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Karrik Kenton Tallis, Third of the Flaming Comets, endures a miserable existence in a hospice on his home planet. Unable to walk or speak more than a single word, he misses his older brothers and is unaware of their sacrifice to ensure his care. He cherishes a faint hope of recovering his health. 

Karrik’s life improves when his brothers return to Rishalt with their human companions. Alarik, First of the Triad, is escorting Phoebe Wong with her brother and a mysterious alien object for an audience with Prime Jadel. The middle brother, Baswin, is traveling home with Holly and Rosie Moon. The Moon sisters are enrolled in an experimental program to train human psychics to navigate in hyperspace and relieve humans of their onerous reliance on Warrish tripilots. Rosie, a psychic healer, desires to help Karrik despite the conflict with her duty to humanity. 

But the water world of Rishalt holds many hazards, both above and beneath the waves. Can the alien treasure help the three brothers to conquer the challenges and unite with their chosen partners? Read the scintillating story of the Flaming Comet brothers to learn the answers. 
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Disclaimer

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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Subscribe to my newsletter HERE to learn about my books, new releases, special offers, and receive free stories.  
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Chapter 1
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A WOUNDED MAN LAY IN a small room in Pucklerakt, the capital city on the Warrish planet of Rishalt. In the days after the battle, his mind revived slowly. 

He lay alone. 

People came and went. 

They wore white robes and pleasant faces. They touched him with gentle hands. Their lips moved. 

He heard sounds. Meaningless babble, interspersed with one or two words he recognized. 

Memories stirred in his fuzzy mind. They called him Karrik. Was Karrik his name? He could not remember. His befuddled thoughts oozed as slowly as molasses in a maze. Words emerged at random. Remembering terror and pain, he whimpered. 

Nobody answered.

The hammock rocked beneath his aching body. He stared at the curved lines on the white ceiling. Did the pattern hold a meaning? 

People came to look at him. They spoke to him. Their voices were as clear and cheerful as if he were a baby.

He understood a few simple words. Often, the meaning floated into his mind long after the people had left the room. 

Sometimes two of the people swung the hammock to the side and lowered him into a bath of frothy water. He liked the water bath. He could breathe more easily and his clumsy body felt lighter. 

He remembered diving under green waves in a vast sea. Two others swam with him. His brothers. Had he been like them once?  

Now, he could not swim. He had lost an arm and a leg. Shame stabbed into his foggy brain. He was only half a man, less than half, because he could not utter the words beating at his mind. Drenched in misery, he groaned. 

Nobody noticed. Nobody seemed to care. 

He slept, woke, swallowed what they fed him, and slept again. 

The monstrous mandibles clamped onto Karrik’s arm, crunching into his flesh. His battle booster blurred the pain. Bones cracked. He screamed. 

And woke, panting with terror. 

Just a nightmare. 

He reached up to rub his bleary eyes. No hand. His right arm ended in a stump. 

He groaned. It was not a nightmare, but his vivid memory of a real event. The Swarm attack that left him maimed and as helpless as a newborn. His brothers had defied their orders and run to rescue him. Where had they gone? Alarik and Baswin, the energetic First and loyal Second of the Flaming Comets? 

A woman entered. She wore long white robes. A white headscarf covered her face, leaving only her eyes visible between the folds of the cloth. His nurse. One of the Pearl Sisters. They looked alike, each one distinguishable only by the color of their eyes and sound of their voices. This sister had blue eyes and a high-pitched voice. 

He did not know their names. Had they ever told him? His memories had a big blank gap stretching between the crippling attack until the fuzziness of the present. 

The Sister raised his head and held an object to his ear.  

“Karrik,” she said, “your brother is listening. Say hello to Brin Alarik.”  

He pondered the sister’s instruction. At length, he forced out the word, “Hello.” 

A loud voice sounded at his ear, “Karrik?” 

The voice plucked at his memories. Was that his brother? His First, Alarik? 

The familiar voice grew even louder, “Karrik, how are you feeling?” 

Karrik. His name blazed in his mind. Alarik was calling him. He struggled to create the sounds of new words in his mouth. Nothing came out. Only gasps and grunts. At last, he resorted to the same sound he had made before, a shaky, “Hello?” It was a good word and pronounced clearly. He felt proud of this new skill, even if it was inappropriate as a response to his brother’s question. 

“Urish,” Alarik said. “How are you today?” 

Why did Alarik sound disappointed? Did his First not understand his difficulty in creating a word? Flummoxed by his inability to answer the question, Karrik merely uttered a frustrated moan. 

After an interval, Alarik said, “I’ll call again later.” 

The sister said, “He is improving every day. You should see him.” 

“Calm seas, Sister.” The speaker clicked into silence. 

Alarik had gone. 

Karrik felt bereft. Alone. Where was his brother? Neither Alarik or Baswin had visited him. Had they ever visited him? He could not remember. Not since his mind had awoken from a bleak blankness. Their absence left him confused and lonely. 

He twisted onto his side, his intact hand flailing against the knotted edge of the swaying hammock. He wailed. A forlorn cry, bemoaning his losses. 

“Hush.” The sister brushed his shoulder. “You are safe.” 

Soothed by her gentle touch, he quietened. 

She asked, “Would you like to go into the garden?”  

He forced the sounds through his lips, “Uh...Uh...ish.” 

“Urish,” she completed the word for him. “Good.” She pulled the blanket off his body, eased him into a sitting position, and wrapped him in a white robe. 

A second sister appeared, padding softly in her bare feet and guiding a hovercart.  

The two sisters worked together to lift him out of the hammock and into the cart. 

Helpless to prevent this humiliation, he moaned and wriggled. 

“Hush, Karrik,” a sister said. “Why are you fussing? You like the garden.” 

Burning with shame, he sobbed. They didn’t understand. He wanted to walk instead of being bundled into a cart like a dead fish.
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Chapter 2


[image: image]


MANY LIGHTYEARS AWAY in the Earther solar system, two people stepped into a quantum transporter on Jupiter’s moon, Europa. 

The fleeting tickle vanished and the haze dissipated to reveal the vestibule of the Amethyst Starship. Clasping Phoebe’s hand, Alarik Kenton Tallis steered her out of the Qtrans alcove. Phoebe Wong, an Earther from the Martian colonies, had traveled with him on the space ferry to Europa and become his lover. 

Glancing at him, Phoebe gave a tremulous smile. Her eyes shining with excitement, she murmured, “That felt really weird.” 

“It always does,” Alarik said. “Our bodies were fractured into quanta and reintegrated here on the Amethyst Star.” 

“The Prime’s starship.” She touched the copper bracelet on her wrist, his gift and token of love. “I’m glad you’re coming with us. I’d be terrified to face Prime Jadel alone.” They were traveling to Rishalt because the supreme Prime had summoned the three people associated with the recovery of a mysterious Eekrepisth object. As a precaution, the alien treasure was concealed in Phoebe’s bracelet. 

He pressed her fingers. “By the Great Mother’s grace, I’m grateful we were not forced apart. Triarch Webale might have ordered me to resume my disguise and fly to Earth.” 

Phoebe replied brightly, “And I could be on the starship with the colonists going to Zeta Three.” She shook her head. “I’d rather be with you.” She chuckled. “Even though you’re not fabulously wealthy Rick Kent.”  

Alarik reflected in wry amusement on their intertwined lives. “Our journeys were launched when the Eekrepisth ship crashed on Mars. That sad accident knitted our paths together.” 

She cocked her head. “And Deimos? Poor Deimos is still suffering from the Vipers’ torture.” 

“Don’t worry, Sparrow. I have assumed responsibility for your brother’s welfare also.” Phoebe had discovered her unconscious brother in the medical facility of Bathos, the lower level of Galileo Station. His injuries were consistent with torture by the vicious Martian criminal gang. Alarik and Phoebe deduced that Deimos had become the Vipers’ quarry after he acquired the alien object on Mars.  His bruises and broken bones were healing, although he had not yet recovered his full strength nor his memory of the events leading to his injuries. 

Phoebe murmured, “Where is he? He was right in front of us.” 

“The Undercaptains have taken him into the main section of the starship.” Alarik gestured to the arched exit of the vestibule. 

He guided Phoebe under the arch into a short connector ending at a barrier. A glistening circle of membrane in the wall served as an airlock. They separated to step one after the other through the iridescent membrane into a curved passage. 

Reclaiming Phoebe’s hand, Alarik explained, “This passage spirals around the living section of the starship and gives access to the cabins, ship’s offices, and bridge.”  

A few paces ahead, Deimos hobbled with his arms supported by Undercaptains Wenkon and Savarin Parnal Londar. The two Undercaptains wore uniforms of white tunics with silver harnesses over magenta leggings to signify their affiliation with the Primes.  

The Undercaptains halted by a door. 

Thumbing the lock, Undercaptain Wenkon said, “Please enter your quarters.” 

They entered a suite with two cabins adjoining a common area with the standard kitchen counter, tables and cushioned seating for two triads. The Undercaptains lowered Deimos onto a padded seat. 

He lay back, shut his eyes, and grimaced as if he were weary after the short walk from the airlock. 

Easing the pack off his shoulders, Alarik placed it on the floor near Deimos. Then, he hastened to relieve Phoebe of the bulging pack with her belongings. She had packed her veterinary kit along with spare clothes and other essentials she had brought for the interstellar journey to the new colony. Some items might be less appropriate for the marine world of Rishalt. 

Undercaptain Wenkon said, “Calm seas, Brisa Wong and Brini Wong and Tallis. Welcome on board the Amethyst Star. Our glorious Prime Jadel has bestowed a distinctive honor upon you. You will be the only passengers for our voyage to Rishalt.” He paused for Alarik to translate the Warrishan words into standard Earther language for the Martian siblings. 

His brother, Undercaptain Savarin, extracted something from his pouch. He offered a pea-sized white ovoid to Phoebe and touched his earlobe. 

She tilted her head, arching her eyebrows in an obvious query. 

Charmed by her sparrow-like gesture, Alarik explained, “It’s an earbud translator. A useful gadget for a visitor to a foreign world.” 

She aimed a grateful smile at the Undercaptain and slid the miniature translator into her ear. 

Savarin handed a second earbud to Deimos. 

Instantly alert, the boy sat up and grinned. “Saturn’s rings. It’s alien tech.” 

Wenkon said, “This suite will be your living quarters for the three days of our voyage. We follow the same daily cycles as on Rishalt. The day is divided into two halves with a work period of nine hours alternating with six hours for rest.” 

Phoebe cocked her head. “What does that mean in Earth hours? Don’t the planets of Earth and Rishalt have days of different lengths?” 

Wenkon blinked, apparently unfamiliar with the temporal conversion. 

Alarik came to his rescue, explaining, “The orbital cycle of Rishalt takes approximately thirty Earth hours. We divide the day into thirty-six hours, which makes each Warrish hour about fifty of your minutes. Our hexads, or intervals of six days, are conveniently close to the length of a week on Earth.” 

Listening attentively, Phoebe nodded. 

“We appreciate your explanation.” The Undercaptain’s tone held a hint of irony. He swung two fingers toward the waist-high counter. “The kitchen serves the usual nutrients.” 

The countertop had the typical assortment of bowls and drinking vessels with a row of spigots protruding from the wall above. The two black cubes on the same counter were less typical. Their TriD projections served for interactive entertainment or instruction. 

Phoebe murmured, “It looks just like the galley in the Warrish base on Europa.”  

“It’s the standard configuration for starships and Watcher outposts,” Alarik said. 

The Undercaptain indicated the two doors on opposite walls. “Each cabin has three hammocks. You may choose whatever sleeping arrangement you prefer.” 

Looking at Phoebe, Deimos said, “Your choice, Sis.” 

Phoebe reddened and tugged at Alarik’s arm, whispering, “I’d like to share with you.” 

Deimos smirked. “You can tuck me into a hammock before you go to bed.” 

“In your wake periods,” Undercaptain Wenkon said in a repressive tone, “we recommend that you study our language and etiquette. Pay especial attention to the protocol for addressing our gracious Prime Tol-Jadel.” He tapped his fingers on one of the cubes on the counter. “Lessons are recorded here. Shall I demonstrate how to operate the device?” 

“I am familiar with the cubex.” Alarik indicated the Wong siblings. “Permit me to steer my friends to the appropriate lesson modules.”  

Phoebe nodded in agreement. 

“Styx,” Deimos exclaimed. “What’s the proper etiquette for a Prime?” 

Still using a grave tone, Wenkon said, “Brin Wong, since you are weak from injuries, our generous Tol-Jadel may excuse you from performing the full obeisance.” 

Quenching his amusement at the expression of dismay on his young charge’s face, Alarik said, “I will encourage them to practice the formal greeting.” 

“You are wise, Brin Tallis.” The Undercaptain gestured at Deimos. “One of our tripilots will come later to soothe your wounds. Before our journey can commence, they must probe the quantum wormholes and calculate the optimal path from your solar system to our home planet.” He crossed his left hand over his chest. “We will leave you to relax for the present.” 

The two Undercaptains departed for other shipboard duties. 

Once they were alone in the suite, Deimos muttered indignantly, “Styx. Do they expect us to treat this Tol-Jadel like royalty?” 

“No,” Alarik said. “Prime Jadel is far more powerful than any of your royalty. She and her sister Primes can weave the hyperthreads to create a new future.” 

Phoebe clapped a hand over her mouth to muffle a shocked gasp, while the sudden crimp in Deimos’ black eyebrows indicated his incredulity. 

Chuckling at their surprised expressions, he admitted, “The Primes are rumored to wield such miraculous powers. Yet, I have never hooked a glimpse of Tol-Jadel or her sisters, Tol-Kalyria and Tol-Ziral. Others are more fortunate. Nikki and Kiron Ramis Bell have spoken with Prime Jadel on more than one occasion. She has been generous to them.” 

Deimos asked, “You mean, she gave them that frisky animal?” 

“The luma,” Phoebe explained. “Her name is Silna.” She had cared for Silna during a difficult birthing of three pups. Phoebe was good with animals, an expert, although uncertified, veterinarian.

Alarik nodded. “Silna means ‘beloved of the Primes’.” He slipped his arm around Phoebe’s slim waist. “Silna is a special animal, but I didn’t mean her. Tol-Jadel gave Nikki and Kiron an even more precious gift. She granted her blessing to their union, the first marriage between our two peoples. The Ramis Bell Duad is unique. Jadel approved of a second intermarriage between the Earther Ambassador Greggor Falconer and Brisa Rielle Wennith, although they established a conventional hexath union of two triads.” 

Phoebe gazed at him, her eyes shining in delight. “Can we hope for a similar union?” 

“Not exactly the same,” Alarik said ruefully. “I cannot abandon my two brothers to unite in a duad. Kiron’s case was different. He came from a broken triad. His First wished to convince Kiron to adopt a new third and unite with three sisters in the traditional hexath. But, Kiron had already woven a strong connection with Nikki. By the Great Mother’s grace, Jadel unhooked Kiron from his obligation to his First and created the Ramis Bell Duad.”  

Caressing the hand he rested on her midriff, Phoebe whispered, “I’m willing to join a hexath. I’d like to have sisters.” 

Alarik uttered a groan of anguish. “I miss my brothers. Once, the Flaming Comets swam together. Now, Karrik is bedridden and Baswin is lost. I do not know if he is dead or alive.” 

Understanding his distress, Phoebe speculated, “Maybe Baswin had to keep silent to evade his enemies on Earth.” 

“It is possible.” Switching from despondency into practicality, Alarik said, “I’ll visit Karrik as soon as we arrive in Pucklerakt. He lives in the Ivory House under the care of the Pearl Sisters.”

She squeezed his wrist. “Will you ask Prime Jadel to heal Karrik?” 

“Urish.” He winced. “If I have the strength to utter a word under Jadel’s sublime gaze.” Offering a wry grin, he added, “Kiron, who is a doughty fighter, admitted he was terrified by Tol-Jadel.” 

“If you don’t ask her, I will,” Phoebe said stoutly. 

A thrill of admiration swept through Alarik. Phoebe might be as skittish as a sparrow, yet her courage always impressed him. He shared her nervousness about their audience with Tol-Jadel. Yet, Phoebe would handle that meeting with her usual bravery. He could rely on her to act promptly in an emergency. She had saved his life on their voyage from Mars to Europa. 

Deimos’ plaintive voice interrupted his reverie, “What about me? I’ve been wounded too.” 

Phoebe chuckled. “Don’t worry, Bro. If the Prime wants to learn how you acquired the Eekrepisth treasure, she’ll have to revive your memories. Your physical injuries are healing fast with Mia’s help.”  

Her brother rubbed his forehead, groaning, “There are some memories I don’t want to revive.” 

At this reminder of his torture by the Vipers, Phoebe shuddered and pressed closer to Alarik. 

Wishing to forestall their descent into misery, Alarik said cheerfully, “When would you like to begin your lessons in my native language? Everyone will speak Warrishan on Rishalt.” 

“The sooner the better,” Deimos agreed. 

Indicating the black boxes, Alarik said, “I’ll fetch a cubex. The two of you can stream the introductory lessons together, although I suspect you’ll learn at different rates.” When he reached the counter, he looked around. “I’ll pour flasks of molte for you. We’ll be eating Warrish style for this voyage.” 

“And on Rishalt,” Phoebe mused. “You’re correct. We ought to adopt Warrish customs as soon as possible.” 

“Urish.” He grinned at her. 

Deimos asked, “Isn’t molte alcoholic?” 

“It’s a fermented beverage. We often dilute molte with water.” 

“Sea water?” Deimos frowned. 

“When we’re on land, we prefer to drink filtered, deionized water. It’s refreshing after being immersed in salt water for much of the day.” 

Phoebe warned, “Don’t try drinking sea water, Deimos. It’s toxic to humans.” 

“Hey, don’t nag. I know Warrish are different.” 

A low, almost imperceptible hum vibrated from the walls. 

Intercepting the puzzled glances of the siblings, Alarik said, “Our voyage has begun.” He handed flasks of watered molte to the siblings. As they tasted the beverage, he brought over a cubex and activated the first tutorial on Warrishan for foreigners. 

Phoebe and her brother bent over the cubex, alternately listening and reciting simple phrases in Warrishan. 

Alarik was correct in his assessment of the siblings’ different rates of learning, or rather their ability to concentrate on the lesson. In less than half an hour, Deimos grew restless. 

Hovering over him in sisterly concern, Phoebe said, “You must be getting tired. Why don’t you take a break.” 

“Styx. I’m not tired.” Deimos grumbled, “I’m just bored with this language lesson.” 

Phoebe protested, “It’s important for us to learn Warrishan.” 

Intervening to prevent a dispute, Alarik asked, “Would you like to taste our food?” 

The boy’s frown lightened. “Yeah. What do mermen eat?” 

“Fish of course,” Alarik quipped. “Truly, we eat a variety of sea creatures. Even the land animals of Rishalt are amphibious.” 

“Okay,” Deimos said. “I’ll try your food.” 

Phoebe tilted her head. “What about vegetables?”  

“We eat sea plants and land fruits.” 

She gave a teasing grin. “I’m fond of fruit.” 

Stepping to the counter, Alarik poured soup into a bowl. He delved in the cupboard for the dry food supplies, and transferred a handful of crackers and berries into another bowl. Offering the bowls to Deimos, he said, “Starships generally carry a limited selection of edibles in the galley. I’ve brought fish soup, crispy seaweed snacks, and vitole berries. It’s standard fare on our starships.” Glancing at Phoebe, he added, “Our base on Europa carried similar staples.” 

The boy peered suspiciously at the two bowls before accepting the bowl of soup. He tasted a mouthful and nodded. “Not bad.” Apparently reassured by the taste, he picked up a seaweed cracker. 

Phoebe chose the orange berries. She had eaten the same berries in their base on Europa. 

Alarik said, “We can also dive in the pond and catch fresh fish.” 

Phoebe gasped, “Pond? You mean this ship has a swimming pool?” 

“All our starships have a central water tank for cooling the drive and nurturing edible sea creatures.” 

“Ooh.” Phoebe chuckled. “We can practice swimming underwater.” 

“Sounds more fun than language lessons.” Deimos yawned. 

Phoebe patted her brother’s shoulder. “Go to bed. You’ll feel better after a rest.” 

Catching her pleading glance, Alarik said, “Phoebe is correct. I’ll carry you into a cabin.” 

“Styx, no,” the boy protested. “I don’t want to be tangled up in a hammock. Just let me lie here and relax.” He put his empty bowl on the floor, and lounged across the long couch designed for a triad of brothers.  

Picking up his bowl, Phoebe replaced it on the counter. She returned with another bowl of fish soup and sat beside Alarik. Patting his arm, she said, “You should eat too.” 

He suggested, “Let’s share the soup.” 

While they sipped alternately from the bowl, Alarik mused about the brother and sister under his protection. Phoebe was a gem, a delightful and supportive partner, but Deimos might prove to be a troublesome responsibility. Thankfully, they had escaped from the Vipers’ long claws. The Martian gangsters could not pursue them to Rishalt.  
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Chapter 3
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AFTER A SHORT BREAK, Phoebe resumed her lessons on Warrish etiquette, while Deimos dozed on the triad-sized bench. 

Alarik leaned back and entwined his fingers behind his neck. He observed his charges in benign amusement at Phoebe’s diligence and her brother’s boredom. 

About an hour later, a woman entered the passengers’ quarters. She served as a tripilot, judging by the silver mesh cap encasing her bald head. Magenta bands across her four breasts relieved her stark black tunic. Her pale face and calm gray eyes had a sober beauty, however she was no youngster. Tiny lines at the corners of her eyelids and lips suggested a mature age. Her right cheekbone bore a triad mark of a purple flower with five petals. 

Alarik scrambled onto his feet to greet their visitor, and Phoebe hastened to stand beside him. 

The slight noise roused Deimos. His eyes flicked open. On seeing the tripilot, his mouth gaped and he shot into a sitting position.  

Their visitor placed her left palm on her chest and touched her triad mark. “Calm seas, Brisa and Brini. I am Sarielle Galamis Varon, Second of the Purple Ori Triad.” 

She spoke in Warrishan, however, the young Earthers ought to recognize the familiar phrases even without their translator earbuds. 

Alarik echoed her greeting, “Calm seas, honored tripilot.” He performed the formal gestures and stated his name and triad. Indicating the Wong siblings, he said, “My companions, Brisa Phoebe Wong and her brother Deimos Wong are refugees from the Earther’s fourth planet, Mars.” 

Sarielle scanned their faces. “We were told one of you is injured and needs our care. My First sent me since I am the best healer in my Triad.” 

Alarik tilted his chin toward the boy. “Brin Deimos is your patient. He was tortured by the kankreth brutes in a Martian gang. They broke the bones in his hand and two ribs. The broken bones are knitting, yet he is still weak. The tripilots on Europa assisted in his recovery.” 

“Healing is a common skill among tripilots. We can accelerate his healing.” Sarielle knelt by Deimos, murmuring, “Young Brin, permit me to examine your injured hand.” 

He broke into a broad grin and held up his hand. “Sure, er, Urish.” Reverting to his native tongue, he added, “Brisa Mia of the Beryl Triale eased my pain with her touch.” The translation sounded after a second. 

Sarielle stroked his bare wrist above the bandages. “We know the tragic story of the Beryl Triale sisters. The First swims with the Great Mother. We applaud the courage of the younger sisters. They have swum into a new life by the unstable nexus of Jupiter. Our Primes esteem their service.” She clasped his fingers gently and shut her eyes. 

Deimos exhaled in a sigh. “My hand is tingling under your touch. It feels good.” 

Her voice trembling, Phoebe said, “Prime Jadel’s summons enabled us to escape from the Vipers. They’ve targeted our family before. They’re vicious beasts and don’t forget a grudge.” 

Sarielle asked, “Why did these Vipers torment you?”  

Deimos groaned and rubbed his eyes. “I don’t remember the torture. There’s a big gap in my memory. I remember flying over the desert on my usual courier run between colonies. Then, it’s a blank until I woke and saw Phoebe.”  

Phoebe said, “You called to warn me about the Vipers. You didn’t say why they were chasing you. But, I guessed they would target me next. I left Mars with the colonists and found you in our submarine station on Europa.” 

Alarik said, “Phoebe and I pieced together a probable sequence of events for her brother’s travels.” He hugged Phoebe. “Sarielle doesn’t need all the details. After Phoebe recognized him, we decided to keep his identity secret to prevent another assault by the Vipers.” 

Releasing Deimos’ hand, Sarielle said, “You will swim in calmer seas on Rishalt. Your enemies cannot track you. Every alien is carefully scrutinized before they are permitted to visit our home planet.” 

Phoebe said in a fervent tone, “We’re lucky that Prime Jadel summoned us to Rishalt.” 

“Our insightful Tol-Jadel believes you are important for our future.” Sarielle gave a wry smile. “Do not ask me how or why. The Prime’s decisions are often enigmatic. We trust she will steer our future in a favorable direction.” 

Alarik had no desire to contradict the tripilot. Her knowledge of the Primes must be superior to his. Instead, he murmured agreement. 

Sarielle patted her patient’s shoulder and stood up. Placing a hand across her chest, she said, “Swim in peace. I am due at the helm for a work shift. I’ll return tomorrow at the same time, and my sisters may visit during their rest periods.” 

“Thanks,” Deimos said. As the tripilot turned toward the door, he asked, “Are we allowed to swim in the ship’s pool?”  

Smiling at him, she said, “Urish, Brin Deimos. Crew and passengers may swim at any time. The exercise is beneficial.” 

Alarik offered a polite thanks on behalf of his charges. 

As soon as the door shut behind the tripilot, Deimos pleaded, “Can we dive into the pool?” 

* * *
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After three peaceful days of travel, animated by the tripilots’ visits and dives in the pool, the Amethyst Star emerged from hyperspace at the nexus near Rishalt. 

The vibrations of the starship switched from a hum to a purr. 

Perceiving the change, Alarik informed his companions, “We’ve arrived at Rishalt.” 

A moment later, Undercaptain Wenkon entered with the same message. “Brisa and Brini, swim to the Qtrans. We will transfer you to a private section of the spaceport where Prime Jadel’s attendants will meet you with instructions.”  

Alarik and Phoebe slipped on the backpacks with their belongings. Then, Alarik pulled Deimos onto his feet and supported his arm for their short walk to the Qtrans alcove. 

When they reached the alcove, Wenkon performed a decontamination scan on each person. At the conclusion of the scan, he offered them a vial of blue liquid. “Drink the grav-ease. It will enable your body to adapt quickly to the higher gravity of our planet.” 

Deimos swallowed his grav-ease without comment. But Phoebe glanced at her lover for reassurance. 

Alarik nodded at her, and emptied his vial in one gulp. 

She copied his action. Throwing him a teasing smile, she spun around and jumped into the misty Qtrans. 

Wrapping a supportive arm around Deimos, Alarik steered the boy after his sister. The haze cleared, and they stepped into the spaceport. Instead of the busy public terminal with crowds of people, they arrived in a small room with a single exit. A transparent wall offered the first view of the planet. Under a cloud-streaked cyan sky, the blue-green ocean dominated the view. Rippling waves extended to the horizon, broken in mid-distance by the vividly colored towers of the capital city.

Phoebe stared out the window, wide-eyed in awe.  

Alarik smiled at her rapt expression. “You are gazing at the floating city of Pucklerakt.” 

Maintaining her gaze on the view, she exclaimed, “Rishalt is beautiful. It’s totally different to the yellowish sky and dusty red soil of Mars.” 

Deimos sagged against Alarik’s arm, groaning, “Styx. High gravity sucks.” 

Phoebe spun around and hastened to grab the boy’s free arm. 

Appreciating the problem, Alarik maneuvered the boy onto a conveniently placed bench. Even with grav-ease, interstellar travelers frequently experienced the punch of heavier weight on disembarking from a starship. 

Three strange figures in archaic armor entered the room. They wore elaborate helms adorned with wings and cuirasses of a silvery metal carved in intricate designs with many tiny holes. Under the stippled body armor, magenta leggings and lilac crossbands over their four breasts indicated their gender and allegiance to the Prime. The prodders on their belts reinforced their martial appearance. A blue triale marked their cheeks and the front of their helms. Their eyes were an identical sky blue. On closer inspection, the three women differed. The one standing front and center had the sturdiest build and severest face. Her younger sisters were slimmer. The tallest sister had a beautiful face, despite the scar running across the corner of her lips. 

Alarik stepped forward to offer the standard greeting, “Calm seas, Brisai.” He performed the introductions, placing his right hand over his heart, then touching the comet tattooed on his cheek. “Overagent Alarik Kenton Tallis, First of the Flaming Comets.” He gestured to his companions. “Brisa Phoebe Wong and her brother Deimos Wong.” 

The foremost woman said, “Welcome to Rishalt,” and emulated his introduction, “Overguard Farina Tikivar Kenton, and my sisters, Underguards Farielle and Faria of the Blue Triale Triad.”  

Recognizing their shared ancestor from his paternal line of Kenton, Alarik relaxed into a smile. “We must be distant cousins.” 

The Overguard ignored his friendly overture, saying, “Our sublime Tol-Jadel instructed us to convey you to the Earther embassy in Pucklerakt. You will lodge in the embassy until you are summoned to the Pearl Pyramid.”  

Alarik retreated into politeness and bowed. “We are grateful for your assistance.” Seizing the chance, he said, “You may transport my companions to the embassy. I must swim in a different stream. My Third lies in Ivory House under the care of the Pearl Sisters. He has not seen me for many hexads. Too many hexads, alas. It is my urgent duty and keen desire to visit him before I enter the embassy.” 

At his first words, a shadow of disapproval darkened the Overguard’s expression. But, her frown fled before the end of his short speech. She dipped her head in respect. “Brin Tallis, we honor your devotion to your triad brother. We will assist you to achieve your goal.” 

Cued by their First’s silent signal, the taller Underguard nudged Alarik aside and hoisted Deimos’ arm over her sturdy shoulders. The other junior guard took charge of their packs. 

Relieved of these burdens, Alarik clasped Phoebe’s hand. She seemed less disturbed by the heavier gravity, perhaps because she had spent several months on Earth. 

Overguard Farina led them out of the room onto a wooden dock. A jetter with a white hull and a magenta flag at the prow was moored to the side. It held three rows of benches suitable for three triads. 

As Alarik stepped onto the dock, a gusty breeze flung spray over his face. Inhaling the moist air flavored with the tang of salt, he murmured, “Home.”  

Also splattered by spray, Phoebe tossed her hair and laughed.  

The Overguard swung her arm to indicate the boat. “Please board the jetter. We will first transport Brisa and Brin Wong to the embassy, and then convey you to the Ivory House.” 

The shorter Underguard stowed their packs at the stern and sat at the helm, while the taller woman assisted Deimos into the next bench. 

Guiding Phoebe onto the rear bench, Alarik snuggled close and wrapped an arm around her.  

Once everybody was settled, the First unhooked the mooring rope and joined her sister at the prow. The jet-powered boat bounded over the sea-green waves toward the city, trailing a widening wake of white foam. The multicolored buildings of the city rose in tiers from small houses at the outer rim to the central pinnacle of a shiny white tower.  

As they approached the city, Deimos glanced over his shoulder at Alarik and shouted, “The city is weird. All the buildings are hexagonal blocks with garish colors on the walls.” 

Alarik grinned at him. “We love bright colors and multiples of three and six.” He gestured toward the city. “Pucklerakt is called the mirror city. The buildings extend underwater like a reflection of the upper level. The Pearl Pyramid is the tallest tower in the center of the city. Our glorious Prime Jadel lives in the Pearl Pyramid.” 

Overguard Farina called back, “We will circle around the outskirts of the city to avoid the traffic in the main channels. The embassy is located in the outer ring in the fifth canal.” 

The perimeter of the city had lower buildings, a single story in height, with docks along the front walls. The jetter swung past a wide, straight waterway running toward the central tower. Boats of various sizes and shapes clogged the canal, while people strolled along the docks on both banks. 

Eyeing the canal, Phoebe ventured to say, “It is crowded. Does the channel run straight across the entire city?” 

“The city has a simple arrangement of waterways,” Alarik said. “Six main thoroughfares divide the city into sextants. The six axial canals intersect five concentric channels and terminate in the moat surrounding the Pearl Pyramid. The location of a specific building in the city is defined by the nearest axial thoroughfare and concentric channel. Hence, the Earther Embassy lies in the outermost ring of houses by the fifth canal.” 

The jetter sped around the circumference of the city and slowed, angling toward a two-story building with walls of scarlet and dark blue. Water channels separated this building from the other residences in the sixth ring. 

The Overguard said, “We have arrived at the Earther embassy.” 

Her sister steered the jetter to the main entrance on the seaward side of the embassy. She moored the jetter between another family-sized boat and two smaller jetters with saddle seats. Three broad steps led from the dock to red double doors in the center of the blue wall. 

Overguard Farina pointed at the red doors. “My Third and I will escort Brisa and Brin Wong into the embassy and introduce them to the ambassador’s staff.” She glanced at Alarik. “Underguard Farielle will take you to the Ivory House. If your visit is less than half an hour, she will wait at the hospice and steer you back to the embassy.”  

“You need not wait,” Alarik protested. “I can easily swim across the city.” 

Aiming a frown at him, Farina said, “You will be safer with one of us. In her farseeing wisdom, Tol-Jadel instructed us to protect the three of you.” 

Alarik raised his hand and rubbed the scar where his sixth digit had been removed. “Do you believe our people will taunt me for my defect?” 

“Vigilance is best,” she said in an even tone. “Not all the city residents favor Earthers.” 

“Urish.” He gave Phoebe a quick hug. “Look after Deimos, Sparrow. I’ll return soon.” 

She smiled and murmured, “We’ll be fine. Go to your brother.”  
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Chapter 4
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KARRIK TURNED HIS HEAD to gaze at the window. The upper section of the window was open to air the room and a gentle breeze caressed his face. The breeze carried the scents of herbs and flowers overlaid with salt and an occasional whiff of fish. It cooled his fevered brain and evoked his memories of the sea. 

The window overlooked a courtyard enclosed by white walls. From his prone position in the hammock, he glimpsed wispy clouds in the cyan sky. The wind ruffled the leaves in the upper branches of shrubs, but metal bars in the lower pane obscured the flower beds. The swish of water hinted at the pond in the middle of the courtyard. 

He could not see the water. 

Sometimes, people visited the courtyard garden. He heard laughter and splashes. He wished he could join the happy people. But, they would despise him for his missing limbs and lack of speech. They would ignore him and whisper behind his back. 

The door hissed open. 

The cheery voice of one of the Pearl Sisters called, “Calm seas, Karrik. Wake up. You have a visitor today.” She walked to his hammock, raised his head onto the pillow and pulled the blanket up to his chest. 

Some visitors were good. Others were not. They poked at his body and asked too many questions despite his inability to speak the answers. Which type was this visitor? 

He turned toward the door. 

And froze in astonishment. 

A man with a flaming wave of yellow-tipped orange hair stood behind the white-robed sister. His brother Alarik, First of their triad. 

The sister glided aside.

Alarik stepped forward, saying hesitantly, “Calm seas, Karrik.” 

Karrik rolled over, rocking the hammock, and stretched out his one hand. He forced a croak out of his stubborn mouth, “A...Al...Alarik.” 

His brother rushed to kneel by the hammock and embrace him. 

Feeling his brother’s strong arms around him, Karrik burst into gasping sobs. 

“Oh, Karrik, it’s been too long since we were together. I’m sorry.” Alarik also wept, silent tears trailing down his cheeks.  

After the first rush of emotion subsided, Alarik leaned back and sighed, “By the Great Mother’s blessing, I’ve been recalled home. Our supreme Tol-Jadel summoned me and my companions. While I’m in Pucklerakt, I’ll visit you as often as I can.” 

Karrik smiled through his tears. Catching hold of his brother’s hand, he squeezed the fingers and dipped his head in a nod. Gestures were easier than speech. 

“You seem to be alert,” Alarik said. “Can you understand me?” 

Uttering an inarticulate grunt, Karrik pressed his brother’s fingers again. 

“Urish. You can understand. But you cannot speak words clearly. Is that correct?” 

Another squeeze and Karrik panted, “Uh...Uh...Urish.” 

“You don’t need to speak. Press my fingers if you agree. If you wish, I’ll explain why Baswin and I were unable to visit you.” 

Karrik pressed for yes. 

“After you were injured, we were desperate to secure proper care for you. You were unconscious for days. Even after you woke, you seemed befuddled, as helpless and incoherent as a baby. Triarch Webale offered to place you in the care of the Pearl Sisters as an inducement for Baswin and me to serve as his undercover spies on Earth. We had minor surgery to merge into Earther society.” He held up his hand and waggled the fingers. “Look at what we surrendered.” 

Marveling at the sacrifice of a finger, Karrik touched his forefinger to each of the five fingers on his brother’s hand. The full implications filtered slowly into his fuzzy mind. His elder brothers were mutilated, and like him, they were dishonored and unfit for normal society. 

“We muted the color of our eyes with tinted lenses and wore thick clothing to conceal our gills. We assumed fake names and identities to conform with the Earthers.” Alarik gave a rueful laugh. “Our disguises worked well for half a year. We sent reports to the Triarch about the Earthers. He was especially interested in their sentiments about Warrish. They call us alien mermen.” 

“Urg?” Karrik arched his eyebrows. 

“One day, some of the Earthers detected the Triarch’s holographic transmission to me. Baswin and I had to flee. By good fortune, I had already hooked a flight to their red planet. I took passage on their space ferry to the outer planets and dove into cover in our Watcher outpost in the oceans of Europa.” 

Karrik spluttered a question, “B...Bas?” 

“In our last conversation, he said he planned to swim to our embassy on Earth.” Alarik rubbed a hand over his face. “I don’t know where he is. He did not reply to my last message. Perhaps he has no privacy to transmit a message safely.”  

Uttering a groan of distress, Karrik squeezed his brother’s hand in sympathy. 

Alarik straightened. “If I don’t hear from Baswin soon, I will ask the Triarch about him.” He patted Karrik’s shoulder. “I cannot stay for long today. My companions are waiting. But, I promise to visit you tomorrow.” 

Karrik stuttered a fragmented question, “C...com...p?” 

“My companions?” Alarik smiled. “My companions are an Earther sister and brother, Phoebe and Deimos Wong. They lived on the fourth planet, Mars. I met Phoebe on the space ferry. She and her brother were fleeing from a murderous Martian gang. We discovered her brother on Europa. The gang had tortured him and thrown him into space to die.”  

Karrik grunted, “Uh?” 

“Urish. He was rescued by a lucky chance. Prime Jadel summoned us because she wishes to see a valuable object he carried.” 

Shaking his head in bewilderment, Karrik had no words to ask the multitude of questions swirling in his mind. 

“It’s a complicated story. Don’t worry. I’ll bring Phoebe to see you.” His lips curled in a reflective smile. “Phoebe is wonderful. We’ve become good
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