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      December 10

      Em Tullis stared straight into the eyes of her family doctor, Dr. Max Bari. She was groggy and still sick, but she knew who he was. How did she get here, though? Where was here?

      Weakly, she lifted a hand. Thick glass separated her from Dr. Bari. Was she in an isolation chamber?

      “Hurry!” Dr. Bari called to someone behind him. Through the thick glass, the words were muffled. “She’s waking up, and I can’t give her anything else.”

      Behind Dr. Bari’s head, dark clouds scudded across a pale gray sky. Yet Em felt warm, calm.

      “Get that pod in the water!” Dr. Bari called.

      Pod?

      His face disappeared, and then her world tilted. Em realized that she was strapped down to some sort of bed. She wore a loose-fitting shirt and pants. The container that held her—a pod?—was almost upright now, and there was a flash of blue-gray. Sky?

      Suddenly, the pod dropped, like she was at the top of a roller coaster and was now plunging downward. With a jolt, the pod slammed into something hard, then jerked back upward. Em squeezed her eyes shut, expecting to—what? To die, or to be hurt, or—she didn’t know. Her pod bobbed up and down for a few seconds until it slowed, and then it pitched into a horizontal position.

      She was still alive.

      Em opened her eyes. Her pod was face down in water, and straps kept her in place. Dr. Bari hovered underneath, staring up at her. Yes, it was him. The last time she’d seen him was in her parents’ house. She’d been sick, dizzy. She had walked downstairs to tell Mom that she was feeling worse, and Dr. Bari was there, sitting on her couch, talking to Mom and Dad. She only caught a few words.

      “It’s spelled P-h-o-k-e. You say it, Fo-key.”

      “And Em is a Phoke?” Mom asked.

      Em must’ve made a sound because Dad whirled around to see her standing on the stairs. She was dizzy, and badly in need of a bath and a mouth wash for bad breath. Dad scooped her up, letting her face snuggle into the rough stubble on his neck. She shivered, but Dad murmured soothingly, “It’s okay.”

      He carried her back to her bed upstairs and tucked her in.

      After Dad left, Em hauled herself out of bed, found Dr. Bari’s business card from the hospital sitting on her desk, scrawled a note to Jake and left it under the photo she’d taken when he wasn’t looking. Would he find it?

      No, she thought as she drifted back to the present. The question she needed to know was what body of water was she in? Puget Sound? Pacific Ocean? And why was she here? What was Phoke?

      But she was too sick—or too drugged—to react quickly.

      Dr. Bari gave her a thumbs up and disappeared.

      Groggily, she thought, something is odd about Dr. Bari.

      She felt her pod rotating, and then the sky reappeared, bobbing up and down. Waves. Then, it was a place with strong waves. Probably not Puget Sound.

      There came a roar. Vibrations shuddered through her pod. A motor.

      Her pod tilted again, pointing her feet deeper into the water. The light from the sky slowly faded, and her feet sank into darkness. Her pod was diving, some motor pushing it deeper and deeper.

      Terror gripped her, and Em clutched the fabric sheets upon which she lay. She tried to pull herself to the right to align her body better in the center of the pod, feeling unreasonably that if she could straighten herself, this would all go away. But the straps held her fast; she couldn’t budge.

      Above her a fish flashed past, and then a jellyfish. They were going too fast to tell more than that. But it must be an ocean. Lakes would be much more shallow.

      Where was Dr. Bari taking her? He was supposed to be medically treating her fainting and weakness, some weird kind of illness. But this sure wasn’t an ambulance.

      She blinked. In the distance now was a faint glow. As she watched, the light grew brighter. How was that possible in the depths of the ocean? Then a dark hulk—an underwater mountain—resolved into—no, it couldn’t be. A building. A secret underwater compound? A military installation? What? She wanted to pound on the pod, to demand that Dr. Bari explain what was happening but her hands couldn’t escape the bands that held her down.

      Then it hit her. She had stared straight into Dr. Bari’s eyes. He wasn’t wearing a scuba mask. Or a tank. Or carrying any air. That meant—

      Em squeezed her eyes shut. Dr. Bari didn’t need scuba to breath underwater. That meant he must be a Risonian, a Shark. She’d been kidnapped by aliens.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            A Splash of Cold Water

          

        

      

    

    
      December 17

      Jake Rose stared at the massive metal struts of the red bridge above him, amazed again at the contradictions presented by humans. They knew how to turn practical things into things of beauty, but not how to stop species from going extinct.

      David Gordon gestured to a couple cars that had stopped near them. Poking out the windows were long camera lenses. “And did you have to bring the paparazzi?”

      They were just outside Edinburgh, visiting the Scotland National Aquarium. It was Jake’s first “official” visit as the Risonian ambassador’s son, and it looked like the photographers would follow them everywhere for a while. He shouldn’t be surprised. Rison was a planet half-a-galaxy away, the first extraterrestrial contact Earth had ever made. Rison’s planetary core was dangerously unstable, and his mother was trying to negotiate a place on Earth for Risonians to immigrate. Everything he did or didn’t do was under constant scrutiny.

      Reading from a guidebook, Jillian Lusk said, “The Forth Rail Bridge was built in 1890 and is the second longest cantilevered bridge in the world.” She pulled out her cell phone and started snapping photos. Her white-blond hair almost gave her a Nordic look. Here on the North Sea, people often guessed she was Swedish or Norwegian. At 5’11”, she was tall for a high school Freshman.

      “Let me see that,” David demanded.

      She dodged him, so he grabbed her shoulders. Tall and lanky, he was a head taller than Jillian, so he could see over her shoulder. She pointed to the bridge’s photo in the book. Then, spinning, she put the book in her purse, and ordered, “Stand over here. Let me get your pictures.”

      Jake and David dutifully followed orders.

      As Jillian clicked away—she liked a different photo for each of her social media accounts—David said sideways to Jake, “Is she going to be a tour guide and selfie freak all week?”

      Jake just shrugged. Although the boys didn’t see eye-to-eye, Jake had just hit six feet tall. When they finally got back to Bainbridge Island, he planned to hit the hoops so he could try out for the basketball team. If that failed, he’d join David on the sculling team.

      Jillian sighed and waved at her phone, “Jake, do you ever smile? Every picture I take of you has a frown.”

      Jake put on a fake grin, flashing his teeth for a moment. “There.”

      Jillian looked up from the phone. “I missed it. Of course.”

      A brisk wind blew across Firth of Forth, and Jake turned back to the embassy limo for a jacket. Colonel Lett was already holding it out. Mom had insisted that Jake come along to Edinburgh for a mini-summit with European leaders and more political negotiations, but they’d brought several bodyguards. Today, Mom had needed Colonel Barbena, a female bodyguard for a women’s luncheon. She could pass for a human female, albeit a tall one at 5’10’. Although you never saw Colonel Lett wearing anything but military fatigues or uniforms, Colonel Barbena could wear stylish Earth fashions and blend in with a crowd.

      That meant Colonel Lett, who was usually assigned to Mom, was given orders to protect Jake instead.

      Jake sighed. “Are you sure we have to spend a whole hour in here? Can’t we do something else?”

      “You know your duty,” Lett said curtly. “You can’t ignore it.”

      This was why Jake wasn’t pleased when they were assigned Colonel Lett for the day. With him, it was always about duty.

      Of course, Jake knew he couldn’t shirk his duty. But the responsibilities of being the Face of Rison felt wrong. It was like putting on a mask that perpetually smiled. He hated how it felt so artificial, so forced. His mom expected his help in convincing Earth’s politicians to give asylum to Risonians. But he was no politician. All he could do was smile for a camera. And apparently, Jillian didn’t think he did that very well, either.

      He briefly turned on his cell phone to stare at the screensaver photo. Em. Dark hair, dark eyes. He sucked in a breath of frustration. He wanted to concentrate on finding his girlfriend, who had been missing for three weeks. Em had been hospitalized with a mysterious illness, and when she went home from the hospital, she simply disappeared. Her parents were gone, her sister was gone, and Em was gone. He’d found her doctor’s business card with two words scrawled on it: “Phoke. Help!” No one knew what it meant. After an Internet search, the only place he saw the word Phoke used was in Scotland.

      Jake had convinced Mom that the teenage Face of Rison needed to be seen with human teens, so David and Jillian had been invited on the Edinburgh trip. Of course, they weren’t human; they were Risonian also, part of an advance group of Risonians who had lived on Earth for over a decade. Since they’d grown up on Earth, they knew almost nothing about Rison. That meant their behavior was like that of any American teen, and they’d be good cover. And because they weren’t human, Jake wouldn’t have to be on his guard all the time.

      Most importantly, though, his friends could help him locate Em. If only he didn’t have these official duties.

      Jake strode resolutely toward the aquarium that lay under the massive bridge. Better to get this over with.

      “Good morning.” A red-cheeked blond lady with curly hair and blue eyes met them at the door. “My name is Enid Ways, and this is Fairfax Lyme. We’re your guides for the day.”

      Since Christmas was this week, green holly wreaths with bright red berries hung on every door.

      The man beside Enid, probably of Indian descent with his warm brown skin, wore a Deep Sea World navy shirt and khaki pants. “We’re honored to have you here,” he said. “Earth’s oceans must be fascinating for you.”

      Enid took over the tour guide role saying, “We have a number of exhibits that might interest you, including the Underwater Safari, a tunnel that goes under and through a water tank. But we thought you might like to go behind the scenes first and meet Priscilla.”

      Jillian said, “Priscilla who?”

      “I know,” David said with a quick smile. “I’ve been reading the Edinburgh newspapers online. You’ve got an octopus.”

      Fairfax nodded at David, a gesture of approval. “Not just any octopus,” Fairfax said. “A wee little, wayward octopus.”

      “Exactly,” Enid said with a tinkling laugh. “She’s been a handful.”

      Jake raised an eyebrow, so Fairfax launched into a story.

      “She’s pure dead brilliant, she is, at escaping. Seven times, she’s climbed out of her tank. Octopuses are hard to keep caged. Outside the water tank, they can walk—after a fashion—and can hide in tight spots that make them hard to reach.”

      “Can’t you just grab a tentacle and pull them out?” Jillian asked.

      “First, it’s not tentacles,” Enid said. “A tentacle only has one sucker and octopus arms have suckers along the whole length.”

      “And no,” Fairfax said. “Each sucker might have 500 pounds of force, and they have over 1000 suckers. You’d never just grab an octopus’s arm and hope to pull her out of anything.”

      Wistfully, Jake thought, Em would have loved this. Anything about the ocean fascinated her.

      Enid led the way into a spacious but dimly lit room. Before them were three square water tanks, each about four feet tall. Made of thick, clear glass, they were accessed by a two-step set of wide stairs on each side.

      The top glass of the tank was hinged about three feet back. Fairfax on one side and Enid on the other, they folded back the top. Then, Enid knelt on the top step and slapped the water lightly.

      Something deep in the water flashed, and suddenly an octopus pressed against the glass right in front of them. The air smelled salty and fishy, a comforting smell to Jake. And the octopus absolutely captured his attention.

      Priscilla was a curled octopus, Enid explained, common in the north Atlantic and North Sea. They were fairly small, maybe twenty inches long. Rusty red with white spots, her body and legs were exquisitely proportioned. Jake had assumed an octopus’s legs just dangled. Instead, she had hers tucked up under her body. She looked like a polite old lady with her hands folded in her lap.

      Suddenly, Priscilla rose until her eyes were above the water, and she stared at her visitors. Her dark eyes scanned Jake up and down.

      Jake shivered in delight. She was amazing.

      “She’s quite intelligent,” Enid said, “and she knows each of her caregivers really well.” She pulled off her t-shirt, revealing a waterproof vest, and then plunged her hands into the water. “Her tank is really cold because she normally lives over 50 meters deep. For you Yanks, that’s over 150 feet deep.”

      Fascinated, Jake watched as Priscilla’s arms reached for Enid and encircled her, suckers gently undulating like the octopus was licking her—or tasting her. Just watching made his own arms tingle.

      Enid nodded to Jake, Jillian, and David. “Would you like to meet her?”

      Eagerly, Jake said, “Yes!”

      On a table beside the tank was a stack of white towels and waterproof vests. Fairfax gestured toward them and said, “Choose one that fits and the bathroom makes a good changing room.” He waved toward marked bathrooms on the far wall. They quickly changed and came out a bit self-conscious.

      Excitement made Jake walk on tiptoe, as if afraid to break the spell that Priscilla had cast on everyone. Swimming in the Risonian seas, he’d seen many strange and wonderful creatures. Compared to them, Priscilla was equally beautiful, but more intriguing. He stopped at the tank and stared at the octopus who was still playing with Enid. He splashed a finger in the water, but Priscilla ignored him. Maybe his wonder came from the octopus’s ability to choose whether she would be concerned with his fingers. It was more than instinct; there was an intelligence in her eyes.

      He laughed awkwardly. “What if she doesn’t like aliens?” Suddenly, it mattered whether she liked him or not. Risonians needed to be comfortable in Earth’s waters, and that meant co-existing peacefully with most marine life.

      Enid raised an eyebrow and said, “Only one way to find out.”

      Jake stared at the oddly shaped octopus. Humans and Risonians had a head, a body, and then arms and legs. The octopus had a body and a head, and arms came last. That was a more alien body structure than Risonian anatomy.

      He knelt on the top step beside the tank, took a deep breath and plunged his hands into the water. Deliberately, he flapped his hands in the “friend” signal that he would’ve used with sea creatures back on Rison. He’d also used it with sharks in the Gulf of Mexico, and they roughly understood, so it might work here, too.

      One of Priscilla’s arms unwound from Enid. The tip reached for him, moving delicately, cautiously.

      Jake held rigid and allowed Priscilla’s arm to touch his forearm. The tip suddenly flattened and the octopus’s arm lay flat across his entire forearm. The suckers rippled, tickling Jake till he almost threw her off. But then, another octopus arm and another stretched for him. Three arms embraced both forearms. Jake had the absurd thought that it was three arms against two now.

      Or maybe it wasn’t so absurd. The gentle pressure on his arms increased until Jake struggled to keep his balance. She was a small octopus, but he was forced to squat lower, letting his arms stay in the tank, but allowing him to lean against the tank wall and resist the pull.

      She pulled harder.

      “Hey, there,” he said in what he hoped was a friendly voice.

      Priscilla’s body was out of the water now, and her eyes stared straight into his. The water around his arms shook with a sudden vibration, as if the octopus was answering his “Friend” question. And then, she jerked him forward.

      Jake braced himself harder, his heart beating faster in sudden fear. How strong was this octopus? He didn’t notice individual suckers. Rather, his whole arm throbbed as the suckers continually adjusted and retightened.

      Alarmed, Enid cried, “Is she pulling you in?”

      Through gritted teeth, Jake said, “She’s trying.”

      Enid and Fairfax were beside him immediately, gently inserting their own arms beneath his and taking some pressure off.

      Suddenly, Priscilla withdrew all her arms and fell back under the surface, squirting away to a rock, where Jake watched in fascination as she rapidly camouflaged herself. If he hadn’t known where she had gone, Jake would swear that was a rock, not an octopus. He’d never seen such complete camouflage. What a strange, incredible creature!

      Amazed, he stood, turned to Enid. and said, “Wow.”

      From the corner of his eye, he caught movement; Priscilla was back in front of him and suddenly, she squirted him in the face with a cold stream of water.

      Dumfounded, Jake froze in place.

      But Priscilla was in movement. She squirted David’s face, and then Jillian’s, both of them gasping at the shock of bitterly cold water. Quickly, Priscilla returned to her rock, and camouflaged herself until it seemed she had disappeared, and the tank was empty.

      Enid and Fairfax stared at them with stunned expressions.

      David broke the tension—he was always the peacemaker—by laughing, a terrific howl that made the others gape. He pointed at Jake and managed to gasp out, “Priscilla doesn’t like you!”

      Jake wiped water from his face and grinned back. “Or you.”

      “Aw,” Jillian said. “I wanted to formally meet her.”

      Nervously, Enid and Fairfax smiled, too. “Maybe that’s not a good idea, since she’s upset.”

      Jake grabbed a towel from the table, and soberly started drying his face. He didn’t like this at all. Why had Priscilla squirted him? Did she really understand that he was alien? And had she really sent vibrations that said, “Dangerous”?

      Jillian, of course, insisted on a selfie photo of the three of them sitting on the water tank’s steps so they could see the water in the background. “Put on your smile, Jake,” she warned.

      Obediently, he contorted his face into a lopsided grin.

      Jillian groaned, but snapped a shot anyway. She checked the photo and shook her head. “Funny.”

      And she wanted photos of the octopus.

      “It just looks like a rock,” David teased.

      “But it’s not a rock and that’s the point,” Jillian said. “She's hiding in plain sight, and I think that’s cool.”

      They changed back to their street clothes and said thanks to Enid and Fairfax. It nagged at Jake that Priscilla didn’t like him. What if the Earth’s oceans were full of marine life that wouldn’t like the Risonians?

      Later, after the aquarium tour was finished and they were seated in the limo again, Jake told Jillian, “Don’t publish the octopus photos. If people find out that Priscilla didn’t like me and squirted me, they’ll say that Earth’s oceans reject the aliens from Rison.”

      Jillian disagreed. “You have to trust people. They’ll just laugh about it if you put it out there now. You’ll only be in trouble if you try to hide it.”

      Colonel Lett settled the question, “You can send the photos of the three of you. And even the one of the camouflaged octopus. But don’t tell about the octopus squirting him.”

      Reluctantly, Jillian deleted the photo’s caption and rewrote it to just state facts. “Today, we met a curled octopus named Priscilla.”
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      December 17

      Em’s eyes fluttered open to a blindingly white room. Bright overhead lights, white walls. She fingered the white sheets and fought to keep her fists from clutching at them in panic.

      She was alone. Had been alone for days now.

      Sick. Yes, sick. Vaguely, she remembered faces, but always the faces of strangers. Snatches of conversation, but in accents that confused her. Aliens. Had to be.

      Alone.

      Even in her dreams, her isolation turned on her. Restless dreams asked the same question: Who are you?

      She answered:

      I am Emmeline Tullis, adopted daughter of Randall and Beth Tullis.

      I am Emmeline Tullis, sister to Marisa Tullis, dental assistant.

      I am a swimmer, and a member of the Bainbridge Island swim team.

      I am a freshman at Bainbridge Island High School.

      I am the girlfriend of Jake Rose. Tears sprang to her eyes at that one and she amended it. I was the girlfriend of Jake Rose.

      But any answer was hollow. Partly because she was alone, yes. But it was deeper. Perhaps every teenager comes to a place where they must reinvent themselves and decide who they are and what they believe in. But this felt more urgent. Something—the illness, the isolation, the aliens, the gut feeling that the very foundation of her world was shaken—something was desperately wrong.

      Looking around her room—was this a hospital room?—she saw no windows, only white walls. White marble floors. One beige chair. No TV. No table for personal things. She had an IV in her right wrist. An extra blanket lay crookedly across the back of the beige chair.

      Carefully, she pushed up to sitting, pausing to let a wave of dizziness pass. She was weak, too weak to get out of bed. Still sick, or just recuperating, she decided. She plumped up her pillow and carefully centered it exactly one inch below the head of the bed before lying back down. What kind of illness did she have? Why did the aliens get involved? Why was she all alone?

      Quarantine. Her heart pounded in her ear.

      She had been quarantined.

      Panic threatened to swallow her, but she shoved it down and tried to think. Quarantined for what? Why aliens?

      She shook her head—slowly to avoid another wave of dizziness. It didn’t matter why. What mattered was to get out of here. Get this IV out. Get out of here. She was too weak, but she’d get stronger. And then, she’d get out of this white room. Because she had to find the answer to the question: Who are you?

      The automatic answers came: I am Emmeline Tullis.

      But the pat answer wasn’t enough. Somehow, something had changed. Her subconscious knew something her conscious brain was too weak to understand.

      Who was she?
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      December 18

      “Where now?” Colonel Lett asked.

      Jillian tucked her blond hair into a knit cap and said hopefully, “Shopping?”

      “Yes,” Jake nodded. He wanted to hunt for Em, but they needed some idea of where to look for Phoke. Maybe just poking around the city for a while would help. He felt helpless because all he had was one word to go on—Phoke.

      “Really?” Jillian said. “I didn’t think you’d want to go shopping.”

      “For Mom’s birthday,” Jake said.

      Of course, as a Risonian, Mom’s actual date of birth wouldn’t match up to Earth’s calendar because of the differences in their planetary orbits. One Earth year is the amount of time it takes Earth to circle its star, Sol, which was 365 1/4 days; one Risonian year was the amount of time it takes Rison to circle its star, Turco, which was 414 days. When the diplomatic corps came from Rison, Earth insisted on birthdates on their documentation. Mom’s self-proclaimed Earth-calendar birthday was later this month, December 28. Jake wanted to find the perfect gift.

      “We should look at jewelry,” Jillian said with enthusiasm. “When I travel, I always like to buy jewelry as souvenirs.”

      Jake thought about his Dad’s umjaadi globes. His rooms, on the Moon or in the secret underwater Seastead installation, always included shelves for the water-filled globes from Rison. Similar to a snow-globe on Earth, Risonian vacation spots sold umjaadi globes as souvenirs. Mom had given Dad his first one, and after that, he’d collected many more. They were named for the umjaadi starfish that usually inhabited the globes. Jake wondered if there was something like that here, but doubted it. Jillian was probably right: jewelry was a good idea.

      Colonel Lett drove carefully through the Edinburgh traffic—driving on the wrong side of the road, said Jillian, who was working on getting her driver’s license back in Washington State—until he found a parking lot.

      They all climbed out and pulled on jackets against the December wind. Jake shook his head at Jillian, who wrapped a scarf around her neck and pulled the sock cap lower. As Risonians, they all had magma-sapiens metabolisms, which meant they seldom felt the cold weather. But the paparazzi were watching, and they didn’t want to emphasize the differences in their species.

      Jillian just shrugged and said defensively,  “I think they look good on me.”

      Jake nodded and murmured, “Of course they do.” He grabbed his string backpack that held his credit cards and id.

      He stared upward at the massive Edinburgh castle. Grey stone, centuries old, sat majestically on the hillside and dominated the city. They would officially visit it later with Mom and see the Scottish crown jewels. For now, though, they headed down into the town in search of a jewelry store. Colonel Lett followed at a distance, letting the teens take the lead. It was comforting to know he was close by, Jake thought. Just in case.

      Jillian stopped a couple times for selfies with the Edinburgh castle and Castle Rock in the background, and to take a couple group photos with David and Jake. The photos would be all over the Internet by nightfall, the way Jillian spread things around. The photos showed Jake, the Face of Rison, being just a normal teenager shopping for his mom’s birthday present.

      Jillian, who had accounts on all the social media platforms, was along partly to help spread the image that Jake was just a regular kid. She was a good counter-balance to the paparazzi, letting them control what photos were published. Jake didn’t like it, but he understood it. It was all hollow stuff, but he allowed it dutifully.

      Finally, Jillian pointed to a sign: Aberforth Jewelers.

      As the group pushed in, a woman brushed past Jake. Something made him turn to watch her. She wore a heavy trench coat, and from the back of a red baseball cap swung a long length of blond hair.

      “Ms. Fleming,” called Jake. He was sure it was the biologist from Seattle who had helped him with a science class project about seals.

      But the woman didn’t turn around at his call.

      Promptly, Colonel Lett was beside Jake. “Is there a problem?”

      Jake shook his head. He must be crazy. Ms. Fleming was thousands of miles away in Seattle. No way would she’d be here in Edinburgh. “Nothing’s wrong,” he told Lett. “We’ll just shop and be out in a while.”

      Stepping inside, someone called, “Hello! Welcome to Aberforth Jewelers.”

      A tall teenager, just a few years older than Jake, stood behind gleaming lighted cabinets that held a bewildering array of jewelry. If Jillian and David hadn’t been with him, Jake would’ve backed out of the tiny, cramped store. The female’s fondness for shopping was so puzzling to Jake. Maybe that was because on Rison he’d been the Prime Minister’s step-son. No one expected Jake’s family to go to the market or any store to shop. He just had to ask, and by afternoon, the things he wanted appeared in his room.

      Perhaps another person would consider the shop to be cozy and comfortable. It was small, but warmly lit in spite of the dreary day. A small Christmas tree sparkled with crystal ornaments, and the lighted cabinets made the whole room glow. Maybe, Jake thought reluctantly, it would be okay to look around.

      “Can I help you?” asked the teen.

      “Did you know that lady that just left?” Jake asked. If it was Ms. Fleming—which of course, it wasn’t—maybe she knew something about Em. It was just too much of a coincidence to find a familiar face in the city where Em might be held captive.

      “Just a customer.”

      Jake grimaced. Even under the trench coat, the lady had seemed lean and had reminded him of the way Ms. Fleming walked. “Was she local or a tourist?”

      The teenager shrugged. “Don’t know. American, maybe. Anything else I can do for you?” He waved a hand toward the jewelry cases.

      Jillian took charge. “Jake is looking for a birthday gift for his mom. He’s not sure what he wants. Can you suggest something?”

      The teen went into full sales mode, pulling out watches, bracelets and necklaces. Jillian and David hovered over the jewelry, but Jake wandered away. Somehow gold and silver didn’t interest him. Even on Rison they had those metals, but they were only useful in technology, not as decorations for the body. Perhaps because volcanoes dominated their lives, Mom preferred glass created in a blazing hot furnace. Hence, the collectible umjaadi globes, made of the finest glass. Glass was cheap here on Earth, and often it looked cheap, too. Tizzalurian glass blowers were world-renowned — Jake stopped his thoughts short. Maybe world-renowned on Rison, but not interstellar-renowned. Their reputation would die with the planet when Rison imploded. He wondered if any of the glass blowers had been evacuated to the Cadee Moon Base on Rison’s moon, or if any were slated to come to Earth. That is, if Earth ever decided to let Risonians live on their planet.

      Jake stopped at a case full of a golden rock or stone. When there was a break in the other’s conversation, Jake asked, “What’s this stone?”

      “Ah, amber,” said the teen. Apparently, it was a subject that fascinated him because he got chatty. He drifted over to stand behind the cabinet that held only the amber jewelry. “By the way, my name’s Matt Meacher. Let me tell you all about amber. They call it the jewel of the sea.”

      Amber was the fossilized resin from ancient forests that now lay under the North Sea. It wasn’t produced from tree sap, Matt explained, but rather from plant resin. The aromatic resin dripped from and oozed down trees, often filling internal cracks, trapping debris such as seeds, leaves, feathers and insects. Especially insects. Amber was made popular by an American author’s stories about dinosaurs made from blood found in mosquitoes that were trapped in amber. Michael Crichton’s “Jurassic Park” stories had been a boon for amber jewelry sales, according to Matt. Jake had read those stories, as fascinated by the dinosaurs as any Earthling.

      “Do you think your mom would like a pin or a necklace or a bracelet?” Jillian asked.

      “Necklace,” Jake said.

      Jillian pointed to something and Matt pulled it out, arranging it on a piece of dark blue velvet. When he pulled his hand back, Jake gasped. A delicately carved, golden amber mermaid seemed to be swimming across a deep blue sea. Her tail swirled in a flamboyant curve, and her exotic hair fell to her waist.

      “May I?” Jake nodded to the mermaid.

      At Matt’s nod in agreement, Jake picked up the carved amber and turned it over and over. It was only an inch and a half long. Polished smooth, it gleamed in his hands. He remembered the last birthday party he’d attended for Mom. The Quad-des knew how to throw a party, and they had invited about 1000 people. He’d spent a long time creating a special set of music files for Mom, ordered in a specific way, and writing a commentary on the whole thing. She made the band play his list for the rest of the night. And for the next year, Mom listened to the music over and over. It had been a great feeling to get it right. Since he’d left Rison for the Obama Moon Base, he hadn’t been at one of her birthday parties. This year, there probably wouldn’t even be a party with all the negotiations going on. But he wanted to get the present right again. And this necklace was perfect.

      Jillian had her hands on her hips and wore a grin of self-satisfaction. “Beautiful.” She whipped out her phone and said, “Hold it up. And try not to grimace so much.”

      Reluctantly, Jake let her snap a photo. Another frowning image of the Face of Rison to spread far and wide. Mom never looked at Jillian’s accounts, so there was little chance that she’d see the amber necklace before he gave it to her next week.

      “Would you like that gift wrapped?”

      Jillian nodded. “He’s all thumbs when he tries to wrap.”

      Jake said firmly, “I’ll
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