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Two alien worlds. Two lovers torn apart. Twist the hyperthreads into unity. 

Dr. Nikki Bell is devastated when the Watchers reappear without her alien lover. Why did he return to his home planet without even leaving a message? In search of answers, Nikki jumps at the chance to join the diplomatic team invited to visit the aliens’ home world. On Rishalt, she must contend with the intricacies of Warrish society and an undercurrent of hostility. 

Kiron Arqin Ramis is summoned home by his family to the unwanted honor of a new triad and union with a high-ranked female. Unable to forget Nikki, he endures a perilous exile on a wilderness planet instead of complying with his family’s demands. But, the Triarchs have other plans for him. 

Stakes are higher than the lives of two individuals. Earth leaders are desperate to acquire the alien interstellar technology, while Warrish dispute the benefit of an alliance with inferiors. Can Nikki and Kiron pierce the barriers separating them to find happiness without provoking an unequal war? 
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CHAPTER 1
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THE INTERCOM BEEPED. A shrill voice yelled, “Dr. Bell, you’re ordered to the hub. We have an emergency. Unidentified floating object on the monitors.” 

Noting the edge of panic in the cantankerous Safety Officer’s voice, Nikki called, “Cut your jets, Tar, I’ll be up in a second.” Anxious to learn the worst, she left the lab and sprinted along the passage to the transit hub of Bathos, the submarine station in the ocean of Europa. What in styx could it be? The prototype spaceship, Taxyon One, had departed from Jupiter’s moon three weeks ago, leaving the fledgling colony without transport off the moon. 

As she reached the door to the stairwell, Astrid Andersen raced from the opposite direction. The chief of the Division of Xenobiology ran gracefully, her long legs moving easily and her blonde hair bobbing in the low gravity. Nikki quelled a twinge of envy. Her mentor had arrived only recently, and her muscles were still adapted to Earth’s gravity. 

Astrid said, “I had not anticipated so much excitement during my visit. Is this alarm a normal occurrence?” 

“Not in my experience,” Nikki admitted. “I’ve no idea what the monitors detected. Even Major Tarlick ought to recognize a large native animal.” 

“Let’s find out.” Astrid pushed the door open. 

They leaped up the stairs to the central hub and dashed into the transit center. Five of the Bathos residents crowded at the front of the room. The others were away, working on Topside, or on a submarine field trip. Everyone was staring at the big viewer. Everyone except for Roy Wong, who tapped frantically on his tablet. 

As they entered, Major Tarlick glanced around, and gave a quick nod of acknowledgement. Gesturing at the screen, he offered an unnecessary explanation, “Unidentified object on the starboard perimeter. Tech Wong is transmitting the image to Earth.” 

The statuesque Dr. Andersen stopped at the rear of the room where her height allowed her to see easily over the heads of the people in the front. At ten centimeters shorter, Nikki pushed to the front of the awed group and peered out. Instead of the usual view of dark water rippling over red bedrock and fat seaslugs feeding on mounds of microbes, a sphere the size of a house hovered  beyond the dome of the Greenery. 

She froze, transfixed by the sight of the shimmering sphere. Its iridescent surface resembled the outer membrane of Kiron’s bubble shelter. A shiver of excitement raced through her. 

“It’s the Warrish,” she cried.  

Her cool voice penetrating the shocked silence, Astrid said, “The alien mermen you met?” 

“Not mermen, but humanoid,” Nikki said. “No tails or scales. They have legs and gills.” 

“They’ve come back?” Deirdre Foster, the director, asked. As the Station’s physician, she had relocated to the medical facility on Bathos after the disaster, leaving the astrotechs and shuttle pilots to camp in the reconstructed shell of Topside. 

“My friend, Kiron, predicted they would decide to speak with us.” Nikki flushed in anticipation of seeing her lover again. “He believed their leaders favored an alliance with Earthers. That’s their name for humans.” Fifteen days ago, he had met her briefly in the deserted Warrish base and given her a token of his affection. She fingered his gift, the copper bracelet on her wrist engraved with his family emblems. 

“Fair enough.” A faint frown slid across Astrid’s calm face. “Why pop in unannounced like this? They must know how to communicate with us.” 

Nikki nodded. “Correct. Their Watchers have been monitoring Galileo Station for years, and they have translators.” 

“Curious,” Astrid remarked. “Perhaps they wish to make a dramatic entrance.” 

“The Warrish?” Major Tarlick scowled. “Is it an attack?” 

A commotion from the rear heralded the entrance of Tech Albright. Big Al, unofficial leader of the colonists, marched to the viewer and glared at the iridescent sphere. “Styx, our green-skinned mermen have arrived in style.” 

Tarlick protested, “They’re attacking Bathos.” 

Al slapped the major’s stiff back and boomed, “We’d be bloody dead if they wanted to attack us. They could have slaughtered us at any time in the years they’ve been on Europa. We can’t match their technology. If they’ve got interstellar transport, they’re surely capable of dropping a bloody big bomb.” 

“They’ve been watching us for decades,” Nikki pointed out. “Plenty of time to squash us if they wished.” 

“Understood,” Tarlick groaned. “If they’re paying a friendly visit, do you think we ought to send divers to meet them?” 

Nikki shrugged. “I’d guess the sphere is filled with air. They can breathe air like us, and the atmosphere in their submarine base was close to Earth normal.” She had become the unofficial expert on the aliens. Nobody else had seen a live Warrish, although they had images and tissue specimens from the dead alien.  

Director Foster said, “Major Tarlick is correct. We ought to meet them in their own element as a neighborly gesture.” 

“Wait for them to make the first move,” Al suggested. 

Astrid had been staring at the strange sphere. She tilted her head and asked, “Where is the entrance, Nikki?” 

“If it’s like the bubble shelter, you can enter the membrane anywhere.” 

They watched as the giant sphere drifted onto the seabed on the outer perimeter of the repulsion field. A shoal of alarmed Europan eels circled above the roof of the Fishery, ignorant of the tank inside hatching their fellows for food. 

Five tense minutes elapsed without a change. 

Tarlick exhaled audibly. “They’re not attacking.” 

“Reckon they’ve come for a chat,” Al grunted. “Who wants to meet them?” 

After a slight pause, Director Foster said, “I’m the senior official on Galileo Station. Perhaps I should go?” 

Al patted her on the back. “A laudable proposal, Dee, but you’re a bloody landlubber. You’ve never swum in these murky waters. I’ll take the job instead.” 

Astrid said, “Nikki’s a fine diver and the aliens know her. She should be in the group.” 

“Brilliant,” Nikki cried. “I’d love to pierce their big bubble.” With luck, Kiron was waiting inside the filmy sphere. 

Major Tarlick insisted, “You’ll need protection.” 

“Nah,” Al grunted. “Reckon we’ll have to trust they don’t mean to kill us.” He forestalled Tarlick’s objection, saying, “Okay, Tar, you hold the fort on Bathos with Deirdre. If we don’t come back, you can wield your bloody guns. Don’t be surprised if they fail to do any damage.” 

“Three people would be good,” Nikki suggested. “Warrish work in units of three or six.” 

“I’ll come along with you and Al,” Astrid offered. “Even if only to satisfy my curiosity about the aliens’ unusual physiology.” 

Al nodded. “Okay, three of us. We’re all comfortable in the ocean.” He swung his hand toward the exit. “Let’s dive in.” 

They took another ten minutes to prepare. Since the flooding, everyone on Bathos wore wetsuits under their overalls. As always, Nikki had her breathers handy. She offered a spare pair to Astrid, while Al preferred the standard face mask. 

When they stood in front of the airlock, Nikki’s pulse raced. She could scarcely wait to see Kiron again.  

“Nikki, you’re in charge,” Al said. “Do you know how to enter that shiny contraption?” 

She nodded, not trusting her voice. 

“Go ahead,” Astrid urged. “We’ll be right behind you.”  

Nikki rolled her eyes to the ceiling, and smirked at Al. He would understand how she felt about seeing Kiron again. 

Exiting the water-filled airlock, she dove into the ocean. Warm currents of water swayed against her. The tides of Jupiter were active even at this depth. Even with baroprotection treatment, she was conscious of the weight of two kilometers of water between her and the surface ice. The cushion of ice and water protected the colonists from Jupiter’s intense radiation. 

She hovered to allow her vision to adjust to the semi-darkness. Dots of light outlined the nearest wings of Bathos, the five elongated geodesic domes connecting to the central hub. Overhead, thick cables rose vertically, the conduits for transmitting data and power to Topside, the Upper Station. The lower ends of huge vanes glinted alongside the cables. The vanes converted tidal currents into electric power. 

She glanced back. Astrid and Al swam close to the sea bed, Al’s round belly almost scraping the sand. A group of seadillos munching on seaslugs took alarm at the intruders and scurried away, their tendrils beating under the hump of their armored backs. 

A hundred meters ahead, the great sphere glistened beyond the extreme end of the Greenery, their hydroponic garden. She sped up, eager to reach her goal. Halting a couple of paces in front of the membrane, she rotated upright and waited for the others. Astrid and Al arrived and stopped next to her. 

Al jerked his chin at the sphere. His gruff voice rumbled in the mike, “Open the hatch, Nikki.” 

She walked forward and touched her finger to the iridescent surface. A dimple formed, widening as she pushed. Spreading her fingers apart as if she were drawing aside a curtain, she stepped into the sphere. Two faint plops in the rear announced the entrance of her friends, and she heard Astrid’s indrawn breath of excitement. They moved into supporting positions on either side of her, confronting the Warrish.

An array of green-skinned men in white or brown tunics stared back at them. Nikki scanned their faces in a rapid glance, recognizing the men she had seen in their base. White-robed Triarch Webale stood in the middle of two triads - three men with the bicolored hair of the Gold Band Triad and three blue-haired men with blue star tattoos. None had red hair. Kiron was missing. 

His absence hit her like a punch in the guts. She paled and reeled a step backward. 

Al caught her elbow and murmured, “Steady, girl.” 

Suppressing her shock, she bent at the waist in a courteous bow. The Triarch must be greeted with respect. But where was Kiron? 

Her friends followed her example in their own fashion. Al leaned forward, swinging his arm in a theatrical flourish. Astrid merely bowed her head. 

The Warrish did not speak. Most stood rigid and stern-faced. Only one or two showed a reaction. The blue-haired youngster gaped, wide-eyed and scared. The Overwarder’s Second, Parrish, curled his lips into a hybrid of smirk and sneer. Amused, she guessed. 

Focusing on Webale, Nikki said, “Noble Triarch, we bid you welcome to Galileo Station.”  

The white-haired man’s lips twitched, and he inclined his head. “Dr. Bell...” He spoke in Warrishan, and she understood none of the words after her name. 

“Please will you provide a translator,” she requested. 

The Triarch turned to the Overwarder and raised three fingers. Assenting to her request, she presumed. 

Overwarder Kalpar called an order to the third in his triad. Nikki had seen him before, although she did not know his name. He fumbled in the pouch on his belt, and held out three pea-sized ovoids, the miniature translators. 

“Thank you,” Nikki said gravely. She took the translators and handed two to her companions. “Earbuds with translators.” 

Al grinned. “Nice.” 

Cool and calm as always, Astrid inserted the ovoid into her ear. 

Nikki said, “Triarch Webale, permit me to introduce my companions.” She indicated the two people in turn. “Senior Tech Albright is the manager of our Lower Station, Bathos. He has lived on Europa for several years. Dr. Astrid Andersen is the Chief of Xenobiology. She traveled from Earth a month ago to study the intelligent jelsquid, or spinners as you term the animals.” 

“Where are your leaders?” 

“Allow me to answer your question, Triarch,” Astrid said. “We have many leaders in different locations. Our biggest population lives on Earth where they are governed by the leaders of individual nations. Our colonies on Mars and the asteroid belt are semi-autonomous, and largely independent of Earth due to the practical limitations of space transport. On Galileo Station, Dr. Deirdre Foster is the Director for scientific operations, Tech Albright manages food and energy production, and Agent Greggor Falconer oversees construction for the Taxyon Space Company.”  

Al broke in, “Triarch, do you wish to speak with our chiefs on Earth?” 

His blunt manner ruffled Astrid’s flawless face, but the Triarch’s expression did not change. 

“What do they know of us?” Webale inquired. 

“We’ve sent reports on the Warrish. Don’t you intercept our transmissions?” Al grunted. 

The Triarch motioned to Kalpar. “What have we learned from the latest Earther broadcasts, Overwarder?” 

“I hear and obey.” Kalpar tilted his head in the formal gesture. “Reports were sent from this station with details of the deceased Watcher. Replies demanded details. None of their transmissions have indicated the mass of the population is aware of our existence.” 

Webale fixed his severe gaze on the humans. “Why were your people not told about our Watchers?” 

Al shrugged. “The government leaders are in a bloody blather. They don’t know what to say.” 

“Blather? I do not understand its meaning,” the Triarch said. “Favor me with an explanation, Senior Tech Albright.” 

Nikki firmed her lips to hide her amusement. Webale might disapprove of Al’s blunt manner, but she appreciated his frankness. 

“They’re confused. What can they show people? Images of a mangled green corpse.” Al patted Nikki’s shoulder. “And, whatever Nikki learned from you and the red-haired guy who saved her life.” Gesturing at the two rows of Warrish, he added, “Don’t see a red-head. Why isn’t he here?”  

Emboldened by Al’s words, Nikki asked, “Where is Underwarder Kiron Arqin Ramis, Triarch? Overwarder Kalpar?” 

The Triarch frowned at Kalpar.  

Kalpar focused on Nikki and said stiffly, “Underwarder Ramis was recalled by his family.”  

Gone. Shocked into silence, Nikki’s thoughts spun in speculation. Why hadn’t Kiron told her? Didn’t he love her? Maybe not. He had said romantic love was a foreign concept to his people. 

Al began speaking again, his words a meaningless rumble in the background of her bewildered mind. Had Kiron known he would be leaving Europa after they met in the Warrish base? She fingered the cold metal of the bracelet he had given her. Was it a farewell gift? Why had he left so abruptly? He had vanished, she remembered, into a teleportal device. 

She struggled out of her funk, and feigned interest in her surroundings. Al’s deep voice ceased. 

Triarch Webale said, “We have a message for your leaders.” He tilted his chin at the Overwarder. 

Kalpar beckoned to the younger man with gold and black striped hair. “My Third has the encoded quantex.” 

The Gold Band Third stepped forward, his expression fixed in neutral, and offered Al a finger-length cylinder with a hexagonal cross-section. 

Staring at the metal object on the palm of his beefy hand, Al frowned. “Thanks, I guess. How do we read the message, Triarch?” 

“Press the black end of the quantex,” Webale instructed, “and the message will appear. Relay the contents to your chiefs on Earth.” 

“How can they reply to your message?” 

Yet again, Webale exchanged a nonverbal signal with the Overwarder. 

Kalpar said, “Our monitors intercept your broadcasts. We will know the answer before you do.” 

Astrid asked, “What if the message is encrypted?” 

“We are aware of all transmissions from Earth.” 

Kalpar’s ambiguous words roused Nikki’s suspicions. She hoped some exchanges eluded the Warrish. She asked, “Why don’t you transmit directly to the Earth governments?” 

The Triarch raised his hand with palm flattened. “All exchanges with your leaders must pass through this Galileo Station. You may contact us by pressing both ends of the quantex.”  

Al grunted, “Bloody inefficient if you ask my opinion, Triarch. It’s difficult to hold a decent conversation with an hour’s delay between question and answer.” 

“You have heard our terms for exchange of messages. We do not require efficiency. Delay will ensure a thoughtful reply.” Webale glanced at Kalpar. “If the matter is urgent, I will permit you to inquire at our submarine base.”  

Kalpar glowered at Nikki. “Our base is guarded. Do not attempt to enter unannounced. Wait for an escort.” 

She compressed her lips, but refrained from rolling her eyes. 

“Send the message to your leaders,” Webale commanded. “We will wait in our base for the reply.”  

“Satisfactory,” Al grunted. 

Pointing to the membrane behind them, Kalpar said, “Depart.” 

Al tucked the message cylinder into his capacious pocket, and they swam back to Bathos. When they reached the hatch to the main airlock, Nikki looked back. The iridescent sphere was already floating away, receding into the darkness beyond the station lights. 

As water drained from the airlock, Al patted Nikki’s shoulder. “Stand firm, gal. I know you’ve had a bloody setback. But remember, potential alliance with the Warrish outweighs the importance of a personal loss.” 

“Styx. I know.” She swallowed hard. “I’ll do my best.” 

Astrid said, “Of course, Nikki will put our scientific goals ahead of her own feelings. She is a trained scientist, and expert at thinking rationally rather than emotionally.” 

Nikki was silent. How could she think rationally? Her memories of Kiron evoked too many emotions, gratitude for saving her life, desire for his gentle kisses, and terror of his death. She had to learn the reason for his sudden departure. 

Reluctant to face the barrage of questions, she lagged behind Al and Astrid as they exited the airlock. Inside the station, people crowded around them, eager for answers. 

News of the mysterious sphere had prompted Greg Falconer, agent of Taxyon Space, to descend from his work on Topside. Fixing his gaze on Nikki, Greg said, “I’ll bet it’s the Warrish.”  

“Was it the aliens?” Director Foster asked nervously. 

Tarlick said, “What did they want?” 

Big Al waved the cylinder above his head. “Look, guys, they offered us a gift. A message in a box.” 

Retreating away from Al, Major Tarlick protested, “Careful, it might be a bomb.” 

Greg interjected, “More likely a bug to monitor inside the station. They haven’t attacked us yet.”  

Nikki’s assistant, Sci Tech Alita Farrell, nudged her. “What’s the matter, Nikki? You look as pale as if you’d seen a ghost.” 

“No ghost,” Nikki groaned. “Only the lost specter of my hopes. Kiron wasn’t there.” 

Alita asked, “Were you expecting to see him in that sphere?” 

Wiping her knuckles over the corners of her eyes, Nikki said, “I was. He predicted the Warrish would reappear, and I assumed he’d be with them. Though, he never promised to stay with me.” She sniffed, “They said he’s gone home to his family.” 

“The jerk – leaving you without a word.” Alita’s eyes flashed. 

“Styx, I don’t know. He might not have been given a choice. Family honor is paramount in their society.” She rubbed the copper bracelet with his family symbols of Arqin and Ramis. 

“Perhaps you’ll learn more from the message.”  

“Doubt it.” Nikki shook her head. Why would the Triarch’s message for Earth’s leaders include news about Kiron? A self-described humble Watcher, he had no influence on the Warrish rulers, the Triarchs, or whoever outranked them on Rishalt. She looked over Alita’s shoulder at the crowd surrounding Al. 

Catching her gaze, Al winked. He was rocking the cylinder next to his head as if he hoped to guess its contents from the sound. 

His partner, Tammy Song, tugged at his arm, and stood on tiptoes to whisper in his ear. 

After listening to her, Al raised his hand and barked, “Cut the bloody questions. I’m calling a meeting in the galley. All residents are invited.” 

“When will you hold the meeting?” Astrid asked. “I’d like to notify my contacts on Earth.” 

“Don’t call them yet. Let’s chat first. Discuss our options and come to a bloody consensus. After all, we’re the guys in the front line of fire.” 

A frown slid across Astrid’s immaculate features. “If you insist,” she said coldly. 

Al raised his voice, “Meeting’s in twenty minutes. Gives time for the Topsiders to catch the Bullet to the depths.”  

Why such a short interval? Nikki puzzled over Al’s decision. Roy had already transmitted the initial sighting of the sphere. She guessed Al wanted to hold the meeting quickly, before a response arrived from Earth. Someone else, like Astrid, might have called their friends or bosses. Due to the distance, a reply would not arrive for at least another hour. The guys at work on the Upper Station had time to reach Bathos, but the crew in orbit on Solar Spirit would miss the debate.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 2 
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KIRON STEPPED OUT OF the Qtrans into the atrium of the major spaceport on Rishalt. Planetary gravity hit him like a physical blow. Inhaling the humid, oxygen-rich atmosphere, he gave thanks for the ameliorating effect of grav-ease. 

Orderly lines of people waited for the next ship, fresh troops bound for the battlefield, excited youngsters on an educational trip, and sober merchants. The crowd filled him with unease, eliciting spikes of alarm along his tense nerves. He had not been in a room with more than a dozen people during his four years as a Watcher. 

Stepping to the wall, he gazed out the windows at the sparkling ocean waves and the view of the Rishalt he loved. An array of colorful houses and docks loomed across the water, the upper, air-filled buildings of the mirror city of Pucklerakt. 

He strolled toward the exit. Before he had taken three paces, a stout official accosted him. 

Bowing with the exact degree of respect due to a younger son, he said, “Brin Arqin Ramis, let me be the first to offer a welcome to your home. Permit me to guide you to the greeting chamber where your esteemed family awaits your presence.” 

“You may point me in the correct direction,” Kiron suggested mildly. Doubtless the overzealous official would miss the hint. He had no desire to be on Rishalt, nor to meet his relatives. He had hoped to be free to visit Nikki, his Earther lover on Europa, but ignoring the family’s summons was unwise. 

As Kiron guessed, the obsequious official merely gestured to a door on the side wall, and followed at a discreet two paces. He trotted ahead to open the door, and bowed again. “Please enter the greeting chamber, Brin Arqin Ramis.”  

Halting at the sight of the hexad of elders in formal garments, Kiron swallowed a groan. His birth parents and their triad sisters and brothers had come to meet him. They confronted him, their faces plastered with fake smiles. Only his mother’s smile looked genuine. Mother Nadira had been the only one of his parental hexath to message him on rare occasions during his four years on Europa. 

Quickly bending at the waist, he raised his palms to cover his face. The traditional greeting to his family elders gave him a chance to mute his expression of dismay. In his experience, meetings with his parental hexath never ended well. What did they want from him today? 

His father, Persiron, stepped forward, arms outstretched. “Welcome home, son. We are proud of your accomplishments on the remote ocean world. The Triarchs have commended you for providing insight on these Earthers.” 

Kiron bowed. Dumbfounded by his father’s announcement, he wondered if he would gain any benefit from the Triarchs’ commendation. Did his family know about his liaison with Nikki? 

His mother slipped to the front and hugged Kiron, murmuring, “Dear son, I’m happy to see you.” She remained standing at his side, holding his arm in a protective manner. 

Next, his aunts and uncles offered their congratulations. Wassath, the First of his father’s triad slapped his back, saying gruffly, “Good work, younger son.”  

Overwhelmed by this unexpectedly favorable reception, Kiron mumbled an expression of gratitude. Why had he been summoned? Surely, the Triarchs would wish him to work with the Earthers. He tensed, waiting for his elders to provide the true reason for his abrupt summons. 

His mother’s First, Meldrina, a tall thin woman with a neat cap of orange scales, beckoned to him. “Son, you have proved worthy of honor. We have arranged for you to join the new Gold Helix Triad headed by your brother, Bassath.” 

“Has my brother recovered his full health?” Kiron asked, unsure if he desired to form a new triad so soon after the fortunate dissolution of the Red Arrows. His memories of the abusive First of the Red Arrows were still too raw, and he had not spoken to Bassath for years.  

Wassath, Bassath’s father, exclaimed genially, “Of course my senior son is well. He is eager to see you.” 

Kiron bowed once more. “I shall be happy to speak with Bassath.” That much was true. He could gauge whether his brother favored the new triad and perhaps learn his view of the advantages. 

“Bassath can introduce you to his friend, Wallin, prospective Third of the Gold Helix Triad. 

Meldrina interrupted with a cutting complaint, “I regret that you appear to have lost contact with the family during your service on that paltry outpost. Have you heard of your sisters’ excellent match?” Before Kiron could reply, she marched on, “Two years ago, your sisters united with the sons of the Governors of Tanishet. The Rose Leaf Triad has made an auspicious connection with the family of Triarch Washiran.”  

“Mother Nadira told me of this match.” Kiron added the rote response, “May the Great Mother bless the union of my sisters.” Tanishet was a remote province, far from the seat of power on Pucklerakt, although the heirs of its governing triad could claim high rank among the nobility. If he recalled correctly, Triarch Washiran was a member of the same Triad as Webale, the Triarch he had met on Europa. This distant family connection might explain Webale’s interest in Kiron’s opinions about Earthers. 

His mother patted his hand, and then exclaimed, “Son, where is your family wristband? Did you lose it in the ocean?” 

“No, Mother, I gave my bracelet to another as a friendship token.” In fact, he had clasped the engraved band on Nikki’s wrist, unaware it would become his parting gift. 

Nadira frowned. “You are free to bestow a gift upon a worthy friend. We will provide a replacement band.” 

“A gold band to honor our son’s new status,” his father announced. 

Every minute, Kiron grew more suspicious. Surely, he had not been recalled merely for the sake of a new triad? His parental hexad must anticipate some gain beyond conciliating the brother he had not spoken to in four years. He bottled up his emotions in preparation for an assault. 

The attack came from Meldrina as the highest ranked of his parents. “The Triarchs’ favor has garnered a superior reward for you and the Gold Helix. Our noble Triarch Rostras has approved your new triad for union with three of his granddaughters.”  

Swallowing his protest, Kiron stared at the wall, oblivious of its mural of a tree with magenta blossoms. How could he mate with another woman when he desired only Nikki? Yet, how could he complain about his family’s arrangements? They had negotiated a match of the highest quality, a superior union in the complex politics of Rishalt. As an alien without a triad, Nikki had no status in Warrish society, and she could never be acceptable to his traditionalist family. In his parents’ eyes, she was merely a primitive native of a backwater solar system.

Unwilling to provoke an argument, he mumbled, “I do not wish for a union at present.” 

After a minute of stunned silence, Meldrina shrilled, “Outrageous! You must uphold the family’s honor. Wreckage of your first triad led to our disgrace among the elite of Pucklerakt.” 

“Urish. It’s true.” His father added in a tone of mild recrimination, “This match is exactly what is needed to restore our tarnished status.”  

“Father, I did not cause the destruction of my first triad,” Kiron said, fighting off anger. “Nor did I ruin my second, involuntary triad. Yet, I am loath to enter a third triad without a respite for reflection.” He aimed to assuage his parents and buy time. Delay might bring change. Alliance with the Earthers, he hoped, and perhaps reconnecting with sweet Nikki. He could rely on her resourcefulness once she learned where he had gone. She was free to fight for her wishes, unconstrained by the rigid rules of Warrish society. She would fight to join him, as long as she didn’t believe he had left voluntarily and desired the proposed union with Rostras’ granddaughters. But he had no means of telling her the truth. 

His dear mother spoke up, “Our son has only just returned from arduous duty on a remote outpost. He needs time to adjust to life on Rishalt.” 

“Very well, he may reflect for a triad of days,” Meldrina conceded. “After that period, we expect his answer.” 

Kiron bowed. “My mothers and fathers, I hear and obey.” He looked around at the disappointed, resigned, or kindly faces of his parental hexath. “Where is my brother, Bassath? May I speak with him?” 

“He resides on Pucklerakt,” Wassath said. 

“I’ll escort you to his house,” the mild-mannered Third, Grathor, offered. “I have a business appointment in that section of the city.” 

“Thank you, Father,” Kiron said. He touched his fingers to his forehead in the formal gesture of goodbye, and followed Grathor out of the room. 

They exited the building and strolled onto the spaceport dock. A gust of wind churned the wavetops into foam, and Kiron savored the tangy ocean breeze. Home. After four years of living under the icy surface of the water moon, he rejoiced in the mellow sunlight and rolling, aquamarine sea. 

Grathor did not speak until they stood by the line of jetters bobbing against the pier. His words were practical. “Water transport is best. Bassath lives in the second circle of the third triangle.”  

Kiron remarked casually, “I have not seen or spoken to my brother in four years. Not since three hexads after the accident. At that time, he was confined to a med-bed, unable to walk or even speak. We communicated in finger talk.” 

“A disastrous fall indeed, sundering your triad,” Grathor groaned. “Your brother’s health has improved since the accident. His language and physical strength recovered gradually during the first year. Today, Bassath can walk and his speech is fluent.” 

Grathor gave the address to the driver of a four-seater taxi, and urged Kiron into the passenger seat. The driver kept at low speed until they passed the boundary of the spaceport. Then, he accelerated, bouncing from wavetop to wavetop, toward the city. He circled round to the canal separating the third and fourth triangles and slowed at the second innermost ring. 

“I’ll drop you by his door,” Grathor said, indicating a three-level house with alternating blue and amber walls. 

Kiron jumped onto the dock, and bent down to thank his Third parent. 

“Calm seas, younger son.” Grathor tapped his wristband and offered advice, “Learn to swim with the current.” 

Kiron merely bade him farewell. Presumably, Grathor meant to encourage him to submit to the family’s scheme for elevating their status. Yet, the current of their ambitions ran counter to the tidal surge of his feelings for Nikki.  

Striding to the door, Kiron knocked twice. A youth in a blue tunic opened the door. His moderate bow indicated uncertainty about the visitor. 

Kiron smiled. “Tell your master his brother has arrived.”  

“Noble Brin Arqin Ramis, I will announce you at once.” The servant gave a deeper bow and gestured for Kiron to enter. He led the way to the door of an adjacent workroom. 

Bassath sat at a desk in front of a semicircular display of 3D graphs. His gold-dyed hair flaunted his new triad with long golden coils dangling over his ears, and helical twists at the ends of his gold mustache. When the youth ushered Kiron into the workroom, his brother switched off the screen and swiveled to face his visitor. A look of surprise flashed across his face. Then, he smiled and stood, moving awkwardly around the desk to meet Kiron. 

“I had not expected you so soon, brother.” 

“Bassath.” Kiron clasped his brother’s outstretched hands. “How have you fared in the four years we have lived apart?” 

Grimacing, Bassath said, “Well enough. I limp on land and swim with one leg dangling. Yet my business prospers despite the lack of triad brothers.” He waved at a cushioned bench. “Please recline with me and take a glass of vitole wine.” 

Bassath poured two glasses of the fermented orange fruit and sat opposite his brother. 

“Now we are comfortable,” he said, “let me show you our future brides.” Flicking his fingers, he displayed the images of the three sisters. “Aren’t the Brisa lovely?” Bassath breathed. “Don’t you long to embrace their lush figures?”  

Sipping his wine, Kiron gazed at the elegant ladies. Their beauty only reminded him of Nikki. He yearned to kiss her sweet lips and embrace her supple body. Keeping his tone flat, he said, “As you say, they are lovely.” 

“You don’t sound enthusiastic, brother,” Bassath complained. He shot a quizzical look at Kiron’s stoic face. “Have your four years in the masculine enclave of Watchers dulled your appreciation of female company?” 

“Not at all.” Kiron attempted to laugh off the insinuation. 

“If you wish, I can introduce you to a delightful courtesan. She will fulfill every desire and ensure your full satisfaction.”  

Kiron replied bluntly, “I thank you, but I prefer to choose my own mates.” Was it time to tell his brother the truth? Would Bassath appreciate his dilemma? He could not decide. 

As if he suspected the truth, Bassath asked, “What is the source of your reluctance? Why don’t you welcome this match with the beauteous granddaughters of noble Rostras?” 

“I met an Earther woman in the waters of their
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