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      The Great White shark moved silently through the surf, propelled by short sweeps of its crescent tail. It had no conscious thought for what it was doing so close to shore. It just hunted. The water shone brilliantly under the Milky Way, and its myriads of stars reflected on the face of the gentle ocean swells.

      A lone figure emerged from a dark beach house, trotted down the weathered boards across the dunes to the beach, scuffed through the soft sand and slowed to walk straight to the water’s edge.

      Wet sand under his feet now, Jake Rose threw a darting glare over his shoulders, and then turned to stare out to sea. He took a deep breath, letting the salty air fill his lungs, and suddenly the longing was overwhelming.

      I will go skinny dipping tonight, he thought.

      Defiant, Jake removed his shirt, flip-flops, and swim trunks, tossing them beside a piece of driftwood. He splashed into the warm August surf until he was immersed chest-deep, and he scooped water to splash over his shoulders, his face, and his hair.

      A hundred yards off shore, the shark heard the splash and stirred, moving toward the disturbance, an arrow spiraling towards a bull’s-eye. The shark closed in, his dorsal fin cutting through the water less than a dozen feet to the teen’s side.

      At the sight, a shiver of fear ran down Jake’s spine, but he was committed. Without stopping to think further, he bent his knees and dove, arms outstretched, splitting the glittering breaker.

      Underwater, Jake’s eyes adjusted to the dark. There it was, circling. The shark’s row of teeth flickered, stark white in the gloom. Its circle collapsed inward until the shark darted past, just a few feet away from Jake’s face.

      Time to move, Jake realized.

      Quickly, Jake inhaled, the gills under his arms undulating as they expanded and contracted with each breath. Water-breathing through his Risonian gills felt as natural and regular as breathing air through his human lungs. When he pressed his legs together, the villi wove together with what his father jokingly called a Velcro system that turned his legs into a long tail.

      Jake swept his tail in a powerful thrust that sent him speeding away from the shark. But as he did, he felt a strange vibration in the water. Confused, he stopped and looked back at the Great White, who now held stationary just staring at Jake.

      Perplexed, Jake waited for a repeat of the vibration. Nothing.

      Had the vibration been an attempt at communication? he wondered. If he were home on Rison, there’d be no doubt. But here? On Earth? Clumsily, Jake flapped his hands, sending his own vibrations through the water.

      With its short fins, the Great White beat out a series of vibrations in answer.

      Jake attempted a rough translation: “Friend. We swim.”

      He repeated the exact vibrations back to the shark, and immediately the shark repeated the phrase: “Friend. We swim.”

      Crude, but effective, exulted Jake.  They understood each other—after a fashion.

      “Cousin,” Jake called in a bubbly voice. “Before us is the open sea. Take me out to explore!”

      The Great White didn’t understand the words, of course. Nevertheless, he swam toward deeper water, pausing now and then, as if to be sure that Jake followed.

      Jake reveled in the too-long-forbidden feel of warm seawater buoying him upward and the joy of a strong tail that sent him coursing behind the Great White. With wild abandon, Jake followed his guide. They were just two wild creatures off to explore the Gulf of Mexico.
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      Three hours later, as the stars began to fade for the night, Jake left his cousin-in-the-ocean, un-Velcroed his legs, and wearily climbed up into the shallows. It took only a quick moment to reestablish his air-breathing; his lungs expanded with a gasp, and began a regular rhythm. He splashed through the breakers toward the driftwood log to reclaim his clothes.

      “Feeling calmer?”

      Startled, Jake turned to see his mother striding toward him from the boardwalk, a gray shape in the early-dawn. The beaches here on the Gulf of Mexico were lined with beach houses of all sorts—big, small, old, or new—mostly rental properties. The houses sat back from the shore far enough to avoid storm surges; that meant they were fronted by sand dunes, which were protected by environmental laws. Local ordinances required a wooden sidewalk over the dunes to lessen the impact of foot traffic. The gray, weathered boardwalks were scalding hot during the afternoon sun but cool in the early morning, so his mother was barefoot, her red flip-flops dangling from one hand.

      Embarrassed, Jake turned his back and pulled on his swim trunks. On Rison, people often swam with no clothing, but he’d been off-planet now for three years, and he’d picked up the Earthling’s reserve about naked bodies. Shivering in the early morning air, he put on his rash-guard t-shirt, too, and slicked his wet hair back out of his face. When he turned, he sidestepped a pale ghost crab that scuttled across his path. Mom settled onto the sand facing the eastern sky and stretched her legs out in front. She was small and athletic, with dark curly hair. She wore a black one-piece swimming suit under a red t-shirt. As usual, she carried her waterproof string backpack.

      Jake flopped beside her and absently brushed at the white sugar sand that clung to his wet legs and toes. Leaning back, he gazed up at the sky. Dawn slowly lightened the horizon, and mother and son watched as Venus, the gleaming morning star, faded; Jake knew they were both thinking of their own star, Turco, half a galaxy away and invisible from Earth. In the distance, a couple of helicopters droned toward them, probably an early morning patrol—a common sight on the Gulf Coast.

      Jake leaned forward, suddenly. “Mother, it’s an amazing ocean. They say that Earthlings have only explored about 5% of it. Our scientists could—”

      At her frown, he stopped. The conversation had been repeated too many times; he shouldn’t start it again.

      “Look,” she said. “I know you’re upset about the YouTube video, and I know that swimming is the best way for you to calm down. But it’s not our ocean. You’ve got to think before you act.”

      “Of course, I’m upset.” He barely managed to keep his voice calm. “You’ve put yourself out there as the ‘Face of Rison.’ You’re painting a bull’s-eye on your face!” Guiltily, he thought, I should have done the video with her.

      Last week, when it was clear there would be a family vacation, Mom had asked if he wanted to be in the video. “It’ll be more emotional and real for people if they see a family. We could tape it at the beach.”

      While still on the Moon Base and excited about moving to Earth, Jake had been horrified at what that notoriety could mean for him. Now that he was finally moving to Earth, and headed toward his grandparents’ house, he wanted to just be like other kids, everyone equal. He wasn’t a Face of Rison and never would be.

      Mom had accepted his “No” without comment, taped the video alone, and uploaded it right before leaving the embassy for the beach.

      And now, her excitement spilled over: “I just checked. It’s had over a million new views. Overnight. It has a chance of turning the tide of opinion our way.”

      Jake spun away, trying not to think about his mother’s face on the video, her impassioned plea for Earth to understand how bad the situation had become on Rison, her brilliant blue eyes as startling as her speech. She needed to startle Earth’s politicians: Rison’s scientists warned that the instability in their planet’s core was increasing rapidly. Time was running out. There had been background video of volcanoes erupting with Risonians running—the Risonian Embassy video editors had done a great job in making it emotional. “Compelling,” his mother had called it.

      Viewing it for the first time four nights ago, Dad had said quietly, “You risk your life with this video.”

      Even more quietly, Mom had answered, “I’m here on Earth on September 3, 2040 because others have sacrificed so much. Life is a risk. I choose life.”

      Now, his mother’s voice softened, as if to ease his frustrations. “Angry or not, you were forbidden to go for a swim like that. Promise me that you won’t swim in Earth’s oceans again.”

      A pang shot through Jake, and he gripped a handful of the white sand. The past three years living at the Obama Moon Base on Earth’s waterless moon had been torture. He had longed for water, and now that they finally had this week long vacation near Gulf Shores, Alabama—he couldn’t stay out of the water. He wouldn’t.

      He tossed the sand toward the ocean and avoided her request for a promise. Instead, he asked plaintively, “What will we do, Mom?”

      She hugged him so tight that he thought of the human stories of mother grizzly bears, fierce and protective. The smell of Risonian seaweed that always hung over her was an odd, yet comforting perfume. “We’ll fight for a place for our people. In the end, Earth won’t let a whole race, a whole species, be destroyed.”

      Jake wanted to argue that Earth had done just that over the last few hundred years. The Dodo bird, the passenger pigeon, the white rhinoceros—humans had let these and so many more species go extinct. The short-term needs of the humans were more important than saving an entire species.

      “We can trust the humans,” Mom said. “We must trust them. But we must do this slowly. You can’t just take off like a child and explore whenever you like.” She stopped, her mouth in a tight line.

      Jake knew the arguments she wanted to repeat, had repeated endlessly the last few days, and was glad she restrained herself. Like every other Risonian school child, he had learned English, the business language of Earth, and studied Earth geography, cultures, and history. The planets had first become aware of each other in 1999, but Earth had been content to let contact flag because they were 30,000 light years apart.

      Rison couldn’t ignore contact with Earth, though. It was motivated by the crisis over its unstable core; by 2010, Risonian secret agents had landed on Earth, and by 2015, Rison was teaching English in their schools. Since then, the interest in Earth language and culture expanded so that many Risonians learned multiple Earth languages. Because Earth was the only planet similar enough to their own within reach of their starships, the blue planet was their only plan for evacuation, their only plan for survival. Jake knew what was at stake and why he shouldn’t explore the oceans. But he also knew that Risonians needed real experiences on Earth, not just book knowledge; Risonian scientists needed to explore Earth’s vast oceans to uncover its secrets and find ways to live and thrive.

      “What are you two doing out so early?” Dad’s baritone voice boomed from the boardwalk behind them.

      Jake scrambled up, relieved that Dad had arrived before Mom forced him to make a promise he couldn’t keep. He held out a hand to pull Mom up, too.

      She linked her arm with Jake’s and waved, calling merrily, “Come and join us for a walk on the beach. Maybe we’ll find a shell or two.”

      “Great idea,” Dad said. “I set out steaks for breakfast. A walk will work up our appetites.” He was olive-skinned, fit and trim, with just a hint of grey at the temples. His dark eyes twinkled, and he pulled his military-issue sunglasses from the top of his head, slipped them on, and headed toward his family.

      When he reached them, Mom let go of Jake and lifted her chin to Dad, who scooped her into a tender hug.

      Jake turned away, embarrassed. They’d been like this all week, as if he’d been thrust into their honeymoon. His discomfort was partly because he was forced to see his mother in a new light. Back home on the planet Rison, Jake had lived with his mom and stepfather, Swann Quad-de. They were distant cousins who married for political reasons, consolidating power into one united front; the result, as expected, was that Swann was now Prime Minister of Tizzalura, the largest country in the northern continent. Jake had known for a long time that Swann wasn’t his biological father; Jake was a test-tube baby, the result of a laboratory experiment in combining alien and human DNA. Only three years ago he’d learned the identity of his real father.

      He remembered the conversation perfectly. Mom had explained, “We’re evacuating you to the Earth’s moon.” She stared over his head and spoke in a too-casual voice. “By the way, you’ll be with your biological father, Lt. Commander Blake Rose.”

      Startled, Jake asked, “You know my biological father?”

      “Yes,” she shrugged, but it was too nonchalant. “He was on the first Earth-Rison contact mission as the U.S. Navy’s comparative anatomy physician. He did the test-tube experiment that created you.”

      Jake tried more questions in the weeks leading up to his departure, but his Mom cut him off. Instead, she bustled about helping him pack for the Moon, stopping often to pull him into a hug and whisper, “I’ll miss you.”

      He answered stoically, “I’m a Quad-de. We’ll survive.” The Quad-des were politicians, always involved in the government of Tizzalura. He only hoped to earn the right to be called a Quad-de. It was bad enough to leave Rison, but it was worse to have to replace Swann Quad-de with a mere human.

      Jake had expected to hate Commander Rose, but Dad had been a total surprise in many ways; in the last three years, they’d learned to like each other—except when they behaved too similarly, like when they both got stubborn in an argument.

      When Jake had first met his biological father, he’d called him by his first name, Blake. Jake didn’t remember when he made the transition to calling him Dad, but it just seemed natural now.

      Behind him, Jake heard Dad’s gruff voice, “Dayexi—so beautiful.”

      His mom laughed—as she hadn’t in a long, long time.

      Jake cringed and blocked out their private moment by stretching out on the soft sand and flopping one arm over his eyes. He yawned, ready for a nap after his long swim.

      A moment later, though, his mom kicked sand onto his legs and said, “No naps. We’ll walk, and then we’ll eat steak and eggs, and then you can—”

      A phone rang, a jangling noise against the rhythmic surf. Mom stopped, her nose wrinkled deep with worry. Risonians were so close anatomically to Earthlings that it would take a casual observer a while to notice the nuances between the species. Earthlings from Asia have a slightly different eye created by the epicanthic fold. In a similar way, Risonians looked different but it was hard to pin down exactly what that difference was. Of course Risonians had underarm gills and the Velcro-like legs, but you didn’t see that at a glance. Risonians had a slight wrinkle on the bridge of the nose, a sharper chin, and slightly bigger eyes. When Mom was worried, her nose wrinkle deepened.

      Now, she pulled her satellite phone from her backpack and turned away to answer it.

      Mom had been allowed this week long vacation, with the provision that she was on-call and couldn’t go anywhere without the phone, the latest in communication technology. Surprisingly, it’d been silent for four days, giving them four days of peace, of being together as a family. Jake suspected his parents had been in regular contact since he’d moved to Earth’s moon, but Dad had been private about his feelings for Dayexi—till this week. Jake didn’t understand how his mother could value a human over a Risonian, especially a Quad-de. But they were his biological parents, and even if Jake was a test-tube baby, he supposed Mom and Dad could still like each other. These four days were like a glassy sea with no wind. Strange, yet peaceful. A calm space—a time set apart.

      Now Jake was filled with a sense of foreboding. Sitting up, he startled a ghost crab that scurried sideways and disappeared safely into a hole in the wet sand.

      Dad pulled off his sunglasses and stood with his head bowed as he listened to Mom’s side of the satellite phone conversation.

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “Right away, sir.”

      And Jake knew: the family vacation was over.

      Dad raised an eyebrow at Mom.

      A flash of fear passed over Mom’s face, and she nodded at the approaching helicopters. “Anti-Sharks. They’re coming for me.”

      Dad sprang into action, his years as a Navy officer taking over. He kissed her—fiercely—and then thrust her away.

      “Into the water,” he ordered. “I doubt they’ve seen us yet; they’re still out of range. We’ll distract them. You know what to do.”

      Without a wasted movement, Mom stuffed her flip-flops into her backpack, along with her t-shirt. She sealed the waterproof closure, slipped the backpack’s strings over her shoulders, trotted into the water and dove, disappearing under the waves.

      A sudden loneliness washed over Jake. He didn’t know when he’d see his mom again, and he wished she’d looked back to wave good-bye.

      Dad gripped Jake’s shoulder and turned him around. They trotted across the sand to the boardwalk and crossed the dune to their two-story beach house. “Hurry. No slip-ups.”

      Already, Jake felt the tension building in the pit of his stomach. “I know what to do,” he growled.

      Passing the grill that sat on a concrete pad near the bottom of the stairs, Dad clicked the electric lighter, and the flame sprang up. By the time they got things cleared up inside, Dad could be out here grilling their breakfast steaks.

      Because of possible storm surges this close to the ocean, the ground floor under the house was mostly parking spaces under the house and a storage room. Jake climbed the stairs to the main level. Inside the dim beach house, Jake spun around, searching for anything that would reveal that a woman had been here for the last four days. The rental was decorated in beach chic, with seashells and paintings of boats and fishermen. Mom had brought almost nothing with her, and she was meticulous, keeping everything that belonged to her in her string backpack or in a tiny bag that Dad would soon take care of. Jake shoved a glossy women’s magazine amidst the other magazines in a basket. Otherwise, it looked like she’d never been here.

      “I’ll change.” Jake sprinted to his room and pulled on long flannel pajama pants to hide his own Velcro-legs.

      Suitably dressed, Jake trampled down the stairs to the grill and ripped open the white butcher paper to reveal three small steaks. Three. That was easy to explain, though; human teen boys were infamous for their huge appetites.

      Dad raced downstairs and tossed the seasoning and cooking tools near the grill. He still held Mom’s small bag and looked around frantically. Finally, he ran to the trashcans near the road. He pulled out a trash bag, undid the twist ties, and stuffed Mom’s bag at the bottom of a pile of shrimp shells from their shrimp feast the day before. Nodding, he replaced the twist tie, slammed the trash can lid back into place, and trotted back to the grill.

      On the beach, the helicopter dropped lower, and the sound of its blades whomp-whomped louder and louder until the helicopter hovered directly above the spot where Jake dove into the ocean earlier. Five men slid down ropes to the sand, machine guns tucked under their arms and wearing helmets and Kevlar vests. Dropping to the ground, the men spread out and trotted toward the beach house.

      Dad calmly sprinkled lemon pepper and salt on the steaks and then turned to face the oncoming soldiers.

      The leader called, “Where is she?”

      Jake’s stomach clenched in fear, but Dad was calm.

      “What’s going on?” Dad replied in his best military voice. “I am Navy Commander Rose, and this is my son, Jake Rose. Is this a military operation? Am I needed back at the Obama Moon Base? You could’ve called, you know.”

      The soldier hesitated, and then motioned for the other to stop. Quietly, he said something into a headset.

      Jake admired Dad’s cool demeanor, appreciated that his direct approach had managed to stymy them. Any delay gave Mom more time to swim farther out into the ocean depths—and she had to escape! Jake wasn’t sure about military technology, but he worried that if she were in shallow water, they might be able to use heat-sensors to find her. To hide his agitation, he bent to check the gas flame of the grill and adjusted the dials to shoot the flames higher. He then straightened up to glare at the soldiers.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, sir,” the soldier said. “But we’ve had a suspicious report.” He tilted his head slightly, listening to the headset. Then he squared his shoulders. “Commander, sir. My orders are to search this beach house.”

      “For what?” Commander Rose sounded outraged. “My son and I are on vacation from the Moon Base, and we were just about to have steak and eggs for breakfast. What sort of reports? What are you looking for?”

      Defiantly, the soldier said, “Sharks.”

      Jake remembered the sleek skin of his swimming companion that morning. Why had Earth nicknamed Risonians as Sharks? They weren’t anything alike. He couldn’t help it; he laughed. “Sharks live in the ocean, not in a beach house.”

      “Risonians, sir.” The soldier’s voice turned hard. He didn’t like being laughed at.

      Dad’s voice was equally hard, and his eyes flashed. “And just who are you, anyway? Special ops? Or just a vigilante group, anti-Sharks taking illegal guerrilla actions?”

      “Captain Cyrus Hill,” he said, “from the ELLIS Forces. Sorry, sir. Orders.” Like all the soldiers with their gear on, Hill looked bulky, awkward and hot. Under his helmet, his ruddy face glistened with sweat even this early in the morning. His nose spread prominently across his face, broad with large nostrils. To Jake, he looked about the same age as the younger officers on the Moon Base, maybe mid to late twenties.

      Hill lifted his machine gun slightly and motioned to the others to move forward.

      Jake’s tension built as two circled the house, shaking the dune grasses to make sure no one was hiding nearby. One flipped off the top of the trashcan, and Jake watched with his peripheral vision, not daring to look directly, lest he give away his anxiety. The man’s nose wrinkled at the rotten seafood smell, and he replaced the lid.

      “You’re not well trained,” Jake wanted to sneer. Using a bad smell to hide something should’ve been an obvious ploy. A savvy soldier would have been more suspicious, instead of put off.

      Two men in camouflage, but without discernable insignia, pushed past Dad and Jake and charged up the stairs. Jake took a half step to stop them, but Dad gave a tiny headshake. Jake stopped, but felt his worry expand with each step they took upward.

      A third soldier deliberately bumped into Jake and shoved him up against the stair’s railings. “And just who are you, anyway? Shark-lovers?”

      Almost trembling with pent-up rage and fear, Jake reared back and shoved his fist at—Dad’s hand caught his arm before he could connect with the man’s stubbly chin.

      Dad said firmly, “No.”

      Dad spun and kneed the man’s crotch and shoved his shoulders. The man landed heavily in the sand, stunned for a moment. Quickly he recovered and surged up toward Dad, ready to fight.

      “Grant,” warned Captain Hill. “Back off.”

      Grant hesitated.

      “That’s an order,” Hill said harshly.

      Grant sullenly picked up his gun and went to kick at dune grasses.

      Jake grabbed the steak tongs and clicked them together to keep himself from exploding. He fumed: he could’ve taken on the man. Why does Dad treat me like a kid?

      Dad spun to the Captain and glared, fists clenched. “You’re way off here. We’re on vacation from the Moon Base. We’re just cooking steak and eggs for breakfast.”

      Hill shrugged. “Orders.”

      “Whose orders?” Dad demanded.

      The soldier said easily, “If you must know, General Puentes. He doesn’t care if people know. He’s a patriot and everyone knows that, too. We’re ELLIS forces.”

      He emphasized the “ELLIS” in a way that made Jake shiver. ELLIS was an international organization created in 2000 as a result of an answer to the infamous Arecibo message. On November 15, 1974, from Arecibo, Puerto Rico, Earth had broadcast a binary message toward the edge of the Milky Way Galaxy. They expected the message to take 30,000 years to reach someone and 30,000 years for a message to return. Instead, on April 1, 1999, a mere 25 years later, an answer came—and it wasn’t an April Fool’s joke. It was a repeat of Earth’s binary message along with extra information that specified a location near the center of the Milky Way.

      Rison had been sending probes widely and intercepted the message. Rison orbited the Turco, a tiny star in the midst of a previously unknown globular star cluster about 25,000 light-years from Earth. Astronomers knew there were many such globular star clusters in the Milky Way. Because Earth was part of the Milky Way, though, it was rather like a human who wanted to see his own back; it was impossible to see without special tools. Astronomers named Turco’s globular star cluster the Liller-2, or LL-2 for short. The name had been incorporated into the organization’s name: ELLIS stood for Earth-LL Interstellar Security. ELLIS Forces were given the task of controlling all contact with the aliens. Within ELLIS, Jake knew that some factions hated the Risonians, but he hadn’t witnessed it before.

      The two soldiers in camouflage clattered down the stairs. Jake gripped the tongs so hard that the edges bit into his palm.

      The lead soldier shook his head at the Captain.

      Captain Hill grimaced. “You checked the bathrooms? Any sign of longer hair, like a woman’s hair, in the sink or tub?”

      Jake’s knees went weak. Had Mom wiped down all the surfaces before she came out to the beach?

      The soldier sighed heavily. “We checked. Nothing.”

      Jake straightened his spine and stood even taller, a touch of pride in their perfect execution of the escape plan. He and Mom were Quad-des. These Earthlings wouldn’t find her.

      Captain Hill turned to Dad, “Sorry to bother you, sir. If you do happen to ever see a She-Shark, tell her we’re on her tail. We’ll find her.”

      Relief loosening his tongue, Jake taunted, “Are you sure that’s wise? Sharks have sharp teeth. They bite.”

      Captain Hill’s face darkened. “Freaks! Exactly why we have to find her. And bite back.” He raised his gun threateningly.

      Jake sucked in a breath at the viciousness of the response. On the Moon Base, because his father was an officer, Jake seldom heard gossip, especially not about the Risonians who were working with the Navy. Everyone spouted the official government position that peaceful relations were imperative. Jake had watched videos of protests arguing against letting the Risonians come to Earth, but nothing could have prepared him for this extreme Anti-Sharks sentiment. He wanted desperately to consider the humans as equals, but they made it hard. He thought of his mom, so passionate for the cause of the Risonians, who desperately needed a haven on Earth. Proving to Earth that they came in peace seemed hopeless.

      The Captain continued, “After that video posted this week—well.” He shrugged. “We’ll find her.”

      Dad said coolly, “What video?”

      Captain Hill laughed harshly. “Haven’t seen it yet? Look up the ‘Face of Rison.’” He said it with almost a sneer.

      He turned away and waved his free hand in a circular motion; the soldiers turned and jogged toward the helicopter. Over his shoulder, Grant made a last jab: “Don’t worry, Shark-lover! We’ll be watching you, too.”

      He raced across the sand toward the waiting helicopter.

      Jake sagged against the stair rail and stared after the retreating soldiers. The helicopter took off in a whirr, and thankfully, it followed the beach again, not going out over the Gulf. Maybe they didn’t have heat-sensors on board, or maybe they didn’t really know that Mom had been there. Either way, she was safe. For now.

      Abruptly, Dad sat on the bench of the picnic table and let his face sink into his palms.

      Jake put a hand on his shoulder. “Dad?”

      Dad’s lean form seemed to shrink a couple more inches, and when he finally raised his head, his face was wet with tears. “We just wanted to have a few days as a family. We thought the Labor Day weekend would be safe.” He shook his head. “Foolish.”

      “It’s okay, Dad.” Jake said. Only it wasn’t. Mom wasn’t here to break the eggs into a bowl and whip them till frothy with only a fork. Determined to be strong, he stomped upstairs to the kitchen, bringing back the skillet, butter, eggs, small bowl, and a fork. He set the skillet on the fire and dropped in a pat of butter. He broke four eggs into the bowl and used the fork to beat and beat and beat them, even though he was sure that he could never match Mom’s technique.

      When he saw Jake thumping away at the eggs, Dad smiled grimly and whispered. “She’s safe.”

      Jake poured the eggs into the sizzling skillet. Barely able to speak, he croaked back, “For now.”

      “For now,” repeated Dad solemnly. He stood and moved to the grill. “We’ll eat, pack up and leave.”

      Jake knew the contingency plan. Mom would swim a couple miles to a Florida state park where they’d rented a cabin for the week under a different name and paid for it in cash, so that there was no way to trace them. She had a stash of clothes hidden there and a rented car that would only be traced to an elderly lady who didn’t exist. Mom would be at the airport in a couple hours and back at the Rison Embassy in New York City by nightfall. Risonian Ambassador Dayexi Quad-de would be back at work in the morning.

      Around the same time his mother would arrive in New York, Jake would be in Seattle—no, not Seattle proper, but on Bainbridge Island, which sits in the middle of Puget Sound. That was Dad’s family home where his parents, Sir and Easter Rose, still lived. Jake’s Earthling grandparents, the strangers he’d never met. Dad’s recent promotion to Commander came with a top-secret assignment, which meant Jake couldn’t live with Dad any longer. Instead, Jake would live with his grandparents and go to an Earthling high school. They had shipped ahead most of his clothes and things, and a room was waiting for him. After the ELLIS Forces, he realized that he’d have to be very careful at his new home and school. No one could know who he was. Wasn’t that what he wanted, to be on an equal footing with his fellow students? But now, it was imperative that he hide his heritage. No slip ups.

      Looking up, Jake saw that the day had barely begun; the sun was still a ball hanging on the horizon, sending drifts of red across the early morning clouds.

      So this was Earth. His new home.
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      Coffee fascinated Jake. Dad never drank coffee, and during Jake’s time on the Obama Moon Base, Dad had never allowed him to try it. But Dad had been busy, distracted by the myriad of details he had to take care of to leave Jake in his parent’s care. And then, he left. Jake was alone on Bainbridge Island. He drank coffee and drank coffee and drank—and barely slept.

      On Saturday morning—it was 10 a.m., a cool, late summer morning, just three days after school had started on a Wednesday—Jake walked into Blackbird Bakery, his third coffee shop of the day.

      A girl turned from the cash register. Dark, straight hair framed her face, and her bangs swung slightly, just brushing equally dark eyebrows. Amidst that frame of glossy hair, her face glowed with life. Seeing him, her eyes went wide for an instant, and fleeting emotions rippled across her face, and were gone. Businesslike, she asked, “What can I get started for you?”

      Distracted by the case of pastries, he mumbled, “Triple-shot venti.”

      “Good choice,” she said, and her face changed from surprise to approval.

      Jake looked up from the pastries to watch her closer and wondered if her face was always so open and her emotions so easy to read.

      The girl turned to the espresso machine, moving with a catlike grace, with no wasted movements, and humming as she worked. Soon steam hissed into a metal pitcher of milk, and her hum turned into a trill, soft and sweet. The sound stopped when she slipped her phone from her back pocket, read a text, and thumbed a quick reply. When she turned back to the espresso machine, the humming started again. Jake realized that her music wasn’t quite a melody; it was just a musical background for her motions. It caught at Jake, and he couldn’t turn away. She shoved the phone back into her pocket and sent him a curious glance.

      This was Jake’s fourth triple-shot venti since 8 a.m., when he’d set out to try every place in town that served coffee.

      After the bleak Moon Base, Bainbridge Island was a lush paradise. Connected to the mainland by one bridge to the north and a busy ferry system to the east, it was a protected place, Dad had said. A safe place.

      For Jake, the past week had been a blur of meeting his grandparents, Sir and Easter, enrolling in the local high school, eating strange Earth foods, and slipping exhausted into bed at the end of each day, only to squirm, wide-eyed, unable to sleep because his body rhythms hadn’t adjusted yet to Earth’s Pacific time zone. Night after night, he slipped out of bed to sit by his window and stare at the stars and wonder about his home star, Turco, or to stand on the porch and listen to the call of waves lapping at the shore, or to fire up his laptop and watch Mom’s YouTube video. Wildly popular, the number of views rose and rose, even as the comments ran hot and cold. Worry over his Mom and Rison’s fate tugged at Jake, but all he could do was drink more coffee.

      Dad left, away on his secret assignment for the Navy. Alone, Jake strolled around the island, cataloging the lush variations in colors from yellow-green to pure green to blue-green. School had started three days ago, but the nameless crowds had left him feeling even more isolated. Coffee kept the loneliness at bay.

      “You want an Earth muffin to go with that?” The girl poured the three shots of coffee into a white porcelain mug and filled it with hot milk.

      Suddenly, Jake’s heart thumped loudly in his ears. Did she suspect something? He stammered. “Wh-what’s an Earth muffin?”

      The girl handed him a menu and pointed to a listing.

      The Earth Muffins had carrots, zucchini, pumpkin seeds, flax and other stuff that Jake was pretty sure didn’t usually go into a muffin, which was just a piece of bread. He wasn’t sure why vegetables made it an “Earth” muffin, but it looked like it had nothing to do with Rison. He was safe. “Okay,” he squeaked. “I’ll try it.”

      “We’ve got special coffee mugs on sale, too, if you’re interested.” She pointed to a line of mugs on the top of the counter. They were works of art, each hand-painted with a skyline of Seattle.

      “Who did these? They’re interesting.” He was starting to regain his composure; his voice was almost normal. Maybe he’d buy a mug for his mom sometime.

      “It’s a business that I’d like to build up,” she said. “I only work here so I can sell the coffee mugs that I paint.”

      From behind the counter, an older man gave a short laugh. “You work here for the money and to meet cute guys.”

      “Got that straight,” she retorted. She picked up the triple-shot venti and offered it to Jake.

      “Thanks.” Jake was rewarded with a smile that suddenly made his knees weak. But no other barista had made Jake’s senses tingle like this one, and he watched the coffee-girl’s hands move as if in slow motion.

      When she saw that he was too distracted to take the mug, she set his drink on the counter and wrapped his muffin in a brown wax paper. Turning to the register, she pulled out her phone and set it beside the cash register.

      “You new in town?” she asked.

      Jake could barely nod, he was so intent on watching her pink-painted fingernails tap the cash register. He managed to ask, “Who are you?”

      “Good question.” She looked him straight in the eye, and a flood of words poured out. “I’m a human female who lives on Bainbridge Island. I’m an athlete, a painter, a barista, a lover of carrot cake, a student of biology—so are you, you’re in my class. I’m a laugh-a-minute when I get going, but I seldom get going.”

      Jake just stared. She was in his biology class? The first three days had been such a blur that he didn’t recognize her at all.

      She was obviously on a roll because she kept talking. “Or maybe you want to know what I’m not. I’m not a cheerleader or an A+ student. I’m not a believer in the tooth fairy. You’ll never find me eating eggplants or Brussels sprouts or asparagus.”

      Jake stammered, “No asparagus.” She was fascinating and confusing all at the same time. Her accent, so different from what he’d heard during their week in Alabama, was great. He wanted her to keep on talking, so he could keep on listening.

      “Here’s an unusual skill I have,” she continued, “I am a star-gazer, and I can name any constellation you point out.”

      Suddenly, Jake started laughing. “You’re amazing, is what you are.”

      She grinned back at him.

      Her smile, wide and welcoming, called to him like a siren; it pierced him, and yet, it was also a pure pleasure just to see her. He wanted to know everything about this girl, not just that she liked carrot cake but not asparagus. “Let me rephrase that question,” Jake said. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Emmeline Tullis. Call me Em.” She glanced at her phone, frowned, tapped something—pink flashing up and down—then looked up again.

      Em. He liked that name. “Jake,” he squealed, his voice still refusing to fully cooperate. “Jake Rose.” Even after three years with Dad, it sounded strange sometimes to use Dad’s surname, Rose, instead of his adoptive father’s surname, Quad-de. He’d been Jake Quad-de for eleven years, and Jake Rose for only three years.

      “You new in town?” she repeated.

      “Living with my grandparents.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      So he continued, “Sir and Easter Rose.”

      “The dentist in Seattle?” She frowned slightly, “My sister, Marisa, works for him.”

      Jake wondered if she was frowning about her sister or his grandfather.  But he only said, “Good. Maybe we’ll run into each a lot.”

      Jake handed her a twenty. Earth money still confused him, but his parents insisted that he use cash instead of a credit or debit card—as they had on the Moon Base—that would leave a digital trail.

      When Em took his money, their hands brushed; Jake jerked his eyes up, surprised by—what? Something. Her touch—it reached inside him somehow. Her eyes widened slightly, too, he was sure of it. She set his change on the counter, and Jake wondered if that was to avoid touching him.

      He backed away and sat in a booth where he had a good view of the counter and Em—the human female that was in his biology class. How had he missed her? He sipped his coffee and nibbled his muffin, not even tasting it, just watching her with other customers. Listening to her melodic hums that accompanied her work. She glanced at him once, twice—but casually, sweeping the shop to see if any customers needed anything. When there was a lull, she went around collecting empty coffee cups and offering refills. And always, she fiddled with her phone. Addicted to it, he thought. It was an Earth habit that he hadn’t picked up yet. His parents would likely forbid it as another digital trail.

      The string of bells on the door jangled, and Jake glanced over. Startled, he realized the man who had just walked in looked eerily like that soldier, the captain from Gulf Shores. Trembling with surprise, Jake quickly twisted away from the door so his back was toward the man. Peering around, he watched the man take off his cap to reveal a military crop and a broad nose. It was Captain Hill.

      What was the captain doing here on Bainbridge Island? Was he tracking Jake?

      The door jingled again, and an older man with thick glasses walked in to stand beside the captain. Jake was startled to recognize his biology and civics teacher, Mr. Blevins. He had a thick graying mustache that looked like a fuzzy Earth caterpillar.

      Jake shrank further into the depths of his booth.

      “Morning, Coach,” Em said from behind the counter. “The usual?”

      But Mr. Blevins taught biology and civics. Why was Em
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