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A simple hop across hyperspace turns deadly, smashing hopes for a human-Warrish alliance 

Nikki and Kiron Ramis Bell, the unique Warrish-human duad, are studying the marine life of Rishalt when they are summoned for an audience with the Prime. Tol-Jadel sets them the task of investigating a hyperspace perturbation near Jupiter. They must return to the oceans of Europa and prevent this anomaly from severing the hyperroutes between Earth and Rishalt. But, tensions are rising between Warrish Watchers and the humans on Galileo Station, and Earth’s governments are squabbling over the proposed alliance with the aliens. Can Nikki and Kiron erase the obstacle before their home planets are separated forever? 
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the copyright owner except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 
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Chapter 1
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A DOZEN LENGTHS BELOW the rippling surface of the sea, Kiron Ramis Bell rotated in a full circle, alert for predators or the transparent threads of stingers. As he spun through the water, he slowed to admire Nikki’s slim figure, her curves accentuated by the wetsuit, and her dedication to studying the marine life of Pallivan Preserve. She crouched five paces away, her camera aimed at a sedentary triale. Its slender stem thinned below the three-petaled magenta cap. As he watched, the imitation flower broke away from its stalk and rose toward the surface. They had discovered this phenomenon only yesterday, and she had woken him before sunrise to record the budding. 

His qtel vibrated. He descended to plant his feet on the seabed, carefully avoiding the triales’ stalks, and read Sora’s message, “Come as fast as you can swim.” One of the Prime’s daughters, Brisa Sora Tarlin Galamis had no need to justify her summons, and he guessed she preferred to explain in person. 

Nikki looked at him and raised her eyebrows in a question. 

He tapped the qtel on his wrist and held out his hand in mute invitation. She furrowed her brow and shook her head, clearly reluctant to quit her observation of the triales. A large cluster of the flower-like animals covered the bottom of this submarine valley. Nikki had already netted a hexad of the mobile triales for an aquarium in Sora’s laboratories. 

Guilt washed over him. He ought to have taught her the hand signs his people used underwater. She had so much to learn. They both did. Living as a duad with the combined name of Ramis Bell was unique in Warrish society. 

As Nikki bent down to examine the triale, he dove toward her. Holding her shoulders and pressing his lips to her ear, he said, “Sora calls.” 

She scrunched her face in annoyance. Instead of complaining, she lowered the camera onto her chest, repacked her kit and tucked it into the side pocket of her backpack. She knew how indebted they were for Sora’s hospitality. They had spent five peaceful hexads living with Sora and her triad sister, while Nikki collected data on the local wildlife. During the day, they had explored the preserve, and in the evenings, they shared stories of other worlds with the sisters. Sora had traveled widely before her triad settled in Pallivan to manage the preserve. Sometimes, Viala would sing folksongs, keeping time by beating a drum and rattling a string of shells. 

He pulled Nikki onto her feet and pointed at the surface where shallow waves rolled across the calm sea. Something tickled his sixth toe, and he glanced down at his bare foot. The stem of a triale snapped, freeing a pink flower. Acting on an invisible signal, tiny pops sounded all around as the entire field of triales released their mobile florets. Like a flock of three-winged birds, pink, white and purple flowers shot upward, fluttering in the currents. 

Instantly, Nikki activated her camera to capture the rising mass of petals. 

As the florets drifted away, he grasped her elbow, urging her to stop. She nodded and stowed the camera in her pack. 

They kicked off simultaneously, swimming through the green ripples toward the sunlight. Emerging above the surface waves, he inhaled a deep breath to inflate his lungs. Low on the horizon, the rising sun lit the wave crests, while the red crescent of Rudea, the third moon, gleamed high in the cloudless sky. Twisting to face Nikki, he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her lips. As they floated together, he said, “Honey Nikki, Sora wants to see us. Fast.” He spoke Warrishan to help Nikki become fluent in his language. 

“Why?” Puzzled, Nikki cocked her head. “We’ve been out for less than an hour, and the triales have only just budded. What’s so urgent?” 

“Sora didn’t say. It must be important. She wouldn’t interrupt your studies without a good reason.” Sora and her sister, Viala, were ardent biologists and shared Nikki’s love for nature. 

Squashing her disappointment, Nikki grinned and squeezed his arm. “Okay. Let’s race to the island.” They both wore jet tubes for speedy travel in the sea. 

“Urish,” he agreed in the convenient Warrish word encompassing, “Yes,” “Okay,” “I see,” or “I’m on the job,” and a variety of equivalent phrases in the Earther language.

With practiced coordination, they ducked under the waves. Activating the jets, they zoomed toward their hostesses’ lodge on the island of Primo Pallivan. 

He glanced sideways at Nikki’s face. Her resolute expression suggested the thrill of their race had swept away her initial annoyance. Of course, he quickly drew ahead. He had spent his entire life swimming in the sea and knew how to angle his body to maximize the thrust of each ocean swell. Also, his combined adaptations of gills and lungs pumped oxygen into his bloodstream more efficiently than her breathers, the miniature oxygen extractors inserted in her nostrils. 

In less than a sixth of an hour, the sea bottom slanted up to the shore of the island. When he reached the outer reef, Kiron slowed to allow her to catch up. In the shallow water, they switched off the jets, and glided toward dry land. A beach of white sand sloped gently up to the coral-walled residence. Purple fronds of zantal trees shaded a wide veranda, and its windows opened onto cool rooms with floors of pale ocher tiles. 

As they waded to the beach, Nikki caught his hand. “I hope this won’t take long, so we’ll be able to chase after the mobile triales. I wanted to trace their migration.” 

Gripped by an uneasy foreboding, Kiron stifled a groan. After four miserable years under an abusive First, he treasured every happy moment with Nikki. Yet, their peaceful interlude couldn’t last forever. Did this summons presage the end of their honeymoon? Unwilling to distress Nikki by voicing his worries, he gestured to the veranda. “Sora is waiting for us.” 

Their hostess walked to meet them at the top of the beach. With her weathered, olive-green complexion and practical clothes, Brisa Sora did not resemble a lady of the highest rank. Indeed, their benefactrix preferred her occupation as a scientist and overseer of the marine preserve to mingling with the fashionably dressed courtiers in the Pearl Pyramid. 

Brisa Sora crossed her hands over her heart and uttered the standard greeting, “Calm Seas, Nikki and Kiron. Forgive me for interrupting your studies. Please come in and take a seat by the fire.” She led them up the wooden steps to the cool veranda, where an awning decorated with shells shaded the sandstone floor.  

Kiron stowed their jets in the tall cabinet and slipped on the tunic he had left on a shelf. In his amphibious culture, bare chests were considered extremely vulgar on dry land, while the opposite held true underwater. When he returned, the ladies were sitting cross-legged on cushions around the firepit. He crouched on one knee behind Nikki, ready to serve as her protector and adviser on Warrish protocol. She glanced over her shoulder and reached back to tug him onto the cushions beside her. 

Smiling at Sora, she said, “We came quickly, and we’re torn with curiosity.” 

“Haste is needed. Prime Jadel has summoned you.” Sora’s gaze flicked from Nikki’s face to Kiron’s. “Both of you, to an audience in the ninth level of the Pearl Pyramid.”   

“An audience with Tol-Jadel?” Nikki breathed. As First in the Prime triad, Jadel stood at the pinnacle of the hierarchical Warrish society. 

A smile flashed over Sora’s olive-green face. “My exalted mother.” 

“Sora, can’t you give us a hint of the Prime’s reason for recalling us to Pucklerakt?” 

In her blunt manner, Sora said, “No clue has come to my ears. I swim clear of politics.” 

“As we do, by preference,” Nikki agreed. “Whatever Tol-Jadel wants of us, I cannot agree to act against the interests of my people, the Earthers.” 

“Her goals are ever subtle. You may be unable to decide whether her demand will benefit Earthers or not.” 

Exchanging a dubious look with Kiron, Nikki said, “We’ll have to find out what she wishes.” 

“Her jetter will arrive in a twentieth cycle,” Sora said. “Jadel will not be pleased by any delay in obeying her orders. I recommend you pack your possessions and prepare for a long journey. You might need to depart immediately after your audience.” 

“An hour and a half?” Nikki protested. “Must we leave so soon? What about all my specimens and the fish tanks?”  

“I advise you to prepare as well as you can. Don’t worry about your research samples. If necessary, I can send your specimens to the Earther Embassy for transport to your solar system.” 

“You’re very kind,” Nikki murmured. She glanced at him, cocking her head in a mute appeal for his opinion. 

Kiron smiled fondly at her. As long as he traveled with Nikki, he did not care about their destination. “We’ll be ready in the flick of a finger.” He took her by the hand and they retired to their bedroom to pack. 

* * *
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First, Nikki sat at the table and transferred the latest images of budding triales onto her data store, the silver shell-shaped pendant she always wore under her wetsuit. Next, she laid her clothes out on the bed and pulled on her best dress, an ankle-length pink gown. Besides the dress provided by Triarch Temor’s seamstresses, she had only a casual tunic, a spare wet suit and her overalls from Galileo Station. Everything, including her biokit, tablet and camera, fit neatly into her light travel pack. 

Kiron also had few belongings. His clothing comprised two white shirts, a durable winter jacket and his best outfit for special occasions. He kept his prized possessions in a pouch on his belt, the spy gadgets he had acquired as a Watcher on Europa and the medical kit from his military service. Muttering a mild complaint, he knelt to fasten well-polished boots on his wide six-toed feet. She smiled in sympathy. Warrish seldom wore shoes, only for formal occasions or when hiking over rough terrain. 

She paused to gaze at him, assessing the changes since she had met him at the party on Pucklerakt. He wore the same slate blue jacket and glossy black trousers, formal attire suitable for the audience with Tol-Jadel. After weeks of good meals, he had regained the weight he had lost during his exile on Obelle. His bruised cheeks and haunted eyes had healed, and his angular features showed happiness rather than wariness. The jagged scar under his left eye had acquired a silver sheen from Jadel’s touch when she released him from the betrothal arranged by his parents.  

Irritated by the Prime’s summons, she wondered how he could appear so calm. “Don’t you find it strange that Tol-Jadel has called on us so unexpectedly? Aren’t you upset about leaving sooner than we wished?” 

“Why would I be upset? We owe our union to the Prime’s generosity.” 

“I’m thankful she freed you from your family obligations. But, do you imagine she permitted our marriage for our benefit? I’d guess she had an ulterior motive.” 

“The Primes are subtle. They follow hidden currents and knit the hyperthreads into the destiny they desire.” Drawing her into his arms, he kissed her, then murmured, “Don’t be anxious, Nikki. The Primes are never capricious. They approve of our union and will not separate us on a whim.”  

“I hope you’re correct.” Signing in resignation, she said, “We’d better carry our bags to the dock and say goodbye to Sora and Viala.” Easing out of his embrace, she slung the pack over her shoulders. 

“I’m ready.” He lifted his pack and followed her out of the bedroom. 

The two Galamis sisters met them on the veranda. Viala, a shorter and meeker version of her sister, hung back as befitting the Third in their broken triad. She preferred to wear pastel shades of ruby, their triad color, while her elder sister chose the darker hues as more practical. 

Nikki smiled at the two sisters. “Brisai Sora and Viala, we’ll always be grateful for your kindness.” 

Standing at her side, Kiron gave a deep bow. 

Sora said, “My sister and I have enjoyed your company. We’ll miss your tales of distant worlds.” 

Viala gave a shy smile and murmured, “Calm seas.” As the junior sister, she conceded the bulk of the conversation to Sora.  

Grasping Sora’s hands, Nikki said, “I hope we’ll meet again, either here, or perhaps you can visit us in my solar system.” 

“A wonderful idea.” Sora smiled. “Until we meet, we can exchange notes via our quantels.” 

Shrugging in frustration, Nikki said, “Kiron has a qtel, but I don’t. After I escaped from the kidnappers, I threw my com away so they couldn’t track my location.” She rubbed the bronze bracelet on her left wrist, thankful she hadn’t lost Kiron’s gift. 

“An easy problem to fix.” Sora gestured to her sister. “Viala will fetch one of our spares for you.” 

“Urish,” Viala agreed. She ran into the house on her errand. 

They waited quietly, gazing beyond the harbor to the open sea to catch the first sight of the Prime’s jetter. 

Viala returned and fastened a qtel around Nikki’s wrist. Giving Nikki a brief hug, she sobbed, “Farewell dear sister. We may never meet again. May the Great Mother fend storms from your path.” Tears filled her eyes, and she raced inside the lodge, ignoring Kiron in her sorrow. 

Watching her sister leave, Sora sighed. Then, she turned to stare across the waves and gestured to the harbor. “Let’s walk to the dock.” 

Nikki walked down the wooden stairs beside Sora, while Kiron trod behind the two women. 

As they descended, Sora said, “My sister is saddened by your sudden departure. She still mourns the sister we lost to illness a half year ago. Viala hoped you would stay and complete our broken triad.”  

Appreciating the strength of the triad bond, Nikki considered her response with care. “We are sisters in science. Yet, I cannot complete a triad. It wouldn’t be fair to Kiron. He has no triad. We are the Ramis-Bell duad.”  

“Your duad has the blessing of Tol-Jadel.” Sora’s eyes twinkled. “I have no complaints. You and I share a love for exploring new worlds. Viala does not. Notwithstanding the lofty goals of my exalted mother, we may indeed meet again here or perhaps on a distant planet.”  

“Brilliant,” Nikki cried. “I’ll call when we have leisure to talk.” 

Touching her hand to gain her attention, Kiron indicated the harbor entrance. “The jetter’s in sight.” 

––––––––
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Chapter 2
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PRECISELY ON SCHEDULE, the Primes’ silver and lilac jetter sped into the small harbor and moored by the dock. A man in a white tunic and magenta leggings, the uniform of the Primes’ guards, jumped out of the covered jetter. Placing his hand on the silver harness crossing his chest, he bowed and said, “Calm seas, honored Brisa and Brin Ramis Bell. I am Overguard Losnor Galamis Kinton, humble servant of the Primes and your escort to the Pearl Pyramid.” 

Prompted by a nudge from Kiron, Nikki claimed her place as spokeswoman, “Thank you, Overguard Kinton. We are ready for the journey.” As a female, she had higher status than her partner in this matriarchal society. 

The Overguard tapped his wrist, ejecting a ramp from the jetter to the dock. He gestured to the ramp. “Please enter, esteemed duad.” 

Smiling at their hostess, Nikki said, “Goodbye, Sora. I don’t know when we’ll see you again.” 

Sora crossed her hands over her breast. “Swim in safety, sister and brother.” 

Nikki stepped inside the boat, while Kiron followed with their packs. Their special transport had padded seats for six people, or two triads, the basic unit of Warrish society. As the Overguard maneuvered away from the dock, she stood and waved to Sora. Once the jetter steered out of the harbor mouth, and the figure of their hostess was hidden by the rocks, she took a seat beside Kiron. 

He bent toward Kinton, asking, “How long before we reach the mirror city?” 

“We have a three-hour journey to Pucklerakt.” The Overguard adjusted the controls until the jetter bounded over the wavetops. A pod of serti trailed the jetter from the mouth of the harbor, leaping and gamboling around the speeding boat. At length, the playful animals lost interest and the pod dove beneath the waves in search of livelier entertainment.  

Nikki gazed at the ocean, musing on their weeks in Pallivan Preserve. She regretted the friendly sisters, and the lost opportunity to track the migrating triales. 

As if reading her thoughts, Kiron murmured, “You can explore the marine life around the city.” 

“Sure. And, we won’t be far from Sora and Viala.” Resolving to be cheerful, Nikki said, “We can visit the Earther embassy and learn the news. I’d almost forgotten about my fellow delegates. We’ve had no word of them and nothing from Earth.” 

“Your friends departed for Europa at the appointed time. Unless they were gifted with qtels, they have no means of communicating with you.” 

“Except for Greg,” she said. “He planned to stay on as ambassador after his marriage to Rielle. He knows how to reach you.”  

“Greg hasn’t contacted me. Perhaps he doesn’t wish to disturb our holiday.” 

“Or he’s been busy,” she reflected. “After our audience with Tol-Jadel, we’ll visit the embassy and find out what he’s been doing.” Clasping his warm fingers, she leaned back in the seat and resolved to enjoy the ride. 

* * *
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Three hours later, the towers of the upper city rose above the horizon. Even at this distance, the Pearl Pyramid was prominent in the center, its shining pinnacle rising above the other, shorter towers. Pucklerakt’s buildings were constructed of stacks of hexagonal blocks in varied colors. They ascended in tiers from residences of one or two-stories on the outskirts of the city to taller business and public venues on the interior, clustered near the Triarchs’ towers and the Primes’ Pyramid.   

Soon, the jetter slowed, bouncing in the waves, and veered toward the flags marking the gap in the coral reef enclosing the city. Once inside the natural barrier, the Overguard steered the jetter into the nearest axial channel leading to the Pearl Pyramid in the center of the city. 

Nikki leaned against Kiron, remembering her brief stay in the busy city. The waterway was crowded with barges loaded with goods for the market. Smaller craft, and even Warrish swimmers, darted across the channel from one set of docks to the opposite bank. 

She peered into the water. In the shadows below the wooden docks, the walls of the lower city appeared as a reflected image of the upper buildings. Warrish lived in those underwater dwellings as well as in the city above.

Kinton maneuvered across the five concentric waterways and halted in the sixth, innermost moat. On the farther bank, the gleaming white and silver walls of the Pyramid soared above the three towers of the Triarchs. Circling around the moat, the Overguard moored at the dock by the side entrance to the Primes’ residence. 

He lowered the ramp and invited Nikki and Kiron to disembark. The sentry at the gate bowed and stepped aside to let them pass. They walked into the cool atrium on the ground level of the Pearl Pyramid. 

Kinton said, “You may leave your bags here until you depart.” He gestured to the two columns of liquid flowing from floor to ceiling. “Ascend by the elevators to the sixth level. An attendant will escort you to Prime Jadel’s private quarters.” 

Undaunted by the pillars of liquid, Nikki smiled at Kiron, and leaped through the glistening membrane into the rising fountain. He joined her swiftly and wrapped his arm around her waist. They rose together in the elevator and jumped out on the sixth floor. As on her first visit, the droplets of liquid on her bare arms and dress vanished in an instant. 

A woman in a lilac dress stood waiting. The attendant, an elderly woman with a serene face, crossed her hands on her chest and bowed. “Calm seas, Ramis Bell duad, adoptive children of our supreme Tol-Jadel. Swim after me for your audience.” 

Seeking comfort in his presence, Nikki interlaced her five fingers with Kiron’s six. The slight pressure from his clasp suggested he felt the same anxiety about their audience. Why had Jadel summoned them? What did she want? 

They followed the attendant, diving into the second, narrower elevator. The rising stream of liquid carried them to the ninth level at the apex of the Pyramid. They exited onto a floor of hexagonal tiles in egg-shell hues decorated with silver spirals. The humid air was perfumed with an odd combination of lavender and seaweed. Stone pillars carved into triple helices divided the open space into sections. The strangeness evoked memories of her first visit to the Pyramid, when she’d been desperate to save Kiron from his parents’ ambitious matchmaking. Like a mermaid queen, Jadel had risen above the water in the natatorium and spoken to her. She had listened to Nikki’s pleas, and eventually, she had agreed to question Kiron. That earlier visit had led to their union as the Ramis Bell duad.  

On this occasion, instead of walking under the arch to the natatorium, the attendant led them toward a pair of gates formed of silver spirals. A trio of luma, otter-like animals with sleek gray fur and flat scaled tails, scampered out of the natatorium and ran to rub their flanks against Nikki’s bare ankles. Like all Rishalt’s vertebrate animals, they were truly amphibious with gills as well as lungs. Semi-wild luma roamed the city’s waterways and docks, and they were prized as beneficial scavengers. The three luma sniffed at Kiron, and the largest one rose on its hind legs to paw at his hand. He smiled and scratched the fur behind its small ears. 

“I think they like you,” Nikki whispered. 

The attendant opened the gates and beckoned. “Enter. Supreme Tol-Jadel awaits you in her garden.” Bright light flooded the exit, and a warm breeze wafted a fragrant medley of flowers and herbs into the cool interior space.

The luma circled around their feet, herding them in the correct direction. 

As they walked toward the light, Kiron grasped her hand again. Stepping through the gates, Nikki blinked, half blinded by the sunlight. Squinting under her eyelashes, she examined the lush garden of lilac-hued ferns and silver-leaved plants with white and purple blossoms. Enticed by a soothing splash of water, she moved forward. Under the arching fronds, a path of hexagonal tiles led to a pond with a gravity-defying spiral fountain. Sprays of bell-shaped white flowers coiled above the pond, hanging from branches of trees with silvery foliage.  

The Prime perched on the low wall around the pond. Her slender green fingers were entwined on her lap. She wore a dress of lilac satin embroidered with silver spirals and a tight bodice laced over her two pairs of breasts. Her flawless, green complexion had an unearthly beauty, emphasized by the triangle of three diamonds embedded on her right cheek. A mesh cap of pearls bound in silver spirals crowned her bald head. Her gaze was inscrutable. 

Immediately, Kiron knelt and bent his head to touch the floor in the traditional obeisance. He murmured, “Gracious Prime, your humble servant, Kiron Ramis Bell.” 

In Nikki’s opinion, he performed the ritual with unnecessary enthusiasm. Lagging by a reluctant half-minute, she prostrated herself in a similar fashion, and quickly raised her head to intone the greeting. In Warrish perspective, she was an inferior human, an alien Earther, yet she refused to give total obedience to the Primes. Perhaps Kiron owed a greater debt to Tol-Jadel. The Prime had released him from his family obligations in a manner that retained his honor and even endowed him with higher status by her silver mark on his cheek. 

A luma pressed against Nikki, tickling her ankles. She dropped her hand to stroke its furry head. 

In a voice as musical as a songbird’s warble, Jadel trilled, “Ramis Bell Duad, prompt to my command and favored by my luma.” She pointed at a stack of cushions tucked under the arching fern fronds. “Sit before me.” 

Kiron fetched two cushions and laid them at a cautious three paces in front of Jadel’s bare toes. He knelt. Nikki sat close to him with one hand touching his knee and her legs bent to the side. 

Gazing at the Prime’s serene face, she murmured, “We are ready to hear your words.” 

“Let your minds be open, receptive as much as wary,” Jadel sang. “My perceptions extend further than you conceive.” 

Nikki gave a nod of agreement. “I’ve heard the Primes knit space-time and weave our futures in mysterious ways.” 

“Your thoughts flow in the correct current. We have detected a perturbation in the hypermaze by the Earther star system.”  

“How does that impact us?” Nikki asked. 

“The hyperthreads passing through your Earther system have become distorted. The nexus must be stabilized, or else we shall lose the ability to travel between our planets.” 

Styx. Were they marooned on Rishalt? Separated from humankind forever? Nikki pressed her fingers on her lips to stifle a gasp of dismay. 

His gaze still locked on Jadel’s face, Kiron caressed Nikki’s hand unobtrusively. “Gracious Prime, where is the nexus located?” 

Focusing on his sincere face, Jadel said, “You, as an ex-Watcher, should know. The nexus lies within the stormy gas planet called Jupiter.” 

“Urish. The Watchers’ safe ship is tethered within the red eye of Jupiter.” 

Fighting off her terror of being isolated, Nikki asked, “What do you wish of us?”

“The pair of you, the Ramis Bell duad, will travel to this Earther planet to unravel the knot and clear the hyperroutes.” 

Kiron bowed and gave the traditional response, “Gracious Prime, I hear and obey.” 

However, Nikki had questions. “Insightful Prime, please explain what factors might cause this anomalous knot?” 

“Your question is apt.” Jadel trailed the tips of her fingers in the water, sending ripples spiraling across the pool. “Either physical or psychological factors may entangle the hyperthreads. You must delete the anomaly and free the threads to regenerate the hyperroute.”  

“How will we recognize the aberrant factor?” Nikki asked. “We cannot perceive the hyperthreads.” 

“Monitor your emotions. Even though you cannot perceive it directly, the anomaly will register as an irritation in your unconscious mind. If you are unsure, the ship’s tripilots will be able to sense the location of the disturbance.” 

“Then, why do you need us? Why can’t the tripilots correct the anomaly.” 

“They cannot weave the threads. Only the Primes and a few of their daughters have that ability. I foresee your duad will succeed in removing the aberration.” 

“What’s special about us?” Nikki asked.

“Your union embodies our hopes for a strong alliance between Warrish and Earthers.” 

“But, we’re not the only Warrish-human couple. Ambassador Greg Falconer is united with Brisa Rielle Rostras Wennith.” 

“We have sanctioned their union. They also pursue our goals, whether intentionally or not.” Jadel waved a slender forefinger at Nikki. “Nikki Ramis Bell, you will be my deputy in this matter. Come closer to receive my mark.” 

Nikki had refused to join the triad system, even rejecting Sora’s generous invitation to become her triad sister. Yet, maintaining the ability to travel between their planets was of vital importance. How could she deny Jadel? Brushing a stray lock of hair from her forehead, she knelt in front of the Prime. 

Jadel placed her forefinger under Nikki’s right eye and shut her eyes. The tips of her long silver eyelashes trembled above the triangle of diamonds on her right cheek. Her touch tingled as her fingers traced along Nikki’s cheekbone. Expecting to feel a sting like tattoo parlor needles, Nikki froze. She felt nothing painful
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