smiled in appreciation as she took the steaming mug from her alien mate. “Thank you.”

Jasper grinned, his expressive wide black eyes filled with warmth. They were one of the features Ana loved about him most. Solid black and lacking any iris or whites, Ana felt she could fall endlessly into them. Above his right eye a single gold hoop adorned his scant eyebrow, a symbol of his dedication to her. Shaved over his ears, his jet-black hair spilled down his forehead where his light brown skin crinkled around the three raised Vs above his nose. He crossed the small living room and leaned over to smile down at Kelsey, Ethan and Maddy’s infant daughter.

The baby gurgled with delight when Jasper flapped his pointed ears, one of which was missing the tip. Kelsey was enchanted with the purring sound he made through the slits in his throat and gave him a toothless grin. He was enamored with their friend’s baby and had made it very clear to Ana that he wanted to have one with her. While she also shared his wish, she wasn’t sure she was ready. They had only lived together about three months and she was still getting used to waking up beside him every morning. Communication was a struggle, they garnered stares everywhere they went, and they had much to learn about each other.

She glanced at the circles and lines tattooed on the underside of her forearm, a symbol of her ties to the tall, muscular alien. They matched the ones that ran down Jasper’s back. Jasper had drawn them not long after they first met, while they were fleeing the Purg–alien invaders hell-bent on destroying the Yosimite. The Purg hadn’t discriminated as they pursued their enemies, they were more than happy to destroy anyone and anything that got in their way. Ana had first hand experience of their cruelty. Despite the odds, she had escaped with Jasper and Ethan, later meeting up with Ethan’s girlfriend Maddy as they raced across the wilderness to find safety.

But safety hadn’t proved to be safe for Jasper. After they were taken by US military forces, they’d all been interrogated, but Jasper more harshly than the rest of them. He remained in custody when everyone else was released. It wasn’t until Ethan helped broker a deal between the US and the Yosimite that Jasper was freed and returned to the Yosimite to fulfill his role in their fight against the Purg on Earth. By the time she learned that he survived the brief war on Earth, he’d already been deployed off planet. There had been no reunion and no chance to say goodbye. Heartbroken at being separated from Jasper after their short time together, and not knowing if she would ever see him again, she had the faded drawing tattooed on her arm.

Nearly a year later, Jasper had unexpectedly returned. Ana counted it as the single most happy day of her life. Within two weeks of his return, he was granted an exception and allowed to live off base, the only alien on the planet to do so. Ana was overwhelmed, but also overjoyed. Now they were attempting to make a life together, at least until he was called away again. Despite their attempts to improve their communication, Ana was still unclear what position Jasper held in the Yosimite military or what it might mean for their future. She contented herself with living day by day for as much time as they had together, even if it meant drinking what Jasper called tea.

Ana grimaced as she took a sip of her drink.

“Everything okay?”

Ana gave a tight smile to her best friend Maddy. They had become close during their escape from the Purg, and Ana valued the friendship of the resourceful young woman. “Yes, fine. I just realized that I forgot to put out the cookies I made.”

“I’ll help you get them,” Maddy offered. “We can catch up on girl talk while Ethan and Jasper keep an eye on Kelsey.”

Ethan gave Maddy a warm smile as the two women left the room. Despite his often gruff exterior, Ethan’s love for his wife was unmistakable. Ana reminded herself that although he was sometimes a jerk, he had risked his life to keep them all alive during their flight to safety. She and Ethan often didn’t see eye to eye, but when she had needed a place to stay after their ordeal, he supported Maddy's decision to open their home to her. Even after the couple married, Ethan insisted she remain with them until she felt confident enough to be on her own. If that hadn’t been enough for him to secure a place in her heart, Ethan graciously welcomed Jasper on his return, resuming their friendship after almost a year apart, supporting him as he attempted to adapt to life on Earth, including driving him to and from base every day for work, sometimes even when their schedules didn’t coincide.

Ethan was a good man, and Maddy, a dear friend. Ana was lucky to have them as friends. She and Jasper dined with the couple several times a week, sharing their ups and downs as they navigated the trials of being new parents. They were more like family than friends, making up for the family she had lost when she was in college. Although she had spent most of her adult life on her own, she couldn’t imagine continuing without them.

Maddy was already retrieving a plate for the cookies cooling on racks on the stove. Ana held the mug to her nose and smelled the contents, trying to determine what the ingredients were before she dumped the concoction down the drain. “Ugh.”

“What is it?” Maddy asked, her brown eyes round with curiosity.

“I love Jasper to death, but the man can’t make tea to save his life,” Ana explained. “Everytime he does, it tastes, I don’t know, awful.”

“Wait, don’t dump it yet. Let me see. Hmm, looks like tea.” Maddy took the cup from Ana and sniffed it. Tentatively she took a sip and made a face. “You’re right, this is awful. What do you suppose he put in it?”

Ana shook her head. “I have no idea. He calls it 'Ana special drink.'”

“Special is not the word I would use. Maybe it’s something the Yosimite like to drink. Have you tried to ask him?”

“I don’t want to hurt his feelings.” Ana poured the contents of the mug down the drain. “We’re still getting to know each other and he gets upset if he thinks he’s done something I don’t like.”

“His language skills are improving...”

“A little. I’m trying to learn his language as well, but it’s been slow going.”

“You two love each other. Just give it time,” Maddy said, sagely.

“Easily said by the married and settled.”

“Ethan and I have lived together for a few years and there are still things we don’t know about each other. Being married just adds another layer.”

“I’m sure we will work it out,” Ana assured Maddy. “For now, I’ll just make a second cup. He’ll never know.”

“I’ll get the tea down. Which cabinet is it in?”

“The one next to the stove, on the right.” Ana rinsed the mug and poured hot water into it from the kettle. “I think peppermint might help get the taste out of my mouth. Can you reach it?”

“Sure thing.” Maddy grunted as she stood on tiptoe. Ana shook her head as she listened to Maddy knock items down in her effort to retrieve the tea. Maddy could be stubborn. She and Maddy were about the same height, but she knew better than to argue with the woman over using a step stool. Instead, she began to arrange cookies from the cooling rack onto the plate.

“Ana, why do you have baby shampoo in your kitchen cabinet?”

Ana turned around to see her best friend holding a bottle of shampoo with a picture of an infant on the front. “What? Where did you get that?”

“It was behind the tea. I bumped it when I was trying to get the tea down.”

Ana took the bottle from Maddy. “I have no idea where this came from or why it would be here.”

Maddy glanced at the mug of steaming water on the counter. “Could this be what Jasper is adding to your tea?”

“That would explain the taste.”

“You had better talk to him, in case he’s drinking this too. It could make him sick.”

“I suppose I had better.” Ana sighed and headed back to the living room.

Jasper held the baby in his lap while he chatted away in his language, punctuating sentences with purring noises from his gills while Ethan watched, contentedly sipping at his beer. As the women entered the room, Ethan looked up, then frowned when he saw Ana carrying the bottle of shampoo. “Where did you get that?”

“From the kitchen,” Ana replied. “Jasper, do you know anything about this?”

Jasper lifted his head at his name. Seeing the bottle she held up, he smiled. “Yest?”

“Jasper, have you been putting this in my tea?”

“Ana drink.” Jasper nodded.

“Why would you put this in Ana’s tea?” Maddy asked, placing the cookies on the coffee table.

Jasper seemed confused by the question. He looked at Ethan.

“Debo,” He said simply, using the Yosimite word for baby.

Ethan looked at his alien friend askew. “What?”

“Ana, Jas-peer matao.”

“We know that,” Ethan said exasperated. “What does this have to do with baby shampoo?”

“Maddy altuk E-tan debo.” Jasper placed his hand on his stomach. “Ana no Jas-peer debo. Jas-peer get debo drink so Ana, Jas-peer make debo.”

Maddy held her hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle. “Oh, Jasper.”

“Do you know what he’s talking about?” Ana asked the younger woman. Ethan looked just as baffled.

“I think I do.” Maddy took the bottle from Ana and turned it to look at the label. “When Jasper returned to Earth to come find you, I was pregnant. He didn’t seem to understand, so I explained using baby shampoo to show him a baby. This is the same brand we use for Kelsey. I think he somehow associated the shampoo with making a baby and he believes you need to drink this to have one.”

“Maddy drink, Maddy debo,” Jasper agreed.

Ethan put his head in his hand. “No, Jasper. Maddy no drink shampoo.”

“No?”

“No,” confirmed Ethan.

Jasper frowned. “E-tan drink?”

“No! It’s shampoo... soap, for washing babies, not for making babies!” Ethan told the man.

“Soap?”

“Yes, to clean yourself with,” Maddy contributed. Jasper merely cocked his head.

“He doesn’t use soap,” Ana told her.

“None of the Yosimite do. They apparently don’t need it,” Ethan added. He was at a loss as to how to explain what the liquid in the container was meant to do.

Jasper looked at the baby shampoo, clearly puzzled.

“Soap, like body wash,” Ana explained to him. “Baby wash, like Ana wash.” She made motions as if she were in the shower.

Jasper looked sheepish. “No drink?”

“No,” Ana repeated. She made a face. “It was bad tasting.”

“Ana no like drink, but Ana no tell Jas-peer.” He lifted his eyebrows at Ana.

Ana crossed the room and sat on the arm of the couch beside Jasper. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to make you sad.”

Jasper let out a soft hiss from the slits in his throat. “Jas-peer no sad. Jas-peer sorry.” He placed one hand on her arm and peered up at her. “Ana mad?”

“No, I’m not mad.” She kissed Jasper on the forehead. “I know how much you want to have a baby. I just wished you would have asked someone. Promise me, lettolo, you‘ll ask before you try something else.”

“Okay.” Jasper smiled and turned to Ethan. “E-tan, Maddy make debo. Tell Jas-peer making so Jas-peer, Ana make debo.”

Ethan’s mouth fell open and he gaped at Jasper. This was not a conversation he wanted to have. “Umm.”

“I don’t think they’ve done anything differently than we have,” Ana spoke up.

“Maddy use debo soap?” Jasper imitated Ana’s shower impression. Kelsy kicked her feet enthusiastically at his impression.

“Come, help me get napkins for everyone and I’ll try to explain.” She held her hand out to Jasper.

Jasper lifted the baby from his lap and handed her to Maddy. Maddy watched him go with Ana to the kitchen before she sat down next to Ethan. Kelsey was beginning to fall asleep. “Poor Jasper, he really didn’t know.”

“No,” Ethan agreed. “Like most of the Yosimite, he’s still learning about humans.”

“Do you suppose there is something special Jasper’s species have to do to make a woman pregnant?”

“How should I know?”

“Well, you work with the Yosimite.”

“I work on a military base. We don’t discuss making babies, for crying out loud!”

“Maybe you can ask,” Maddy suggested.

Ethan turned to his wife, his features incredulous. “You can’t be serious.”

“You could talk to Campoor. He would know.”

Ethan groaned. “Campoor is the last person I want to ask about how his species make babies.”

“He was assigned to assist you.”

“As a translator.”

“Please. Do it for me,” Maddy pleaded.

“I’m not sure Jasper would appreciate me going around talking about his personal affairs.”

“Jasper obviously needs your help.”

“Why me?” Ethan asked.

“You’re his closest friend and you’re human.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“You know how things work for humans...”

“I think Jasper has a pretty good handle on the concept of sex,” Ethan argued.

“But not how pregnancy works, at least not in humans. If you could find out how Yosimite females become pregnant, maybe you could talk to him about the differences between how our species reproduce.”

Ethan placed his hands on Maddy’s arms. “Maddy, we don’t even know if our two species can produce offspring between them.”

Maddy looked stricken. “Then we absolutely need to find out. I don’t want to see Ana and Jasper struggle. It seems important to Jasper and they both want to have a baby.”

Ethan knew he was a goner when she focused her soft brown eyes on him. “I'll see what I can do. I don’t promise I will be able to get any answers.”

“Just try, that’s all I ask.”
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Two weeks passed and Ethan still had not found a good time to approach the subject of Yosimite fertility with Campoor. Not that he wanted to. Despite working on a day-to-day basis with the translator assigned to him, Campoor was not one of his favorite people. As a matter of fact, Campoor was probably one of Ethan’s least favorite people. The man was smart and quick to learn new words and concepts, making him an excellent translator, but he was also mischievous and had a tendency to be contrary. He still insisted on calling Ethan ‘E-ton’ as opposed to ‘E-tan’, the common Yosimite pronunciation of his name. The Yosimite couldn’t grasp the h’s in their language, so he could understand the adaptation but the translator’s insistence on using a different pronunciation created confusion when he was introduced to new groups of people.

Ethan thought it was on purpose. Just as he thought the translator’s failure to grasp basic table manners was on purpose. Accustomed to sharing food off plates and dishes when dining, it took the Yosimite a few months to understand that this was not the standard among humans. In Yosimite society, anything not specifically labeled was for common use or consumption. Once they had gotten the concept that humans did not necessarily label items not to be shared, relationships had smoothed out. Campoor regularly made “mistakes,” continuing the practice of sharing food and drink and Ethan found himself settling unnecessary disagreements when he had better things to do.

Worse than his bad manners, the translator made Ethan’s job increasingly difficult by inserting himself in meetings he didn’t need to attend, disappearing at odd times when he should have been working, and making inappropriate innuendos and references. Campoor wasn’t someone he felt he should be asking about Yosimite anatomy and fertility and he hoped with the passing of time Maddy would forget her request.

Maddy did not. Each night at dinner she asked him the same questions, and each night he had no answers. Ethan begged Maddy to be patient with him, citing Campoor’s most recent behavior as the reason for delay. It wasn’t far from the truth. The translator had gotten into more mischief than usual and Ethan was still processing the paperwork from the man’s escapades, including his arrest for public disturbance.

The result of Campoor’s arrest was more troubling than the alien’s behavior. The day after the alien had been bailed out of jail, Sergeant Major Seffer–the man who had once interrogated and tortured him–appeared in Ethan’s office, ostensibly to assist Ethan in his position as coordinator of joint training between American and Yosimite troops. Ethan highly doubted he was there to assist, the man was his superior. Yet, Major Seffer insisted Ethan go about his day as he normally would. Unsettled, Ethan did as he was told and went about his duties with a growing sense of apprehension as the man accompanied him. The relief he felt at the end of the day was short-lived when he arrived the next morning to find the major sitting in one of his guest chairs. Ethan said nothing when Colonel Basterwick–who had recently been transferred to command the base where Ethan was now stationed–stopped in to see if the major was settling in comfortably.

Now the Sergeant Major was his constant companion from the time he arrived on base until the time he clocked out. Ethan wasn’t sure exactly what his function was, but the major was always taking notes on a small tablet he carried with him everywhere. Ethan certainly wasn’t going to ask. He hoped the arrangement was only temporary.

But two months passed and the situation didn’t change.

Late one afternoon Major Seffer sat in an old chair across the room making notes on his tablet, while Ethan reviewed his schedule for the next day. Ethan wondered if this was what he could look forward to in the future, or if this arrangement was going to lead to something less pleasant. The thought twisted his stomach.

“E-tan!” Jasper’s voice startled Ethan out of his thoughts and he looked up to see the alien standing in the doorway, beaming. Since the alien couldn’t drive, they normally rode in to work together, but Ana had texted him that morning to let him know Jasper wasn’t working that day.

“I thought you weren’t working today,” Ethan returned.

“No work.” Jasper’s grin lit his entire face. “Doc-tor.”

“I didn’t know you had a doctor’s appointment.”

Jasper nodded. “Yest.”

“Are you okay?”

The skin around the Vs on Jasper’s head furrowed a moment, then cleared. “No. Doc-tor not for Jas-peer. Ana doc-tor.”

“Is she okay?” Ethan asked concerned.

Jasper grinned wider. “YEST! Ana altuk Jasper debo!”

Ethan blinked at him. “No kidding? Congratulations!” He got up and held out his arm to Jasper and the alien grasped it in the manner of the Yosimite.

“Debo?”

Jasper’s eyes narrowed as his head swung in the direction of the major’s voice.

“It means baby, sir,” Ethan explained.

“Ah.” The major gave Ethan a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I see you’re learning Yosimite words not related to military applications. I suppose you pick that up during your commute.”

“Yes, sir,” Ethan replied, wondering how the major knew he and Jasper shared their daily commute. He supposed it was common knowledge since they arrived and left together nearly every day. Ethan decided to change the subject before Seffer could ask him more questions. “Jasper, do you remember Sergeant Major Seffer?”

“Jas-peer remember,” Jasper spat out. The alien’s features were dark, his jaw clenched.

“So you got the human woman pregnant. What was her name? Ana?” Ethan was sure the major remembered quite well. “I suppose I should congratulate you.” Seffer held out his arm to Jasper the way Ethan had.

Ignoring the proffered arm, Jasper huffed derisively, letting the man know his feelings. “Is reason major be in E-tan’s office?”

“Sergeant Fellows and I will be working together. We’re going to be sharing an office,” Seffer informed Jasper. Ethan’s sense of dread grew as his fears were realized. He wondered how they were going to fit another desk into his miniscule office.

Jasper’s black eyes met Ethan’s brown ones.

“Sergeant Major Seffer now works directly with me here, ecturcra,” Ethan explained as if he already knew the permanence of the situation.

The displeasure on Jasper’s face matched what Ethan felt, but he hoped he hid it better than the alien. He could see the Sergeant Major studying the two of them. Pretending not to notice, Ethan addressed Jasper, “I was just about to head home. Do you need a ride?”

Jasper glanced at the major before answering. “Yest. Tank you.”

“Sir, will you be needing anything else from me today?” Ethan asked Seffer.

“No, thank you. Have a good night.”

“Good night, sir.” Ethan locked his computer and pulled his keys from the top drawer. “I’ll see you tomorrow then?”

“You can count on it,” the major returned.

Although he had expected the answer, Ethan had hoped it would be otherwise. Quietly, he made his way out of the office building and across the parking lot, Jasper silently matching his evenly measured footsteps. It was  all he could do to keep from screaming when he climbed into the driver's seat. Jasper closed his door and hissed, one finger on his lips. Curious, Ethan watched the alien fiddle with his wrist unit. Jasper glanced up at him and indicated he should drive.

Ethan started the car and put it in gear while Jasper continued to make adjustments on his device. All the aliens had them, but Ethan’s knowledge of what they could do was limited. His job coordinating the troops in working together on training maneuvers often meant participating in them, but it did not include clearance for every aspect of their technology. When he had asked, Campoor had described them as smart watches without giving any specifics. As Ethan pulled off the base, he wondered if they weren’t something more. Several blocks from the base, Jasper turned on the radio, increasing the volume until it filled the car and chuckled.

“What’s so funny?” Ethan glanced at Jasper. In the past few months he could not recall Jasper ever turning on the radio.

“Jas-peer like music.” He gazed at his wrist unit.

“Okay...” Ethan didn’t know how else to respond.

“E-tan like music, no?”

“I do. What is your point?”

“Major no like music.” Jasper chuckled again.

Ethan pulled the car off the road and put it in park. “What do you mean major no like music?”

“Misic mean major no ordo E-tan, Jas-peer.”

Ethan ran through the Yosimite vocabulary in his head, cursing his dependency on Campoor, his translator. “Ordo, listen?” He tapped his ear.

Jasper nodded and held his arm up so Ethan had a clear view of his wrist unit, though he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to be looking at. “Major no like music. No ordo Jas-peer, E-tan.”

Suddenly Ethan grasped what Jasper was trying to tell him. “Son of a bitch. Are you telling me that bastard bugged my car?”

Jasper blinked. “Bugged?”

Ethan rephrased his question. “The major put a listening device, ordo device, in my car? 

“Yest.”

“But he can’t hear, ordo, you and me when the music is on?” Ethan swallowed down bile as he pointed from Jasper to himself as he spoke.

Jasper grinned and nodded. “Major ordo music. No ordo Jas-peer, E-tan.”

Ethan let out a sigh of relief, then frowned. “How did you figure out what he was doing?” Ethan sighed as he realized he would have to find another way to phrase his question. “How Jasper know major ordo?”

Jasper looked thoughtful for a moment, then shrugged. “Major speak, Jas-peer know.” Jasper tilted his head. “Jas-peer want know reason major now work in E-tan’s office.”

“He was assigned to work with me after Campoor was arrested last week.”

“Campoor,” Jasper repeated. “Ar-est-ed?”

“Campoor got into trouble, nebolka.” Ethan put the car in gear, resuming their drive home. “Arrested is big trouble. Big trouble means the major now works with me.”

“Campoor cause nebolka for E-tan.”

Ethan wasn’t sure how to reply. He turned down the street where Jasper and Ana lived.

“No,” Jasper said suddenly as if just realizing where they were. “E-tan drive to E-tan’s domicile. Get Maddie, Kelsey. Come to Jas-peer, Ana’s domicile. Eat derell etca...” Jasper struggled as he tried to find the words he wanted. “Troli conta Ana debo.” He ended with a hiss at his inability to convey his message. “Jas-peer no words.”

“I think I understand.” Ethan turned at the next street and began making his way home. “You want to celebrate. Troli, joy, happy occasion.”

“Yest.” Jasper remained silent until Ethan pulled in the driveway. “E-tan no speak Maddy Ana debo. Jas-peer, Ana tell. Supperise.”

“I won’t tell her,” Ethan promised.

Jasper grinned and let himself out of the car. Ethan left the car running and followed the tall alien inside. Maddy met them at the kitchen door with Kelsey in her arms. Jasper planted a kiss on the baby’s head and flapped his ears.

“You’re home early.” Maddy greeted Ethan. “Is Jas-peer eating dinner with us?”

“No, we’ve been invited to their house for dinner.”

“Oh. I had better change then. Can you get Kelsey’s stuff together while I get ready?”

“Sure.” Ethan took his daughter from Maddy. “Hello, princess.”

The baby reached one hand out to grab Ethan’s chin but missed. Maddy smiled and slipped out of the kitchen. Jasper helped himself to a water bottle from the fridge. Leaning back against the counter, the alien watched as Ethan nuzzled the little girl. “E-tan like be sedo.”

“If that means I like being a father, then yes. Here, make yourself useful. I need to get her stuff together.” Ethan held out Kelsey to Jasper.

Jasper took the proffered baby with a smile. While Ethan gathered the diaper bag and carseat, Jasper talked to Kelsey in his own language making the baby coo in response. Ethan wondered if his daughter was going to grow up speaking Yosimite. He’d just finished packing bottles and frozen breast milk when Maddy reappeared, her hair damp.

“I hope I didn’t take too long,” Maddy apologized, taking Kelsey and settling her in her carseat.

“No, not at all,” Ethan responded as he shouldered the diaper bag. “Let me carry her. You grab the bottle bag.”

“Shouldn’t we bring something?” Maddy asked, relinquishing the car seat.

“I don’t know what we would bring.”

“What are we having?”

“I don’t know.”

“Wine maybe?”

“Maddy, let’s just go. If Ana needs something, Jasper and I can run out and get it.”

Jasper held the door for the couple. “Okay, I’m coming. I’ll just text her and ask if we can pick something up on the way.”

Jasper climbed in the backseat as Ethan clicked the carseat into place. Kelsey began to fuss and Jasper gave her his little finger to distract her. Ethan closed the door and glanced at Maddy over the car. “Did she respond?”

Maddy frowned. “No. I guess it’ll have to wait until we’re there.”

“She’s probably busy,” Ethan suggested.

Ethan was silent during the short drive to Ana and Jasper’s house, letting Maddy chatter about her day with Kelsey over the sound of the music. Pulling in the drive, he switched off the car and moved to retrieve Kelsey before she could ask any questions. Maddy led the way to the back door while Jasper trailed behind her carrying the diaper bag.

“Ana,” Jasper called as they entered the small kitchen.

Ana appeared at the doorway, a look of surprise on her face when she saw Ethan and Maddy. She recovered quickly. “Come on in. Can I get you something to drink?”

“You weren’t expecting us, were you?” Maddy asked. “I texted to see if you needed anything.”

“I was a little preoccupied.”

Ethan glanced at Jasper, but Jasper had put the diaper bag down and was crossing the room, sweeping Ana up in a hug. “Grona maskow meda Ana.”

From the archway to the living room came a voice. “Jas-peer?”

Jasper settled Ana on her feet as two aliens entered the kitchen. Grinning widely, he clasped the arms of each of the men as he greeted them warmly in his language. Like all of the Yosimite Ethan had met, they had light brown skin and solid black eyes, the three Vs above their noses nearly touching their sleek black hair. One was larger in build, though not nearly as tall and bulky as Jasper. Lanky, Ethan thought. The other was nearly Ethan’s height, which made him smaller than the average Yosimite male. The slits on either side of their throats were closed tight, a sign Ethan had learned meant that they were nervous. One of the men wore a silver stud in his nose, while the other wore one in the upper portion of one of his pointed ears. While he knew what the hoop in the eyebrow meant, he had no idea what these other piercings indicated. He’d only seen such piercings once before early in his encounters with the Yosimite, but none had worn a stud in their nose. He wondered who these two men were and what was their relationship with Jasper.

Turning back toward the humans, Jasper smiled widely. “Mal-ton, Gin-wel, engenia E-ton, Maddy, setelan debo Kelsey.” He gestured to each of the Yosimite men as he named them.

“Please to meet.” The one with the silver stud in his ear spoke while the other merely nodded, a shy smile on his face.

“Pleased to meet you, too,” Maddy replied.

“Tank you,” The alien with the pierced ear returned.

“I don’t think they speak much English,” Ana told them. “Mal-ton is the one with the silver stud in his ear. Gin-wel is the quiet one. I got that much out of our conversation before you arrived. They got here just a little while ago. It seems that Jasper has planned some kind of dinner.”

“You’ve never met them?” Ethan was surprised.

“No, they just showed up, saying they were friends of Jasper.”

Ethan was concerned at this news, but Jasper started speaking before he could comment. “Conrula ust scaldena?”

Mal-ton nodded. “Yest. Previ et du troli conta?”

“Wandaca selun versip.” Jasper moved next to Ana and placed his hand on her abdomen. His grin encompassed everyone in the kitchen. “Ana altuk Jasper debo!”

Maddy gasped. “Oh Ana! Congratulations!” She rushed forward and caught Ana in a tight hug.

“Cantako!” Mal-ton cried, clasping Jasper’s arm once more. Gin-wel smiled shyly. Ethan thought Jasper looked very pleased with himself.

“Is pleased supperise,” Mal-ton told Ana.

“Ilitra canda verba donoosu,” Jasper announced as he procured a bottle from one of the overhead cabinets and waved it over his head.

“Yest,” Mal-ton agreed heartily. He took the bottle from Jasper. “Atasti delu movina.” His voice held approval.

Still beaming, Jasper handed Mal-ton a wine bottle opener and took out glasses. Soon there was a tumbler for everyone. After everyone received a drink, Mal-ton held his glass up. “Destana. Ferbrio Jasper, Ana. Alkie don debo.”

“Alkie,” Repeated Jasper. The three Yosimite drank the contents down in one swallow. Ana and Maddy followed suit. Cautiously Ethan tasted his drink. Finding it oddly refreshing like cool spring water, he too downed it.
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Chapter 3
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“I’m so happy for Ana and Jasper,” Maddy said as she entered their bedroom.

“So you’ve told me about a hundred times,” Ethan replied. “Turns out they didn’t need our help after all.”

Maddy fell into bed beside Ethan. “I guess not.”

“Are you going to grin all night?”

“I can’t help it, I’m so happy.”

“I’m glad you’re happy.” Ethan kissed Maddy on top of her head. “Did Kelsey give you any trouble?”

“None. She ate and fell right asleep. I think she was a little worn out from all the attention this evening. It seems that Jasper is not the only one who likes babies.”

“Well, Mal-ton does, that’s for sure. I don’t know about Gin-wel. He seemed almost afraid to hold Kelsey.”

“I think he’s just shy. He didn’t say a word all night.”

“Maybe.” Ethan folded Maddy in his arms, running his hands up beneath her loose fitting t-shirt.

“They seem close to Jasper. Have you met them before?” Maddy asked as she snuggled against Ethan’s chest.

Ethan thought about the two men. “No, I don’t think so. I would remember them if they took part in the joint-force training. They've probably just arrived and are settling  in with the Yosimite forces that occupy the other side of the base where Jasper works.”

“Hasn’t Jasper mentioned his friends before?”

“I think you’d know if he did. It’s not like you and Ana aren’t supervising us to keep us out of trouble all the time.”

“I don’t mean when we’re together.” Maddy gave him a playful punch. “I mean, hasn’t he spoken about them when you’re working?”

“We don’t actually work together.”

Maddy turned her head until she could see Ethan’s face. “I assumed you did. What does Jasper do?”

“I honestly don't know. We’ve never discussed it.”

“You don’t know? You drive to work together every day. What do you talk about?”

“Just...stuff. Not really much at all,” Ethan said slowly as he realized he knew nothing about Jasper’s position and even less of what went on in the Yosimite section of the base. They had been commuting together for a few months, but their commute was short and their conversations limited by both time and language barriers. He wondered how much the major knew and if the lack of knowledge was why his car was bugged. If that was the case, the Sergeant Major and his pals hadn’t learned much, which might explain why the major was now working personally with Ethan.

“What are you thinking?”

Ethan shook his head to dismiss the intruding thoughts that disquieted him. “Just tired. I think I drank too much donoosu.”

“It tasted like sweet water.”

“That was not water.” Ethan recalled the surprising delayed effect it had on him. “I’m glad you didn’t have more than one glass. I’m not sure I was fit to drive.”

“I know it wasn’t.” Maddy yawned. “My glass was only half full and Jasper said I shouldn’t have more. He said it wasn’t good for the baby.”

“I’m surprised he let Ana have any.”

“He only let her have one glass. I doubt he would let her drink anything he thought could hurt her or the baby.”

“He was offering her raw shellfish,” Ethan pointed out.

“He probably didn’t know any better, he eats raw fish.” Maddy yawned again. “Ana does, so that’s all that matters. Anyway, they both seemed very happy and it was good to meet some of Jasper’s Yosimite friends.”

“Yes, it was,” Ethan agreed.

Maddy was quiet for a time and Ethan thought she might have drifted off to sleep when she spoke once more. “Jasper’s friends both wore piercings.”

“Mmmhmm.” Ethan snuggled his wife a little closer, hoping she would fall asleep.

“Do many of the Yosimite wear piercings?”

“Not really.” Ethan thought about his everyday encounters with the aliens. “I’ve seen men with rings in their eyebrows like Jasper, that’s about it.”

“Ana told me Jasper’s piercing was a sign he had given himself to her and was no longer available. Do you think the other piercings mean anything?”

“Umm, I don’t know. Why?”

“Just wondered.”

Ethan waited, but Maddy’s breathing evened out and he knew she had fallen asleep. Unfortunately, he now found himself wide awake and thinking about the two Yosimite men Jasper introduced as his friends. Although there had been nothing about the men to make Ethan distrust them, he was still uneasy that Ana had been so trusting, taking their word that they were friends of Jasper and letting them in her house.

They were obviously close to Jasper. His demeanor was easy and his face animated when they spoke together, reminding Ethan of how he and his first unit buddies had gotten along. It was the kind of camaraderie that only came with enduring training and hardship together. He missed his old friends with whom he had served since basic training. They’d all been killed during the initial Purg attack. Since then, he had made a point of not getting close to anyone.

Jasper was the only exception. Despite the language barrier, they had quickly fallen into an easy friendship after Jasper returned to Earth. Ethan supposed it was because of the trials they endured together. Regardless, he was comfortable around the alien and up until that evening, believed the man felt the same way about him. Now he wondered if his assumptions were correct. If he were honest with himself, he really knew very little about Jasper. Less than he did about his troublesome interpreter, Campoor.

Ethan knew very little about Yosimite culture. He supposed he had as much to learn about the Yosimite as they did about humans. Jasper had been pleased when Mal-ton requested to place his ear to Ana’s stomach to hear the baby. The silent Gin-wel followed suit, albeit somewhat reluctantly, leading Ethan to believe he was witnessing one of their customs. Ethan had no way of really asking. Jasper didn’t have the language skills needed to answer, and doubted he could get Campoor to elaborate. Whenever he has asked Campoor about Yosimite traditions or their society in the past, the translator had clammed up as if he were guarding state secrets.

Then again, Campoor was reluctant to talk about many things. He wondered if the translator would answer him if he asked about the ear and nose piercings. Ethan couldn’t help but believe they were significant. Jasper’s lack of language skills meant he wasn’t likely to get an answer from his friend.

Rolling to his side, Ethan tried to recall his friend mentioning the two men, but their names remained unfamiliar. Ethan wondered how long they’d been on the planet. He knew that Yosimite forces were coming and going on a regular basis, though he suspected not all were included in the cross-training maneuvers he managed. Mal-ton seemed to have had some exposure to English, he could speak a few words and seemed to understand some of what had been discussed at dinner. Ethan supposed he would have to address the matter with Campoor, but his inquiry would have to wait. He was going to have unwanted company and he was pretty sure he didn’t want to be asking questions with the Sergeant Major keeping tabs on him.

The rich smell of coffee drew Ethan from a fitful slumber. He didn’t remember falling asleep, but judging by the heaviness of his eyes, he hadn’t slept long. Cautiously he sat up, waiting for the telltale signs that he had overindulged the night before, but aside from feeling tired, he felt no ill effects. Pleased, he visited the bathroom before padding down the hall to the kitchen.

Maddy sat at the kitchen table scrolling through her phone with Kelsey in her lap. Ethan leaned down to plant a kiss on both their foreheads. “Good morning.”

She didn’t look up from her phone. “Morning. Coffee is hot and I made breakfast biscuits. They should still be warm.”

Ethan peeked under the kitchen towel covering a bowl where several sausage and egg biscuits were cooling. His stomach growled at the sight. “They look wonderful.”

“I already ate, so go ahead.”

“Thanks, babe.” Ethan poured his coffee and snagged two of the sandwich biscuits. “Do you and Kelsey have big plans today?”

“We’re meeting with Ana. She doesn’t have to work today and we thought we would celebrate with a shopping trip.”

“Oh no,” Ethan groaned. “My wallet is already hurting.”

Maddy laughed. “I suggest you get some ice then.”

“Very funny.” Ethan took the seat across from Maddy. “Where are you going shopping?”

“The big outlet mall just off the highway. We thought we could snag some pretty good deals and they have a new fusion restaurant I’ve been dying to try.”

“Try not to spend us into the poorhouse,” Ethan said around a biscuit.

“So you don’t want me to check and see if the new Battle Frontier game is out?” Maddy asked, innocently.

“I didn’t say that,” Ethan countered. “I just want you to remember my pay grade isn’t likely to go up any time soon.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Maddy rose and moved around the table. “Take Kelsey for me so I can shower before Ana gets here.”

Ethan stuffed the rest of the biscuit sandwich in his mouth and took the baby. “She’s coming here?”

“Yes, we wanted to get an early start. Jasper’s coming with her so you won’t have to pick him up.” Maddy disappeared down the hall.

Ethan turned his attention to his tiny daughter who started to fuss at the exchange of parents. “Shhh, daddy’s got you.”

He jiggled the baby until she stopped crying, then resumed drinking his coffee as he studied her. She had been born almost a month early, but fortunately was healthy despite her small size. Now at nearly two months old, she weighed little more than six pounds, a mere peanut in his muscular arms. Sometimes he was afraid he would crush her.

The back door opened and Jasper stepped into the kitchen.

“Good morn-ing,” Jasper greeted him with a smile.

“Morning Jasper. Maddy made sausage and egg biscuits if you want one.”

“No tank you. Jas-peer eat, Jas-peer full.”

“Well, if you want water, you know where to find it.”

Jasper pulled out a chair and took a seat at the table as Ana entered the kitchen.

“Hey, how is my favorite princess this morning?” She gave the baby a kiss on the head.

“Spoiled,” Ethan told her.

“Did she sleep okay last night?”

“She did.”

“I was a little worried we overstimulated her.”

Ethan shook his head. “Nah. She seems to thrive on the attention.”

“Want me to hold her while you get ready for work?”

“Sure, thanks, Maddy will be down in a few. There’s fresh breakfast sandwiches and coffee if you like.” Ethan handed over the baby and finished his coffee. Ana took his seat as he placed his mug in the dishwasher. He headed down the hall to the bedroom.

Closing the door behind him, Ethan could hear Maddy showering in the adjoining bathroom. Pulling out a fresh uniform, he brushed his teeth and shaved while waiting for her to finish.

“Want me to leave it running?”

“Yes, please.” Ethan kissed Maddy as they traded places and he stepped in the shower. “Ow, ow, damn woman!”

“Maybe you like cold showers, but I like them hot,” Maddy told him.

Ethan hurriedly turned down the water temperature. “This isn’t hot, this is peel-your-skin-off-and-boil-your-internal-organs hot.”

“You’re so dramatic.”

Ethan rolled his eyes and soaped up as the water cooled. He had almost finished rinsing when Maddy spoke again. “I’m headed out. Call me if you’re going to be late.”

“Well that was quick.” He snapped off the water. “What did you do, brush your makeup on with a paintbrush?”

“No silly, we’re getting facials.”

Ethan groaned. “I’m going to be in debt for years.”

Maddy gave him a quick kiss. “Bye.”

Ethan dried and dressed. When he rejoined Jasper in the kitchen, the alien was pacing. “Something wrong?”

“No.” Jasper stopped pacing. “E-tan ready?”

“Yeah.” Ethan grabbed his keys and held the door for Jasper. "How are you and your buddies this morning?”

“Bud-ease?”

Ethan closed the door, checking to make sure it was locked before heading down the drive. “Friends. Bredetten. Mal-ton and Gin-wel.”

“Good.”

“I never heard you talk about them. Have you worked with them long?”

“Yest.” Jasper climbed in the passenger seat as Ethan started the car. He purposefully turned on the radio. “Jas-peer know Mal-ton, Gin-wel long time. Mal-ton, Gin-wel battle Purg wit Jas-peer.”

“You haven't spoken about them before.”

“Jas-peer no see in long time. Now Mal-ton, Gin-wel work ecturcra. Part Jas-peer squadron. Jas-peer glad.”

“It’s good to work with people you like.”

From the corner of his eye, Ethan could see Jasper tilt his head. “E-tan no speak bud-ease.”

“No.” Ethan pretended to concentrate on the road. He was grateful when Jasper asked him no more.
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