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CHAPTER 1

 


Quinn stared absently at the beaker in her hand, the
project forgotten for the moment as she considered Erin's latest
information. It should have come as no surprise that central
command on planet Oriel had requested assistance from Spaceship
Lyra. Opus was a mere three-week trip from planet Purlieu, home
base for the research and rescue spaceship.

Over the last month on Opus, miners had been
disappearing in the Yora Desert. When law enforcement started
investigating, they started losing men. That was when General
Richards took over - and now he had lost men. Fly-overs revealed
nothing but miles of dry, seemingly uninhabitable country.

She sighed as she set the beaker on the counter. "I
suppose it was inevitable. How does a person fight an enemy they
can neither identify nor locate?"

Erin’s expression was wary. “Well, General Richards
thinks he knows who is doing it.”

Quinn could hardly blame her for being cautious about
what she said at this point. Opus, was a divided planet. People
weren’t working together to resolve this problem. They were
choosing sides – for or against the natives of Opus. It wasn’t that
simple, of course. The Opus natives couldn’t be grouped as one.
There were distinctly different clans in different stages of
evolution. Some thought the original expedition had been too hasty
in classifying them as human. After a brief and highly unsuccessful
attempt at modernizing them, the natives had returned to their
hunter-gatherer lifestyle. They wanted nothing to do with the
congested Oriel cities. Who could blame them? Quinn had imagined a
new way of life when she moved to Opus, not the same lifestyle with
added problems. Opus wasn’t a frontier. It was a new Oriel.

Quinn nodded. “They haven’t found a body, so we don’t
know for sure what is happening. It could be lions.”

Erin stared absently at the chart in her hands, as if
unsure if she should counter the information. “General Richards
says there isn’t enough game there to attract lions.” She lifted
her gaze to Quin and shrugged. “Then again, maybe the lions are
killing people because there isn’t enough game.”

Quinn nodded again. "Or they could even be falling in
caverns, like Marlin and Donte did.”

Marlin was currently a congress woman in the capital
of Delaney, but she had been part of the original expedition that
explored Opus prior to colonization almost a decade ago. Donte, now
Supreme Commander of the Lyra, had fallen into an underground
cavern with her. Without his assistance, and that of the Lyra,
Marlin wouldn’t be alive today. It was a story that was quickly
fading from the history classes on Opus. Donte had friends among
the Opus natives, and that was a strike against him now. He was
also a mascot – a human contaminated with animal genes. As if all
that wasn’t enough, his ancestors were natives of planet
Arcane.

Quinn stood and walked across the room to get a tray
of test tubes. “I can see why Oriel would want the Lyra back to
investigate. They probably know more about the terrain on Opus than
anyone. They did most of the initial exploring. Still, I heard that
they didn’t explore that area. It has such a harsh climate that the
original colonists didn’t think they would ever use it.” She lifted
the tray from the shelf and turned. “Until they discovered precious
metals. Now they are blasting it to pieces. If it is the Yora, as
General Richards suspects, then who can blame them for
retaliating?”

Erin’s expression was still far away and her response
made Quinn wonder if she had heard anything she said. "I heard they
searched for them for three weeks and didn't find anything. Then a
mascot found them only hours after the Lyra arrived." She looked up
at Quinn. "I hope they are as successful this time."

Quinn returned to her chair without responding.
Apparently Erin wasn’t comfortable with the direction of their
conversation so she let it go with a general response. "I suppose
it's possible."

Erin sighed and turned to the door. "I thought you'd
want to know. I'd better get back to my patients."

 


Actually, the information interested Quinn in a way
that no one - not even Erin - would have anticipated. When she left
Oriel almost three years ago, the Lyra and its crew had been
nothing more to her than legend. Planet Opus was her dream back
then. Opus needed chemists and she had graduated at the top of her
class. But Opus was far more civilized than she had anticipated.
Far from being a few small colonies as she had expected; it was
growing faster than its government could control. Crime and
corruption were a part of daily life and there was no accepted
moral code of conduct. People were free to do as they pleased.
Maybe morals couldn’t be legislated, but she would feel safer in a
more structured environment. She had been raised with a strict hand
and having no walls was more frightening than having too many.

Her interest in the Lyra had begun after a seminar
Marlin and her husband, Reyse, had given about the role Purlieu
played in the colonization of Opus. One of their original Oriel
expedition members, Chandler Marks, had joined the Lyra crew. Now
he was living on planet Arcane. Chandler had trained people on the
Lyra, and she hoped to give them more current training.

What would it be like to work with people who were
designed with the desire to assist others? Did it get old for
Chandler? The mascots could live up to 400 years and it was said
that they never forgot what they learned. That might be
intimidating to some people, but she was intrigued. Of course,
Fontalo had created the mascots illegally and that was wrong - it
might even be wrong to continue using them, but they kept
volunteering. She had wondered how she could contact the Lyra about
a position without alerting her current employer that she was
looking for another job. If she lost her job, she might be deported
back to Oriel.

She had nothing to return to there. Her parents had
pretty much disowned her when she broke from their religion and
left the commune. They called it shunning, but it amounted to the
same thing. She had six sisters and brothers, but they were members
of the same religion. She still loved them all, and they still
loved her, but she was never going to accept their religion and
they didn’t want to leave it. They shouldn’t have to. She respected
their religion. She simply didn’t think they were right. Then came
the opportunity to work in the new colonies on Opus. That had been
the final act that excluded her from the family.

On Opus, she discovered that her upbringing had
instilled some moral ideas that she still held dear. Everything
Marlin had said about the Lyra made her think she would fit in
better there.

Contacting someone on the Lyra might be much easier
when it reached Opus. Rianne, the Lyra representative, was who she
probably needed to contact. No doubt Rianne would visit the capital
city of Delaney when the Lyra arrived. Getting an opportunity to
talk to her would probably be the biggest challenge. Maybe Marlin
would help her with that.

"One step at a time," she said to herself. "First the
Lyra has to get here."

 


***

 


Marlin had mixed feelings about assistance from the
Lyra. She had worked with Donte and Rianne during the exploration
and colonization of Opus. She couldn’t imagine Donte and General
Richards getting along. In her opinion, both were lone wolf
leaders.

Donte would be shocked at that description, but she
didn’t think of it as an insult. Donte was an unconventional
leader. He couldn’t be depended on to follow the rules – not even
his own. Whatever action the situation warranted, he adapted his
policy to fit. He was incredibly effective, so people had a
tendency to overlook his methods. He was tenacious, but selfless.
Donte had a kind and gentle heart, and that was where he differed
from General Richards.

Marlin didn’t like General Richards. In her opinion,
he was arrogant and oppressive. If it came to a choice between his
career and what was best for Opus, she believed he would choose
what worked best for him personally. It was a harsh evaluation, but
that was the way she saw it.

Her father was the CEO of Fontalo, the company that
colonized Opus. Arlo Delaney was a man who got things done, and he
knew Donte wouldn’t let him down. Actually, she was certain that
Donte didn’t give much thought to the idea of letting her father
down. If he worked with anyone, it was because he believed in what
they were doing. That was at the heart of the reason she thought he
wasn’t the right person for this mission, and why she had advised
her father against getting the Lyra involved.

Donte had made it clear long ago that he felt the
Opus Natives had prior claim to Opus. When she reminded her father
of that, he said he had dictated the terms. The Lyra team was only
there to locate and identify the cause of the disappearing people.
They were not to engage or negotiate with them if they discovered
the Yora clan was behind the disappearances.

If she hadn’t worked several years with Donte, she
might have thought that was an effective covenant. In order for it
to work, Donte would have to follow the rules. She had no doubt he
had agreed with good intentions.

General Richards was fully convinced that the Yora
were behind the disappearances. He didn’t believe the Yora had any
rights to the land because he was convinced they were not human.
That was where he and Donte would clash. General Richards insisted
that the only way to deal with the Yora was to classify them as
primates and treat them like any other animal. If they continued to
be a problem, they should be annihilated.

Truthfully, the Yora had been problematic from the
beginning of colonization. They were territorial and aggressive.
Their culture included taking slaves from any group they considered
inferior. When Donte tried to interfere, they had attacked the
first colony. It had been Donte who led the resistance against them
during the Amelioration Expedition, and they had retreated. For
almost a decade, the location of their clan was unknown. It was
believed to be somewhere in the arid area they now called the Yora
Desert.

General Richards was probably right in his assumption
that the Yora were involved in the disappearances. All the trouble
had started when colonists began mining in the Yora desert. There
was a limit to how far people could be pushed before they began
pushing back. Their rebellion was quixotic, though. It was
unrealistic to think they could win. Maybe they didn’t. Maybe they
would rather die than submit.

In contrast, the Quaet clan had seen the futility of
resisting. Rather than adapting to the lifestyle of colonists, they
had retreated to their caves and resumed their hunter-gatherer
lifestyle. Other than an occasional accusation that they had killed
a domestic animal for food, they gave the colonists no trouble.
Like all the other wildlife, they avoided contact with the
colonists.

Marlin had introduced legislation that would provide
reservations for the Opus natives. She wasn’t opposed to
reclassifying them as primates, and she didn’t think they would
object. It was unrealistic to expect them to blend in with
colonists. Their lower intelligence and ape-like appearance would
make them stand out. They could probably do menial labor, but they
would constantly be reminded that they didn’t belong. No one
disputed that they were primates, or that they were more
intelligent than apes, but most colonist agreed that they were not
human.

Donte wasn’t human either – by his own admission. He
looked and acted like a human, though. In fact, only Donte argued
the fact that mascots were more intelligent or superior in some
ways to humans.

The majority of Opus colonists had never seen a
mascot, though they had heard of them and had been taught that they
were instrumental in the colonization of Opus. Most of the
colonists currently on Opus had arrived after the Lyra left. The
colonists were receptive to the idea of assistance from the Lyra.
General Richards was the only one who objected – and that was
probably due to an inflated ego.

In spite of her concerns, she was looking forward to
the arrival of the Lyra. She liked…loved…Donte and Rianne. She
counted them among her closest friends. Donte had saved her life,
and he had delivered and named her daughter. Rianne had helped her
with Gezant as well as with the preparation for the first
colonists. Without their assistance and that of the other mascots,
she doubted colonization would have been successful so soon. Opus
owed a great deal to the crew of the Lyra. Hopefully, the new
colonists would learn to love them the way the original colonists
had. She had an idea how she could introduce Donte and Rianne in a
positive way that would entertain the colonists while exhibiting
the couple’s human attributes. It had worked on Oriel decades
ago.

 



Chapter 2

 


Evi tried to adjust the harness that kept her from
floating around in the shuttle. The seat belts were made for
adults, not seven-year-old girls. Why couldn't anyone figure out
how to make artificial gravity on the shuttles like they did the
spaceships? The feeling of weightlessness didn't appear to bother
her parents, but in spite of all the flights she had taken with
them, it still made her a little sick to her stomach.

She leaned forward so she could look around her
mother. As usual, Daddy’s attention was on Syed, sleeping in his
mother's arms in the seat in front of them. Arabella was her sister
and Syed was her parent's first grandchild. At three months, Syed
was too young to be a companion - or to blame for her loss of
attention. Mama said she shouldn't be jealous. Maybe not, but she
still resented losing the attention Daddy had lavished on her for
the last seven years.

She leaned back in her seat and let out an impatient
sigh. She didn't want to go back to Spaceship Lyra, but she had no
choice. Daddy was the supreme commander and Mama was the
representative. Wherever they went, they dragged her along.

"Sit still, Evi," Mama said firmly. "We'll be on the
Lyra in a few minutes."

She had been born on planet Arcane, but they left
when she was only two years old. She wouldn't have remembered what
it was like if they hadn't gone back there for three more years to
train troops. She was just getting adjusted to life back on planet
Purlieu when the Lyra was requested to help planet Opus.

Her attention was drawn to flashing lights on the
monitor above the pilot. Emergency lights were flashing on
Spaceship Azar.

Daddy's communication medallion beeped and he tapped
it.

"This is Donte."

The warbling alarm made it difficult to hear
Commander Vidal's voice. "We have received an emergency call from
an Oriel spaceship, Monomi. The Columba has sustained critical
damage in a debris field. They are out of the debris field now but
have lost power. They are abandoning ship on shuttles, headed our
way. The Azar is our fastest ship, so we are asking permission to
assist."

"Permission granted. Do you need the Lyra as
well?"

"I don't think so, Monomi."

"Are you sure? We will be going the opposite
direction if you need us."

Commander Cadha’s feminine voice entered the
conversation. "If they need help, we have three other spaceships
available. It sounds like Opus is in dire need of the kind of help
only the Lyra crew can offer."

Daddy wasn't the only one who could sense the
presence of animals around him; sense moods, or even interface with
people. She could do that, but they only saw her as a child. Her
brother, Andras, now commander of spaceship Moeder, could do the
same thing. Still, the Lyra had the most special people. Her
half-brother, Heri, a doctor on the Lyra, had the same skills. Like
all Primaz natives of Arcane, Zeid could too. He was Arabella’s
mate. Even Arabella could interface. Then there was Celyn. She
couldn’t do the things that the others could but she was a seer and
she could interface with Daddy using birds. Mama didn’t have any of
those skills, but that was okay. She was the best mama ever.

Evi had accidentally picked up on a communication
between Arabella and Zeid that would upset Daddy. Zeid wanted
Arabella to give up her job on the Lyra and move back to Arcane
with him. Arabella wanted to go but didn't want to leave the Lyra
without a communications specialist. Evi had learned to block her
thoughts from Zeid, but sometimes when he looked at her, she was
sure he knew anyway. Interfacing with people was the only way he
could communicate. All the Arcane natives had no larynx. Oriel
scientists didn't call it interfacing. They called it telepathy,
but Daddy and Heri both said it was different than telepathy. She
didn't know, because she had no idea what telepathy was.

Since the mascots were created using Arcane genetics,
Daddy was concerned that, as they returned to their original form,
eventually they would lose their ability to vocalize. It could be
worse. They could be like the Sentinels on Arcane and look like
animals.

On the monitor, the Azar was already turning and
moving away when an airship entered its docking bay from below. The
Baigh began spreading its solar panels. It would take about twenty
minutes for them to open completely, but the process was a little
like watching a butterfly crawl out of its chrysalis. Why didn’t
the Columba use its solar panels?

Daddy said Purlieu had become the hub of contact for
Opus, Arcane and the home planet of Oriel. Purlieu colonists had
originated on Oriel, but not the mascots. Sometimes other children
teased her about her family being aliens. It was bad enough coming
from another planet and having animal genes, but if they found out
she had inherited the skills of her ancestors, they would never let
up on her.

 


When they docked on the Lyra, Commander Adriaan
greeted Daddy and Mama, but his attention shifted immediately to
Arabella.

"We could use your help in the control room."

Zeid was standing beside Arabella, but she offered
Syed to Daddy and he took him as if she had offered him a special
gift. Well, maybe he was, but he was to Zeid as well.

 


Donte took Syed in his arms and smiled down at him.
Syed smiled back. He was a precious baby - the grandchild he once
thought could never happen. Arabella and Zeid had been mates for
almost six years before she had announced they were going to have a
baby. There were more than twenty years between Arabella and Evi,
and they had thought Rianne couldn't have more children. Maybe
there would be no more, but he no longer viewed it as impossible.
Arcane had offered new hope to the Mascots of Purlieu.

Adriaan offered a burly finger for Syed to hold and
grinned as he clasped it. He gently disengaged the tiny hand and
looked up at Donte, his expression sobering.

"General Richards lost some more men today. I
suggested he stay away from that area until we arrived and had a
chance to do some reconnaissance." He gave Donte a sour smile. "He
suggested I command the Lyra and he would command his troops."

Donte suppressed a smile at the image that
conversation evoked. Adriaan had been a spaceship commander for
over a hundred years and he was accustomed to being obeyed. Still,
it wasn't a laughing matter.

"I'm afraid General Richards is going to be a problem
on this mission. He made it clear to Oriel that he didn't want our
interference."

Adriaan nodded. "Well, Oriel requested our help and
he answers to them."

Donte wasn't keen on the idea of going back to Opus,
but he could hardly refuse to assist an ally. The population on
Opus was growing with all the new colonists Oriel had been shipping
there. He suspected they were encroaching on an area occupied by
Opus natives.

Donte admired the general's tenacity. It was his
wisdom that was lacking. Each time he took troops into the area, he
lost more. His airships had been unable to locate any opposition.
Even knowing help was on the way, General Richards continued to
search the area - and lose more men. It seemed like he was
frantically trying to resolve the problem before the Lyra could.
While that much was understandable, it wasn’t worth the cost of
lives. If something doesn’t work, why keep doing it over and
over?

Donte, Rianne and Zeid followed Adriaan to the
control room. At the door, Donte paused and looked down at Evi. She
looked bored.

"Why don't you find Dai and go to the park?"

She rolled her eyes. "I don't need Dai to entertain
me."

Donte smiled down at her. Dai was only a year older
and he acted like a normal eight-year-old boy. Evi acted like a
teenager. Rianne said that was the result of spending so much time
with adults. He wasn’t so sure.

"Well, I'm sure you can find your own entertainment
for a while."

She eyed Syed, probably thinking that he would be a
nuisance in the control room as well. Maybe so, but he wouldn't be
interrupting with questions and suggestions. He was thankful for
her interest, but it got disruptive.

She turned with drooping shoulders. Suddenly she
straightened and smiled. "Saar!"

The stocky blonde trooper grinned. "You've certainly
grown in the last year."

She hugged him. "I missed you so much!"

Donte missed having him around as well. Saar had been
busy training troops on the Lyra while Donte, Rianne and Evi lived
on Purlieu. Saar’s presence wasn’t required in the meeting, so he
gave him a nod of consent to spend some time with Evi.

 


Rianne watched Evi grasp Saar's hand and tug him away
from the others. To Evi, Saar was a playmate. Saar obviously
enjoyed her company, but he had his own responsibilities on the
Lyra. He wasn't a babysitter.

Evi didn't want to spend all her time on a spaceship.
She didn't enjoy playing with the other children the way Kenyon and
Celyn's children did. She wanted to be part of the crew. Evi
reminded Rianne of Celyn when she was Evi’s age - confident and
resolute – and every bit as beautiful. Evi was going to be tall and
lithe, like Donte. She had deep blue eyes with violet highlights.
When she experienced deep emotion, her eyes were more violet than
blue. She had her father’s full lips and flawless golden
complexion, but her hair was dark golden blonde and fell down her
back in soft waves.

Rianne had never
anticipated spending so much time away from Evi. Meetings didn't
consume too much time, and when they traveled, she traveled with
them. Still, Evi probably spent too much time with Celyn. Kenyon's
mate was a good woman and Rianne's friend, but she was a mascot. It
would be better if Evi spent more time with someone who wasn't a
mascot. She hadn't adjusted well to being with children who were
not. Perhaps someone from Oriel would be a good choice. She wasn't
sure how Donte would feel about that.

Evi had not only spent most of her time with mascots,
but people in influential positions as well. She needed to learn
the humility of the word no - from someone besides her mother.
Quade said she was much like Donte, who was easy to spoil because
he didn't require much discipline. Kenyon was Donte's father, but
Quade had raised him from an infant - without the assistance of a
mate. Rianne had to agree with Quade on one point. Evi was much
like Donte.

 


Heri was sitting in the dining area when Saar entered
with Evi hanging on to his hand. Tabia wasn't going to have a
monopoly on Saar's time now that the Lyra was on a new mission.

Saar led Evi to the table where Heri sat and pulled
out a chair. "Sit here and I'll get you a snack."

As he walked away, Heri sipped his hot drink, winking
at his sister over the rim of the cup. Her eyes reflected humor as
she tucked a stray curl behind her ear.

"Saar's going to take me to the park. Would you like
to go?"

He set his cup down. "I’d better not. We don’t have
any patients right now, but Tabia wants me to help her put up the
latest medical supplies.”

Saar came back to the table and sat a small bowl of
vla in front of Evi. He handed her a spoon and turned his attention
to Heri.

“I heard you got some last minute medical
personnel.”

 Heri nodded and finished his hot drink. “Two –
Lazaro and Tierra - both trained by Kubwa Quade and Akira.”

Saar whistled softly through his teeth. “You can’t
get any better recommendation than that.”

That was true. His great grandfather had been in
charge of the medical and research department of the Lyra for
years. After Kenyon nearly died, he had decided to go back to
Purlieu. Kenyon had recovered from the airship accident and now
only had a slight limp and a few barely noticeable scars on his
face. Kenyon was a doctor. His wife, Celyn, had decided to stay on
the Lyra with their children. The Lyra now had three experienced
doctors, plus the two new trainees. That might make it possible for
him to go on some land missions.

Heri was satisfied with his medical career, and now
that Nyumbani was no longer a monarchy, he had been relieved of the
title and responsibilities of a prince. He was free to pursue the
life he wanted. If he decided to take a mate, only Baba had any
right to object. He couldn’t imagine his father objecting,
though.

 


***

 


As was usual for Donte’s meetings, it didn’t last
long. Rianne left Donte talking to Adriaan and went to their
chamber to unpack their clothes. She was hanging clothes in the
wardrobe when Donte entered the room. He unbuttoned his jacket, his
expression reflective. He obviously wanted to discuss something
with her and wasn’t certain how to approach it.

She arranged a divided skirt on a hanger and turned
to put it in the wardrobe. He would talk to her when he had
organized his thoughts. As she hung the skirt in the wardrobe,
Donte spoke.

“We don’t have to be on the Lyra all the time. I
thought, after this mission, we could spend more time on Purlieu.
You could take the serum and we could have more children. Maybe
more of them would be like Andras and Evi.”

Rianne swung around and stared at him. His expression
was pure innocence. He didn’t have a clue what his suggestion
implied.

“I think that is the most unflattering proposal I
have ever received from you.”

He looked uncertain. “Why?”

“Donte, I am not a baby making factory and our
children are not future troops for the Lyra.”

His face turned scarlet. “I never thought of you or
our children that way.”

“No? Exactly how were you thinking of us?”

“You’re the one that suggested the serum first – when
we got back together – on Opus.”

She nodded. “And you’re the one who pointed out that
it should happen naturally.” She sighed. “I wanted us to have a
family again, Donte.”

He frowned. “Well, what do you think I
want?”

She met his gaze. “I wonder which means more to you –
the family or the legacy.”

For a moment he studied her face. Finally, he turned
and walked out of the room without a word.

She had offended his sense of honor, but that wasn’t
why he walked away. It was so like Donte to retreat and digest the
information thoroughly before coming back for more.

She finished hanging their clothes in the wardrobe
before joining him. He sat leaning forward in a chair with his head
in his hands and his elbows on his knees. He looked up when she
entered and folded his hands under his chin as he watched her sit
in a chair.

“I’m sorry, Rianne. Maybe you’re right – in a way. Of
course, I want more children for all the right reasons too. It’s
just that we’re the only ones who seem capable of producing
children with the skills that make the Lyra crew so special.”

She lifted a brow. “Well, not exactly. You and Halisi
produced one out of two.”

He studied her face for a moment. “Maybe two for
two.”

Chiku was barely 5 when she died. Donte said they had
a close bond. It was possible that she possessed the same skills –
although with Evi and Andras, the skills had been obvious earlier
than that. From what she had heard, that was true of Heri as well.
“You’re the one who is passing on this gene, not me.”

He lowered his hands and leaned back into the chair.
“We seem to be doing a pretty good job of it together.”

“Yes, two out of five isn’t a bad record.” She
wrapped her hands around one knee and gave him a level look. “But
we aren’t trying to set a record. I would like to have more
children with you, but not to fit the needs of the Lyra. When I
suggested the serum, I thought I couldn’t have any more children.
Now that I know it’s possible, I want to leave it to nature.”

She released her knee and leaned toward him. “Donte,
I like my position on the Lyra. I feel like I have made a
difference.”

“You have.” His response was instantaneous.

“There will probably be a time when our kind of
assistance isn’t necessary, but right now they need us.”

“Yes, but Evi doesn’t want to do this.”

Oh, so that was what brought this on. She smiled at
him. “Evi is at a difficult point in her life. She can’t decide
whether she doesn’t want to be on the Lyra or whether she wants to
be part of the crew. Neither is achievable right now. All we can do
is let her know we love and support her.”

What Evi wanted most was Donte’s undivided attention.
That wasn’t fair to Donte or Syed. If they had more children, Evi’s
problem would be the same, regardless of where they lived. Evi
would eventually adjust, as all children did. Donte had been so
busy when their children were little that he hadn’t been aware of
the sibling rivalry. He had spent more time with Evi than any of
their children. They had a connection far beyond the average
father/daughter team. Evi was more like him than any of the other
children. It was possible that Evi would be every bit as powerful
as Donte – maybe even more so. It had taken Donte over 70 years to
get to this point. Evi had the benefit of his direction from birth.
She had grown up with the Lyra crew.

Donte’s gaze traveled over her face, his expression
solemn. “Do you ever wish we hadn’t left Bergen – that I was still
the ruler?”

She stood and walked over to him. She kneeled in
front of him and took his hands in hers. “No, I don’t. I wish we
could go back and re-live those years. They were wonderful years,
weren’t they? We had everything.”

He lifted her hands to his lips and kissed them.
“You’re right, of course. I long for those days when life was
simpler – but we can’t go back.”

She gazed up into his handsome face. “We can cherish
the memories, Donte.”

He nodded. “And I do.” They stood and he took her in
his arms. “You are my world, Rianne.” He kissed her lips.

She returned his kiss with equal passion. Donte was
burning out. He hadn’t said it, but she could see his enthusiasm
fading. After nearly fifteen years of struggling through one
mission after another, he needed a break. He was right about the
fact that he didn’t need to be on the Lyra all the time. He wanted
a family again, and roots. There was no reason he couldn’t command
the spaceships from Bergen, but that would grow old for him quickly
- the same way he had grown restless with being ruler of Bergen. If
he left the Lyra, he would look back at this time the same way he
looked back at his time in Bergen. After this mission, they needed
to consider a few years on Purlieu. The Lyra crew could function
without him. Deep inside, he knew that. They might replace her
position if they did that, but after six long miserable months of
being separated from him and thinking it was permanent, she knew it
didn’t matter where they were. As long as they were together, life
would be meaningful.

Purlieu wasn’t what it used to be. Some of that was
good, but some of it was bad – so much so that it had put Donte in
conflict with some of the leaders. He was concerned about the fact
that the colonists were growing more self-absorbed. They no longer
worked as a group. Each worked for individual gain. Quade
maintained that was inevitable as the population grew and the
colonists gained more control.

Donte had grudgingly accepted the monetary system,
and now the Lyra crew received monetary compensation for their
time. The colonists were taxed to pay for that. In a way, they
always had been. Everyone had contributed crops for fuel and food.
It was certainly different now, but that didn’t make it worse.

 



Chapter 3

 


Adriaan ate his meal in silence, occasionally casting
a glance at Arabella and Zeid, sitting at the table across the room
from him. They interfaced almost exclusively now, rarely
verbalizing their thoughts. There were few people on the Lyra who
could eavesdrop in their conversation - Donte, Heri, Evi and the
one Primaz troop they had on the Lyra, Teaz. Adriaan didn’t want to
listen to their conversation. He simply didn’t like being
excluded.

Arabella had another distraction now in little Syed.
Of course, it was a good thing that she made the most of her time
with Syed and Zeid. She had never let her relationship with Zeid
interfere with her job and, in the last three weeks, she had not
let Syed interfere with her job either. In addition to her regular
duties, she was now training someone. Donte wanted the Lyra to be
active in training as well as rescue missions.

Adriaan wasn’t disappointed in his position. Far from
it. Since he became commander of the Lyra, he had fallen in love
with his job all over again. He liked to tease Donte about
micro-managing but working with and for him was educational and
gratifying in equal amounts. Donte not only had a rare set of
skills, but a rare personality as well. His strengths included
integrity and a compulsion to help anyone in need – friend or foe.
He was gentle, soft spoken and…stubborn. When he decided something
was the right thing to do, only logic in the form of Rianne could
deter him. Yes, Rianne was his greatest weakness. No doubt she was
also his greatest strength. The two were inseparable.

Kenyon sauntered into the room, glanced at the
couple, and then turned toward Adriaan. It was still a mystery to
Adriaan how he had missed the potential in Quade’s youngest son. He
and Celyn both appeared to be happy with their roles on the Lyra.
Kenyon was not only an accomplished doctor, but always game for a
dangerous mission. His approach was always nonchalant on the
surface, but he had a deep underlying passion for his mate, his
children and his work. Adriaan would lay his life in Kenyon’s hands
as quickly as he would Donte’s. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to do
that, but if he needed a doctor, he wouldn’t find a better one than
Kenyon.

Celyn was another matter altogether. He wasn’t sure
what to make of her. She loved Kenyon and her children, but she was
immature in some ways. Perhaps that was because she had been
brought up as a princess and coddled as a queen. She wanted to be
part of the missions, but she didn’t want to be physically
involved. She had recently acquired a couple of birds that she was
training. It hadn’t taken her long to train them to come back to
her. Celyn was a seer, but even more bizarre was her ability to see
through the eyes of birds and transfer that vision to Donte. They
hadn’t used the birds in the field yet – only on trial missions.
Since Opus had no birds, they might be useful there.

Kenyon pulled a chair out in front of Adriaan and
lifted a brow. Adriaan nodded and continued with his meal. Kenyon
turned the chair around and straddled it, leaning his arms across
the back and placing his chin on his arms as his amused gaze
settled on Adriaan. He reported to Tabia and apparently saw no
reason to address the spaceship commander in any other way than
casual. His insolence had been a point of contention between them
on more than one occasion. In spite of that, anyone would find it
difficult not to like him.

He gave Adriaan a sardonic smile. “We’ve got more
trained help on this mission than ever before. I feel downright
unnecessary.”

Adriaan swallowed the food in his mouth and washed it
down with his hot drink before responding in a dry tone. “Are you
complaining again?”

Kenyon shrugged, his chin still resting on his arms.
His dark eyes held a hint of humor. “Maybe. I’ll have to wait and
see. Things have a way of changing suddenly on the Lyra.”

“Are you going to get something to eat, or did you
just come in here to watch me eat?”

Kenyon lifted his head and glanced at a girl behind
the counter. Millie smiled and lifted a finger, indicating she
would have something ready in a minute. Millie was a young
attractive colonist.

Adriaan chuckled. Everyone knew Kenyon was a flirt –
even his mate. No one seemed to care. They all knew it was
innocent. When it came to serious romance, there was only one woman
in his life, and that was Celyn.

 


When Millie delivered the hot drink and his meal,
Kenyon stood and thanked her. He turned his chair around and sat
down to enjoy the food. Celyn and Rianne were having a picnic in
the park with Evi, and Donte was busy looking at maps of Opus in
his office. He had a plan. He always did, and he usually didn’t
divulge it until it was complete. He and Adriaan had talked to
General Richards several times in the last three weeks. In a few
hours, they would take a shuttle to the main colony of Opus and
meet him in person.

Adriaan looked up at the door and Kenyon turned his
head. Donte was striding toward their table. He was upset about
something. Kenyon looked at Adriaan and found him pushing his plate
to the side.

Donte pulled out a chair and sat down at the table.
For a few minutes he said nothing. His troubled gaze shifted from
Adriaan to Kenyon and back again.

“I received a message from Marlin. She said General
Richards won’t be meeting us this evening. He has taken another
trip to the desert and wants us to wait until he gets back.”

Adriaan swore. “Does he think this is some kind of
competition?”

Kenyon leaned back in his chair and addressed Donte.
“Are you still going to meet with Marlin and Reyse?”

Donte nodded. “They don’t like this any more than we
do. My guess is that Oriel wouldn’t like it either.”

Adriaan’s attention was riveted on Donte. “So, when
will you be going in?”

Donte shook his head. “Not until General Richards
gets out of there.”

Kenyon poked at the food on his plate. “Do you think
he will let you go in alone?”

Donte sighed. “I don’t know. I’ll talk to Marlin and
Reyse about it.”

Adriaan studied Donte’s face. “Then you’re going on
with the scheduled meeting – without General Richards?”

“They’ve planned a show of sorts, to introduce us to
all the new colonists who have never met us. Rianne and I are
supposed to ice skate in their new rink.” He gave Adriaan a wry
smile. “I think it’s supposed to be an ice breaker.”

Adriaan laughed. “Well, it wouldn’t hurt to have the
colonists on your side. It was your ice skating that melted the
hearts of Oriel years ago. Maybe it will work again.”

Kenyon wasn’t there on that legendary trip to Oriel,
but he had heard how it made the public aware of the plight of the
Purlieu mascots. Donte and Rianne could dance and ice skate better
than anyone he knew. Even so, it wasn’t their skill that impressed
people as much as the way they interacted with each other. They
came across as warm and loving people. They were.

Adriaan sobered. “How many people do we need to
transport?”

“Anyone who wants to go and you can spare, I guess.
It’s up to you. Most of the troops have never been on Opus. The
more they see and understand about the people, the better. No
uniforms, though. This is a visit, not an operation.”

 


Later, when Kenyon talked to Tabia about it; she said
that Heri was looking forward to visiting the planet. Kenyon agreed
to stay, as did Tabia and Lazaro. That left Tierra free to go.
Celyn had already volunteered to watch Evi. Celyn would be going to
the planet later when they explored. They would give her birds the
first real test. Saar was familiar with Opus, so he volunteered to
stay on the Lyra so that Cobus, Adriaan’s militia commander, could
go. Adriaan’s second in line for commanding the spaceship, Reno,
stayed so that Adriaan could go. That was how it was on the Lyra.
They all worked together. Donte had made it a rule since their
first mission on Arcane that any Lyra crew member visiting another
planet was to wear a medallion, so everyone stayed in touch in case
of trouble. Medallions and laser weapons were issued at the same
time the uniforms were – after three weeks of intensive
training.

The rules on the Lyra were different than any other
Purlieu spaceship, but the Lyra’s missions were different. All the
other spaceships were claimed by different colonies, but from the
time they won the Lyra in a law suit on Oriel, Purlieu considered
it to be Donte’s.

 


Rianne rode in an airship with Donte to Opus before
the others left the Lyra. They were supposed to practice with the
colonists so that they could do a joint program after their initial
skate together.

Marlin met them at the airfield. She hugged Rianne
first and then Donte. “Oh, how I have missed you two! Reyse is
working, so he couldn’t be here right now, and the children are in
school. They’ll all be here this evening to watch the show,
though.” She put an arm through each of theirs and gave them each
an eager smile. “This is going to be quite a show. I can hardly
wait to watch it.”

Rianne glanced at Donte and he met her gaze with a
degree of humor. Marlin had seen them dance, and she had seen
video’s of them ice skating, but had never witnessed it in person.
Hopefully she wouldn’t be disappointed – and hadn’t given the
others unrealistic expectations.

 


Rianne had never skated in a program with colonists
and neither had Donte. They had no idea what to expect. When they
arrived at the rink in Delaney, Marlin turned them over to a blonde
lady who looked to be in her forties. The practice didn’t start out
on skates. Instead, they were taught a dance that was popular on
Opus. Donte was assigned a female dance partner named Lily and
Rianne was assigned a male named John.

John placed one hand on her waist and instructed her
to put a hand on his shoulder. He took her other hand lightly in
his. Rianne glanced at Donte and struggled to keep from laughing
out loud. His face was flushed with embarrassment and his body was
stiff as he held Lily at maximum distance. His flustered gaze
turned on Rianne, comical in its desperation. When he saw the humor
in her eyes, his face turned a deeper shade of red.

Rianne looked up at John. “I think this will work
better if you two dance and we follow your example.”

John looked at Lily. “Let’s switch partners. I think
they would be more comfortable that way.”

Lily looked up at Donte. “You realize that during the
performance, you will be dancing with other women, right?” She
smiled. “In front of Rianne, an audience and God.”

Humor was the perfect response for Donte. He chuckled
and relaxed. “Then I guess I’d better get used to it now.”

From that point on, Donte focused on learning
everything they were going to do that evening. If he felt
uncomfortable, he never let it show. This was one of the many
things she loved about Donte. He never did anything half way. He
put his heart and soul into everything he did. He saw his role this
evening as a representation of the Lyra. He was bound to its crew
by honor and loyalty. He would do whatever was required to make
them look good to Opus. Hopefully, they would do the same.

 



Chapter 4

 


Quinn had seen the first airship from the Lyra come
in earlier that day. It looked little different from many other
airships that had visited Opus, but those airships didn’t have the
word LYRA written on the side.

Later, she walked beside Erin as they neared the ice
skating rink. She expected to see a long line and a multitude of
security officers. There were a few officers, and there was a short
line. She looked at Erin.

“I wonder if they cancelled? I wouldn’t blame them
after General Richard skipping out like he did. What was he
thinking?”

Erin shrugged. “I suppose he was reacting to the
latest disappearance of miners. He can’t be expected to wait until
aliens show up before he does his job. I feel kind of sorry for
him. Everyone is screaming at him to do his job and then Oriel
sends someone else to do it.”

Quinn winced at her words. “They aren’t aliens. They
are allies.” She sighed. “I see your point, though. Still, General
Richards hasn’t been able to find anything. He needs help and he’s
too proud to accept it.” She glanced up to see two incredibly good
looking young men watching them.

Erin jabbed her in the side with her elbow. She had
noticed the men too. She gave them a coy smile.

Quinn looked away. She didn’t need a relationship to
complicate her life right now. All she wanted was an opportunity
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