
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
The Anialwch Connection

 


The Mascot Trilogy, Book
Two

 


LINDA RIGSBEE

 


 


Copyright © 2021

Revision 3, May 2021

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


Thank you for downloading this ebook. This book
remains the copyrighted property of the author, and may not be
redistributed to others for commercial or noncommercial purposes.
If you enjoyed this book, please encourage your friends to download
their own copy from their favorite authorized retailer. Thank you
for your support.


Prelude to the Mascot Trilogy –
Book Two

 


Humans genetically modified with animal genes.

Created to lead – destined to liberate.

 


 


In Book One, The Purlieu Experiment, Donte's
mate and children are killed by raiders from another colony on
Planet Purlieu. In his quest to seek revenge, he winds up a captive
in Nyumbani colony for six years. There, he fathers two more
children.

In an attempt to save others, Donte kills the insane
King Farasi. Kafil, a friend, convinces the Nyumbani government not
to kill Donte. Instead, he is exiled from Nyumbani, leaving his two
children with their mother. He is rescued in the desert by King
Neirin and his men in Anialwch colony and meets a 9-year-old
princess, Celyn, who has had a vision that he will exchange vows
with her when she is 19.

Donte escorts Akira (sister of Lockfowk colony
president, Sima) back to her colony and discovers his brother,
Kenyon is still alive and a captive in Lochfowk.

Donte is named as successor to Pieter, the ruler of
Bergen colony and exchanges nuptial vows with Rianne, the
representative of Bosvrouwen colony. He learns he is the Anialwch
Connection in a prophesy that predicts he and Celyn will lead
Purlieu to freedom when the Oriel scientists return. He decides to
join the service so that he can be better prepared.

Book Two, The Anialwch Connection, begins as
Donte comes home from his 3-years of service on Spaceship Moeder.
He knows time is slipping away and must use what he has left
wisely. He has no idea what is ahead of him before the prophesy
begins...or has it already begun?

 



 Chapter 1

 


When Donte stepped off the tram at
the Bergen station, he felt excited to see Rianne and his daughter
again and ready to assume the responsibilities bestowed upon him by
The Prophesy. He had spent the last three years in service on
Spaceship Moeder and it felt good to be home.

He looked around for Rianne.
Instead, his grandmother met him, carrying his three-year-old
daughter. He pushed disappointment to the back of his mind and
smiled a welcome.

"Where's Rianne?"

"She had a meeting in Bosvrouwen
today. She'll be here on the evening tram."

If he had known, he would have
waited for her in Bosvrouwen. As Bosvrouwen colony's
representative, Rianne had an obligation. She didn't decide when
the meetings would be and she had worked hard to attain the
position long before they had exchanged vows. Bosvrouwen permitted
her to live in Bergen with her mate as long as she returned
regularly for meetings. His absence while he was in the service had
been an inconvenience to her for three years but she had supported
him. He could hardly complain about missing a few hours of her
company.

When Petra squealed and reached
for him, Donte plucked her from Saskia’s arms and tossed her into
the air. She squealed with delight as he caught and hugged her. Yet
another victim of his absence. He had joined the service shortly
after Petra had been born and had only seen her when on
leave.

He kissed her cheek and let her
sit on his arm, with one little arm around his neck as he turned to
introduce his friend.

"Nana, this is my friend, Gerritt.
Gerritt, this is my grandmother, Saskia."

Gerritt's blond brows lifted and
he lowered his head in respectful acknowledgment to the mate of
Bergen's Ruler and former Queen of Bosvrouwen. “I am honored to
meet you, Nomi.”

Saskia smiled at him. “It is nice
to meet you. Donte has spoken well of you.” She looked at Donte.
“It is late. I assume you are both hungry? I have some food ready
at the Groot Thuis.”

Gerritt rubbed the blonde stubble
on his chin absently with one hand while his light blue eyes
searched Donte’s face. “Perhaps I should go….”

“Come with us, Gerritt,” Donte
interrupted. “I’d like Papaw to meet you.” He looked at Saskia.
“They gave the troops a farewell celebration before we left the
spaceship. Being a commander, I was one of the last to leave and
Gerritt decided to wait for me so we could ride the tram together.
I hope you won’t be offended if we aren’t hungry.”

Saskia nodded. “Maybe later.” She
looked at Gerritt. "Do you live in Bergen?"

Gerritt looked uncertain. "I lived
with my parents before I joined the service – about an hour from
here by equine." He shrugged. "Donte invited me to stay with his
family until I could get established in a place of my own." He gave
her a boyish grin. "I love my parents, but I am the only boy and
the youngest of five children, so my mother still thinks of me as
her baby. It's time to make my own way."

Saskia smiled. "Well, you'll
always be her baby. Don't fault her for that. What kind of work did
you have in mind?"

He glanced at Donte. "I thought
Donte could use some help."

Saskia sobered and looked at
Donte. "I'm sure he could use some support."

Donte wasn't sure if she was
signaling him that he wouldn't get much support from Peiter. His
grandfather believed The Prophesy was folklore – or that was his
official stand on the subject. Maybe he simply wanted to make sure
The Prophesy didn't distract Donte from his training as the future
Ruler of Bergen. Papaw had agreed to the three years of service on
spaceship Moeder because he thought it would give him insight and
discipline useful when he became ruler. Hopefully, that would be a
long time from now. The Prophesy was supposed to begin in only six
more years.

 


They rode a coach pulled by four
equines up a cobblestone road to the Groot Thuis. Donte had been
raised in Libertad colony, but the Groot Thuis had been home to him
for four years before he took his first mate, Liana. The main
building was a three-story rock structure that had been there for a
couple of centuries. Inside, the polished wood of the spacious
lobby gave it a warm glow. They took the lift to the second floor,
where Pieter and Saskia lived. Pieter came out of his office in his
wheel chair and grinned at Donte, his eyes twinkling with
delight.

“Welcome back. It is good to have
you home.”

“Thank you.” Donte introduced
Gerritt to Pieter.

Gerritt shook Pieter’s hand and
exchanged pleasantries. All the while Pieter was measuring him.
Maybe Gerritt wasn’t aware of it, but Donte knew his grandfather.
It annoyed him that Pieter didn’t accept Gerritt on the merit that
he was a friend. He brushed the feeling aside. Gerritt wasn’t going
to be staying with Pieter anyway.

“Petra has fallen asleep.” Saskia
said to Donte. “Would you like me to put her down on our
bed?”

She would probably sleep better on
the bed than his shoulder, but he wasn’t ready to put her down. He
patted her on the back. “I’ll hold her for a little while
longer.”

Saskia smiled. “I thought that
might be your answer. You seemed to be enjoying her.”

It was a statement that needed no
qualification. He had lost a mate and three children already. It
felt good to hold a sleeping child in his arms again.

Pieter’s critical gaze shifted to
Donte, traveling up and down his frame; probably thinking he was
too thin. Donte didn't have a stocky build like the people of
Bergen. He didn't have the slender build of his father's people in
Libertad, either. His build was somewhere in between, but Papaw
always thought he looked too thin. Pieter's gaze landed on the
badges pinned to his uniform. He studied them for a moment before
his gaze lifted to Donte’s face.

“You have received the highest
honors.”

Donte nodded. “Pheromones work
wonders.”

Pieter frowned. “What?”

Gerritt glanced at Donte, his gaze
holding a touch of humor. “He can’t seem to grasp the idea that
people like him for who and what he is instead of how he
smells.”

Donte laughed. When he looked at
Pieter, he was scowling at Gerritt. Donte explained, in an attempt
to draw Pieter’s negative attention from Gerritt.

“I never know for sure. Ever since
I discovered that the pheromones are intensified with the
generations of mixing among Mascots of different colonies, I have
wondered if people are motivated by my pheromones.”

Pieter’s gaze came back to Donte,
minus the scowl. He was silent a moment; probably considering that
information. He shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“Sometimes. If someone was passed
over for me because of it; then it matters.”

A slow smile came to Pieter’s
lips. His gaze shifted to Gerritt, as if sharing a thought with
him. When his gaze came back to Donte, he released a deep
sigh.

“Perhaps it is a good thing to
have self doubt. It keeps a person humble. Nevertheless, I’m sure
you have earned each of those badges.”

Donte shrugged. “Possibly; I know
I worked hard for them.”

Pieter nodded. He changed the
subject and never came back to it. They sat and talked for a while
and finally Petra became heavy in Donte’s arms. Saskia lifted her
from Donte’s shoulder and took her into their bedroom. Donte stood
and looked down at Pieter.

“It’s almost time to meet Rianne
at the station.” He glanced at Gerritt. “Would you like to join
me?”

Pieter interrupted before Gerritt
could respond. “Go on and meet her alone. I’ll entertain Gerritt
until you return.”

Donte looked at Gerritt. He
smiled. “Go ahead. I’m sure you have enough to say to each other
without me tagging along.”

“You’ll be staying at our house,
then?”

Gerritt nodded. “If you wish, but
I can get a room.”

Donte gave him a wry smile.
“Rianne would have my hide if you did that. I’ll see you in a
little while.”

 


At the tram station, Donte
selected a book from the shelf and sat in a chair to wait for the
tram. He opened the book and looked at it, but his mind was on
something else.

He had been offered a position as
second in command of the Moeder. He felt deeply honored and, under
different circumstances, might have accepted. It was possible that
it would put him in a better position to defend the planet of
Purlieu, should The Parliament or The Fontalo return. The Prophesy
indicated that he and Celyn would lead the colonies to freedom, but
it didn’t indicate how. In fact, he wasn’t certain whether they
were supposed to lead the Mascots, the colonists or both. He could
only take the facts he had and work them into some kind of plan. In
the underground complex, he had been told that he would know. He
had been waiting three years for an epiphany but so far, he was no
closer to an understanding of his role.

He had thought that three years in
service would make him better prepared, and in a way, it probably
had. He had the experience and confidence that those years had
given him, but there were benefits he hadn't realized at the time.
In addition to establishing a working relationship with all the
spaceship commanders, he had earned their support and valuable
feedback. Not one commander doubted that Oriel would return – if
for no other reason than to reclaim their spaceships. Adriaan,
commander of the Moeder, had spent the most time talking to him
about the Prophesy. They didn't always agree and, on some things,
they had different perspectives. Still, they both agreed that some
preparation would be required and it needed to be done in the next
few years.

Donte looked up as the tram
arrived from Bosvrouwen. He put the book back on the shelf and
watched the passengers emerge into the lobby. One of them was
Beier, a Mascot who had been a captive of the Lochfowk for 30
years. He spotted Donte and joined him, offering a palm up for the
Mascot handshake.

“It is good to see you back,
Monomi.”

Donte grasped his forearm. “It’s
good to be back – for good.”

Beier released his arm, his gaze
taking in the badges. “It looks like you did well in your training.
I’m not surprised.”

Donte nodded, his attention
shifting to Rianne as she came into the lobby. “I don’t mean to be
rude, but Rianne has just arrived.”

Beier turned and looked at Rianne.
“Well, I can’t blame you. I’ll talk to you later.” He turned and
walked away.

Rianne joined Donte, never looking
at Beier. She had to have seen him on the tram. It made him wonder
if Beier had given her a reason to distance herself from him. She
could handle it, he was sure, and if she couldn't, he had no doubt
she would ask him for assistance.

Rianne hugged him. “Come on.” She
grabbed his hand; tugging him into a secluded hallway.

He didn’t need any encouragement.
Once out of sight, he pulled her into his arms. She wrapped her
arms around his neck and kissed his lips; her own brand of welcome.
She finally drew back, breathless. “I missed you so much! I’m so
glad you’re home to stay.”

If she thought he was going to be
at home all the time from now on, she was going to be disappointed.
He wouldn’t be going anywhere for a while; not until he knew she
was carrying that baby she wanted, anyway. Still there were many
things they could do together and as a family. Petra wasn’t too
young to benefit from travel – as long as it was safe.

“I’m eager to see all the changes
you mentioned.”

She frowned. “What
changes?”

“The new tram lines….”

“Donte.…” She rolled her eyes.
“You’re never going to be content to be home with your family, are
you?”

Oops. He pulled her back into his
arms and kissed her breathless again. At that point he wasn’t sure
if or how he should bring up the subject of a guest in their
home.

“We’d better get back to the Groot
Thuis. I left Petra there. She was asleep.”

Rianne smiled up at him. “Saskia
has already made arrangements to watch her tonight so you and I can
be alone.”

Oops again. Why hadn’t he
anticipated this? Of course, she hadn’t related her plans any more
than he had revealed his to her. He’d just have to talk to Gerritt.
He would understand, though it would be awkward bringing it
up.

“Still, I left a friend
there.…”

Rianne lifted her brows. “Please
tell me it isn’t a girl.”

He grinned. “It most definitely
isn’t a girl. His name is Gerritt and he is a colonist.”

She smiled. “Oh yes, Gerritt. And
you invited him to stay at our cottage.”

It would do no good to attempt
hiding anything from her. It was as though she had a direct link to
his mind.

“For a little while. I didn’t
think you would mind. I should have asked first. I’m
sorry.”

She took his hand in hers. “I
don’t mind, and I’m sure you would love the opportunity to spend
some time with Petra.” A twinkle came into her eyes. “I mean, I’ve
got you all night long.”

He pulled her into his arms again.
“And I’m looking forward to that.”

She laid her head on his chest and
released a sigh of contentment. “I’ve missed you so much. It is
going to be nice to have you under foot.”

He laughed. “We’d better go get
Petra.”

“And Gerritt.”

 


When they arrived to pick up Petra
and Gerritt, Saskia was trying to quiet Petra. Petra looked up when
they came in; her eyes red and her face tearstained. “Daddy!” She
screamed as she wriggled off Saskia’s lap.

Donte met her half way across the
room and lifted her into his arms. He wiped a tear from her face.
“What’s this?”

Saskia stood. “She thought you
left again. I couldn’t convince her that you weren’t going back to
the spaceship.”

Donte kissed Petra, a lump forming
in his throat. The scene reminded him of the last time he saw
Chiku, his daughter who died in Nyumbani. He spoke with a
restricted voice. “I don’t have to go back anymore,
sweetie.”

Petra hugged his neck. “Can I
sweep wif woo tonight, Daddy?”

Rianne lifted Petra from his arms.
“Mommy asked first.” Her facial expression and voice indicated she
was serious, but the twinkle in her eye when she looked at Donte
made it clear that it was intended as a joke between
them.

Gerritt laughed. He had quite an
appreciation for dry humor. He was going to like Rianne.

Donte introduced Rianne to
Gerritt. Rianne shifted Petra to one hip and offered a hand to
Gerritt. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Donte has spoken
often about you. We welcome you to our cottage”

Gerritt gripped her hand and
glanced from Rianne to Donte and back again. “Look, I don’t want to
intrude on your homecoming. I can get a room here.”

Rianne smiled. “Of course, we
don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable but you are welcome and
certainly not intruding.”

“I think I’d feel more comfortable
with my own room, if you don’t mind. Saskia tells me they are
planning a celebration for the homecoming of all the servicemen and
women. I’ll hang around until then.”

Donte glanced at Pieter, who was
giving undue attention to a fingernail. What had he said to
Gerritt? He looked at Gerritt.

“I hope you’ll be around after
that. I thought we were going to work together.”

Gerritt glanced at Pieter, who was
still examining the nail. Gerritt’s attention shifted to Donte. “We
can talk about it later. I’m pretty tired now.”

Pieter looked at Gerritt, but not
at Donte. He said nothing. Something had happened in his absence
and he intended to find out what it was.

Donte shrugged. “If you would be
more comfortable with a room, then that’s what we would like you to
do. I do want to talk to you tomorrow, though.”

Gerritt nodded. “We will talk
tomorrow.” Without further comment, he left.

Donte took Petra from Rianne and
turned to Saskia. “We’re going to go now too. Thanks for watching
Petra. We’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

Saskia handed Donte a blanket.
“It’s cold out there. Keep her warm.”

 


As they entered the lift, Rianne
looked up at Donte. “What has he done this time?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then why are you angry with
him?”

“He said something to Gerritt. I’m
sure of it. For some reason, he doesn’t like him.”

The lift doors opened and they
stepped into the lobby on the first floor.

Rianne frowned. “How do you know
he doesn’t like him?” She stopped and waved a hand in dismissal.
“All right, I shouldn’t have asked that. You know; that’s enough.
What do you think he said?”

“I don’t know, but I’m going to
find out.”

She followed him through the lobby
and outside. Donte waved to the coach driver and he whipped the
equines into action, pulling alongside them. Donte gave him
instructions and they climbed into the coach.

Rianne snuggled next to him. “What
is Gerritt to you?”

Donte put an arm around her and
kissed her forehead. “Maybe nothing, but I will make that decision,
not Papaw. This has to do with The Prophesy. If I must lead, I
cannot permit people to undermine me; not even Papaw.”

Rianne sat up and smiled at him.
“I’m glad to see you are accepting it now. For whatever it is
worth, I believe in you. I trust your judgment.”

He hugged her close. “It’s worth a
lot. I can’t think of anyone I want to please more than
you.”

 


***

 


The next morning, Gerritt stared
out the window of his private room in the Groot Thuis, only aware
of the falling snow in an abstract way. He'd never been invited to
leave before and he wasn't sure what to do. Normally, he wouldn't
think of staying someplace he wasn't wanted, but he had promised to
work with Donte. He wanted
to work with Donte and it sounded like Donte was
going to have a battle on his hands with Pieter. That wasn't fair.
Donte had enough to do without fighting Pieter every step of the
way. Yet, Pieter was the Ruler, not Donte. Donte would have to do
what Pieter said, even if it was giving up the notion of leading
during The Prophesy. Gerritt had agreed to help Donte, but he
didn't want to become involved in a rebellion.

In the service, Donte's ideas had
sounded noble. Having all the spaceship commanders behind him had
given his plans validity, but did all the colony leaders feel the
same way as Pieter? If he helped Donte, would he be considered a
traitor?

Gerritt wasn't sure if Donte was a
genius or simply naive. He had to keep reminding himself that Donte
was thirty-five, because he didn’t look a day over nineteen. In
fact, Donte was not only over a decade older than Gerritt, but in
some areas, had more experience than anyone else on
Purlieu.

Donte was a remarkably handsome
man with dark hair and deep blue eyes. His smooth cheeks were void
of any whiskers, as all Mascots were. He was a head taller than the
stocky people of Bergen, and had a lean build. Donte was a magnet
for women. That didn’t help Gerritt much. Apparently, he was the
other end of the magnet – the one that repelled them.

Donte had a deep voice and a soft
way of speaking that caught and held the attention of those around
him. He was kind and intelligent. Everyone liked Donte. He was the
kind of person that people wanted to emulate; honest and loyal.
Gerritt would trust him with his life...which was what he might be
doing if he went against Pieter.

Donte had some big changes in mind
and even Adriaan didn't agree with some of them. As Donte's friend
and confidant, Gerritt had been included in many of their
conversations.

Since Pieter didn't believe in The
Prophesy, it was unlikely that Donte would get any support on those
things from Pieter. Then what? He couldn't imagine Donte backing
down. Pieter had made it clear that he didn't want Donte's interest
in the Prophesy encouraged. Gerritt had been sure of his future
when he stepped off that tram yesterday, but today he didn't know
what to do. He had to meet with Donte and he didn't know what to
say.

Gerritt had never actually known a
Mascot until he served on the Moeder. Anouk was a female Mascot
from Vlaktes. Everyone liked her. Until he met Anouk and Donte, he
had always thought Mascots were aloof and lacked the emotions of
colonists. He was wrong. When it came to emotion, Mascots were no
different than colonists.

All of the colonies were currently
ruled by Mascots, but Donte believed the colonists should have
equal opportunity to lead. As a colonist, Gerritt agreed, but he
was afraid Donte was going to get into trouble if he continued to
openly express that concept.

After considering all the
information, Gerritt was no closer to a decision. If he believed in
The Prophesy, then he should stand with Donte – but what if
it was merely
folklore? Peiter would forgive Donte because he was his grandson
and he loved him. If Gerritt went against Peiter, he might involve
his family in treason or wind up being executed. If The Prophesy
was true and Gerritt obeyed Peiter, he would be betraying a friend
as well as his colony.

This was something that required
some serious thought, but every thought train came to one station.
Whatever he did, he would have to betray someone.

 



 Chapter 2

 


Akira placed a piece in the puzzle
and retrieved her hot drink, looking at Quade over the rim. The
more she knew about him, the more she loved him. Yet, after nearly
four years, their relationship had become stagnant. He obviously
cared for her, but he didn’t appear to want a permanent
relationship with her. At first, she had thought it was because of
the reputation of Lochfowk women. Maybe it was, but he had easily
fallen into a relationship with her. He dropped by to see her
several times a week when he left the hospital in the evenings.
Sometimes they talked and worked puzzles, and sometimes they made
love. She couldn’t imagine life without him, but she didn’t want to
go on like this.

“Saskia and Pieter invited us to
the celebration tomorrow night.”

He nodded, searching for a
specific piece.

“Are we going?” Akira prompted
him.

He glanced up at her, his dark
eyes searching hers in that way he had of reading her mind without
giving a clue what was on his. “Do you want to go?”

Of course he would go. Donte was
his son and he wouldn't miss a celebration that included him. What
she wanted to know was if they were going together – or if she
should go at all.

“I think we should.”

He shrugged and went back to his
search. “Then we will go.”

He had answered the question she
asked, but not what she needed to know. She waited, trying to work
up the courage to tell him. There were two things she didn’t want
to see on his face after she told him; hurt or indifference. She
carefully placed her cup on the table.

“After the celebration, I’m going
back to Lochfowk.”

His head jerked up and his
confused gaze fixed on hers. “Why?”

He didn’t look hurt or
indifferent. He looked surprised. Of course. Why not?

“I think I’ve taught the clinic
everything I know about nursing in the last four years, don’t
you?”

He sat up in his chair, the puzzle
forgotten. “I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

She met his gaze. “How had you
thought about it?”

He studied her face for a moment
before responding. “I don’t want you to go.”

“Why; because I’m a good
nurse?”

“No, but you are that.”

“Because I’m good in
bed?”

His neck colored and he avoided
her eyes as he reached for his cup. “It’s more than that and you
know it.”

“Really? Tell me how it is,
because I’m confused.”

He took a sip of his drink and set
the cup down. Finally, his gaze lifted to hers. “I love
you.”

“But…?”

He frowned. “What do you
mean?”

She sighed. “Oh come on, Quade.
We’ve been in this relationship for four years. Why would you think
this is all I want? I don’t understand why it is all
you want.”

He shrugged. “You've seemed happy
with it.”

She resisted the urge to get up
and walk away. That wouldn’t solve anything. Of course, neither
would this conversation. Obviously, their goals were incompatible.
There was no point waiting for the celebration. He didn’t want to
go anyway.

“Akira?”

She looked up at him and waited
for his question.

“What is it you want?” He
asked.

He was possibly the most
intelligent man she had ever met. How could he not know what she
wanted? Maybe he simply wanted her to make things clear. She leaned
toward him; her hands folded in front of her.

“I want a permanent relationship.
I want to exchange vows with you.”

He watched her for a long time,
his face void of any expression that would give her a clue about
what he was thinking. Maybe he didn’t want to hear that, but if so,
he shouldn’t have asked. Finally, he leaned back in his
chair.

“I want that too, Akira, but I
don’t know how all this is going to work out. I didn’t feel I had
the right to drag you into it.”

She frowned. “All what? Drag me
into what?”

“The Prophesy.”

He hadn’t been the same since he
had gone to the Baigh with Rianne and Donte. He had told her what
they discovered. At the time, The Prophesy had been overshadowed in
her mind by the information that Lochfowk Mascots had the gene of
the anura. At least the Mascots of other colonies had the gene of a
mammal. Hers had been an amphibian. It had been humiliating to her,
but Quade couldn’t understand why it made any
difference.

To her way of thinking, the gene
modification was fact. The Prophesy was guesswork about the future
of the colonies.

“Why would The Prophesy prevent us
from exchanging vows?”

Quade sighed and leaned his arms
on the table. “The colonists are supposed to turn on the Mascots.
They may try to kill all the rulers.”

“Maybe; or the entire thing may be
a figment of someone’s imagination. In any case, as your mate, I
would be at your side. You know that, don’t you?"

“Exactly, and it might be the very
reason they would turn on you.”

It was a relief that his
reluctance was due to concern for her safety and not the reputation
of the promiscuous Lochfowk women.

“If The Prophesy does happen, it
won’t be for a while, right? Not until Celyn turns nineteen. We
could have that time together.”

He nodded. “It would be more than
I had with Anika, but the outcome could be the same.”

Donte's mother had died giving
birth to his children. They'd had less than a year together because
of the plague. Anika had been his second wife – obviously the love
of his life. She could never replace Anika, but that didn't mean
they couldn't have a meaningful life together.

“If I knew they would execute me
next year for being your mate, it would be worth every minute I
spent with you.”

He smiled. “Thank you for that,
but it isn’t that simple. When the time comes, I will be backing
Donte all the way – even if it means my death. I can’t expect you
to be there for me when I might not be there for you.”

“Oh, I see. You couldn’t be there
for Anika.” She looked him straight in the eye. “I wouldn’t expect
any less of you. Part of what I love about you is your sense of
honor. You’re so gentle and caring.” She sighed. “I understand. I
don’t want to push you into something you don’t want, but I hope
you understand that I don’t want to go on with this kind of
relationship either. I have been patient with you, but I have not
been content. Settling for any kind of relationship with you in
order to be with you is demoralizing for both of us.”

He leaned back in his chair and
retrieved his cup. He sipped on it, a reflective expression on his
handsome face. Finally, he lowered the cup and his gaze lifted to
hers. “Do you have your vows ready?”

“Yes.”

He smiled. “So do I.”

They solemnly exchanged vows there
at the table. He stayed at her cottage that night and helped her
move her things into his home the next day. They would attend the
celebration that evening in Bergen as mates.

 


***

 


When Donica answered the door and
saw Kenyon standing outside, she rushed into his arms and hugged
him. "Oh, what a pleasant surprise! I've missed you so much – and
Nana and Papaw – and Donte and Rianne – and Dad. I haven't even had
the opportunity to see Petra yet. Come in and I'll fix you a hot
drink. Tell me all about what has been happening in Libertad and
Bergen. What brought you to Lockfowk?"

He laughed as he looked at her
swollen stomach. "It looks like you've got some news as well. When
is it due?"

She wrinkled her nose. "In a few
weeks. In all my imaginings about the joys of pregnancy, I never
envisioned feeling like bloated carrion. The doctor insists it is
only one baby, though."

She could say things to her
brother that she would never think of saying to anyone else. He had
a strange sense of humor and usually stated exactly what was on his
mind in an amusing way.

He laughed as he followed her into
the kitchen and dropped into the chair she indicated. "Where's
Chait? How is the campaign going?"

"He's campaigning in Bree right
now." She poured water in a pan and set it on the stove. "I haven't
seen much of him lately. He's always travelling."

Kenyon nodded. "I suppose that's
all part of running for President." He leaned back in his chair and
put one ankle on his knee. "Why Bree? Isn't that the little outpost
in the mountains where the Nyumbani attacked and took Akira
captive? That's where Beier was held captive, wasn't
it?"

In one breath, he had made the
similarities between Nyumbani and Lochfowk colonies clear. She
nodded. "Beyer spent most of his captivity on a farm near there.
Bree is the closest settlement to the Anialwch Palace and it has
grown in importance since Lochfowk began trading with
them."

He nodded again. "I
see."

She sat down at the table. "So,
tell me what has brought you to Lockfowk."

He smiled. "I'm here to escort Mai
and Sima to the ceremony. I hoped I could take my little sister as
well."

"Chait doesn't want me to travel
and I don't feel like it anyway. I'm a little concerned about being
away from Bergen when the baby is born, but Lochfowk has the best
medical care on the planet." She smiled. "Besides; it has
Chait."

He didn't say anything

"Tell everyone that I love them
and I'm thinking about them."

Kenyon's somber dark eyes held
hers a moment. "I'll tell them. They will be disappointed, but they
will understand." He suddenly smiled. "Well, maybe you'll be able
to travel in a few months and we'll see you both then."

By "both" he meant her and the
baby, not her and Chait. No one in her family liked Chait, but they
never said anything. They welcomed Chait because he was her mate.
Chait said he admired her twin brother, but sometimes his actions
toward Donte spoke otherwise.

Kenyon had been a captive of
Lochfowk for thirty years. During that time, he had repeatedly
tried to escape and it had been Chait who led the group sent to
bring him back. Chait said that he was only doing what he was told.
If he became president, he would be able to make his colony
better.

They sat in uncomfortable silence
for a moment until Kenyon changed the subject. "Beier has been
trying to keep us informed while Donte was in the service. He's
been Pieter's assistant. He helped develop the trade between
Anialwch and Lochfowk while Donte was in the service. He has helped
unite the colonies."

That was true, but Donte wouldn’t
like the way it was being done. When he found out, Donte would want
some changes made. That would likely lead to a rift between Donte
and Papaw again. They wanted the same thing, but they had
fundamental differences about how their goals should be achieved.
Donte had learned to submit to Pieter because he was the ruler, but
this would be different. When it came to The Prophesy, Donte was
the chosen one, not Pieter. But then, Pieter’s public opinion of
The Prophesy was that it was nothing more than folklore. What he
privately believed might be another thing. Both Chait and Pieter
were being influenced by Ness, Chait’s running mate, who thought
those who subscribed to The Prophesy theory were weak-minded. Ness
had never met Donte, but Pieter and Chait should know better.
Actually, they did. Neither of them believed Donte had a weak mind,
but they didn’t want to be considered weak-minded – which
ultimately made them weak-minded, didn’t it? Of course, she didn’t
actually think either Chait or Pieter were weak-minded. It was a
toss-up who was more stubborn, though.

She shrugged. "I don't see Chait
very often. Mostly, I stay here at the house and try to stay out of
politics."

"Have you met Chait's running
mate, Ness?"

"Yes, briefly."

Actually, from the time she met
him, Ness had made her feel uncomfortable. Like Kia, Sima’s
vice-president, he was close to what she might describe as evil.
They both seemed to be motivated by self-gain. They liked having
power over others. She had the feeling there was little they
wouldn’t do to promote themselves.

He lifted his brows. "There is a
rumor that Ness wanted to make an all-Mascot council."

"Yes. Chait wanted to enlarge the
council, but...I heard Papaw wanted to make his cabinet Mascots
too."

Kenyon gave her a wry smile. "I
don't know what he wants, but he doesn't appoint his cabinet
members – they are elected by the people of Bergen. I understand
that, in Lockfowk, the President appoints them. Bergen's cabinet
members represent the public but Lochfowk's council members each
represent a specific group."

"True. I think Donte would agree
with Chait about enlarging the council, but he would never agree to
it being all Mascots. Ness says that Mascots should take control so
that if the colonists turn on the Mascots, they will be able to
subdue any uprising."

Kenyon studied her face a moment.
"They don't believe in The Prophecy, but they want to be prepared
for it." He shrugged. "I don't think it matters what Donte thinks
about what happens in Lochfowk, but I'm sure he would object to
Pieter appointing any cabinet members."

She nodded vigorously. "Yes, and
I'm afraid it would cause a rift between them again. If Donte keeps
saying that Colonists and Mascots should have equal opportunity in
government, he's going to start trouble."

Kenyon's laugh was a brief
expulsion of air. "I think sparks are going to fly between Pieter
and Donte no matter what happens." He shrugged. "I think Pieter
knows how Donte feels on that matter. I think we're on the verge of
major change. Maybe that's what The Prophesy is all
about.

"No. Donte says The Prophesy is
going to happen when Oriel returns."

"All that is theoretical. The
politics of it is fact." He grinned. "And speaking of politics, you
seem to know a lot about it for someone who tries to stay out of
it."

She smiled. "When your mate is
campaigning, you're bound to learn things."

He lifted his foot off his ankle
and leaned forward, placing his hand over hers. "I know you're in a
difficult situation. Hopefully, all this will soon be over and we
can all start working together."

She gripped his hand and leaned
forward, kissing his cheek. "I hope so – and I hope you visit me
more frequently. This isolation is the worst part."

He stood. "I'll make a point of
visiting more often."

 



Chapter 3

 


When King Neirin and Celyn stepped
off the boat at the dock in Playa, Libertad, it was late evening so
he got a room for each of them. This was their first trip out of
Anialwch territory. Celyn was excited but felt anxious. They had
both learned the languages of Libertad, Bergen, Lochfowk and
Nyumbani, so that part didn’t trouble him. They knew a little about
the customs of all the colonies. They would learn more about
Libertad and Bergen when they visited those colonies. What troubled
him most was Celyn. At almost fourteen, she had suddenly become
moody and rebellious. He could no longer let her out of his sight.
Her body had matured faster than her mind and she was more
beautiful than any woman he had ever seen – and that included
Rianne. He wasn’t concerned she would get into trouble with the
men. There was only one man in her life, and that was his major
problem. She wasn’t merely infatuated with Donte. She was obsessed
with him. She wanted to see him, and if Neirin had not arranged to
take her there, he had no doubt that she would have gone on her
own. They had an invitation to a celebration and that was all she
needed. The fact that Donte already had a mate didn’t concern her.
To her way of thinking, he could do as he pleased until she was
nineteen. At that point he must exchange vows with her, as her
vision had dictated. She had no idea what love was
about.

Donte loved Rianne and Neirin
hoped that if Celyn saw them together she would understand that he
wasn’t going to shove Rianne aside to exchange vows with Celyn.
Celyn had enough admirers in Anialwch, but she barely noticed them.
Hopefully, when she returned from this visit, she would begin to
show interest in other males.

Celyn’s obsession over Donte
wasn’t the only reason he was escorting her to Bergen, though. Of
course, there was the celebration of the servicemen and women
returning, but there was something he wanted to discuss with Donte.
Now that Anialwch and Lochfowk were communicating, he had heard
things that disturbed him. Lochfowk had a large population of
Mascots, while both Anialwch and Nyumbani had few – mostly women.
In Nyumbani, Queen Halisi, a Mascot, had promised to exchange vows
with a colonist. In Lochfowk, there was rumor of an all-Mascot
government being planned if Chait was elected president next year.
Of course, it might not be true. He had heard the same about Bergen
and they currently had an all-colonist cabinet. Donte wasn’t the
ruler yet, but surely he would never permit the Bergen cabinet to
be replaced by all Mascots without the approval of the
colonists.

 


Early the next morning they
boarded the tram. Neither of them had ever seen a tram before. It
was quite an experience, and the scenery from their window was
beautiful. Celyn was torn between the little girl drooling out the
window and the young princess preening in the reflection. When the
tram stopped at Palangana, a nice-looking young man boarded the
tram. He was tall, with golden skin and brown eyes. He kept
watching Celyn and she pretended not to notice, all the while
making sure she presented her best profile for him. Neirin wasn’t
sure he was going to survive a teenage daughter. He was relieved
when they reached Libertad main colony and switched trams to go to
Bergen. They had barely settled in their seats when he glanced up
to see Akira approaching them. She smiled and spoke to the tall
good-looking man behind her who had stopped to talk to a passenger.
The man glanced up from his conversation and smiled. Concluding his
conversation, he followed Akira to stop beside Neirin. If Neirin
had ever met the man, he had forgotten, but he had no doubt it was
President Quade. Donte bore a remarkable resemblance to his
father.

Celyn caught her breath and stood.
“Akira!”

Akira shook her hand. “Celyn, this
is my mate, President Quade.”

Quade offered a palm to Celyn and
then Neirin. “I’m delighted to see you here,
Nomi…Monomi.”

Neirin scooted over. “Please sit
with us,” Celyn sat beside her father, leaving the other seat for
Quade and Akira.

Quade stood aside, allowing Akira
to sit first before sitting down beside her. His attention fixed on
Neirin. “If you have time while you are here, I’d like to show you
around.”

Neirin nodded. “I think we could
make the time. We would both enjoy that. This has been quite an
experience for both of us already.”

“Daddy,” Celyn said, rolling her
eyes. “You’re making us look socially awkward.”

Neirin laughed. “Well, princess, I
believe we are. We can fix that easily enough, though.”

 


Celyn couldn’t stop looking at
Quade. He looked so much like Donte – or Donte looked so much like
his father. They both had that deep gentle voice and a soft-spoken
way about them. They were both unusually good looking – tall and
lean. Quade had soft brown eyes, though, and Donte’s were a
beautiful dark blue. She could hardly wait to see Donte again. It
had been nearly four years since the last time she had seen him.
All the time he was on the space ship, she hadn’t assisted him in
any of her visions. She had dreamed about him, though. She never
told her father about the dreams or the visions anymore. For some
reason, they upset him.

Akira wore a long blue dress of a
soft material that was gathered at her slim waist with a
silver-linked belt. Her beautiful red hair was braided and wrapped
around her head. Quade must have thought she looked nice, because
he would look at her and she would look at him like they were the
only two people in on the tram. It was embarrassing for two old
people to act like that.

Celyn glanced down at her plain
white robe. It was clean and comfortable, but she wished she had
something nice like Akira was wearing. The only times Celyn had
seen Donte, he was either dressed in a robe or a uniform. Quade was
dressed in gray trousers, a white shirt and a soft gray jacket. It
would be nice to wear something besides white.

“I like your dress,” she told
Akira.

“Thank you. Saskia got this for me
when she was in Bosvrouwen. She is a senior on the fabric council.”
She hesitated and glanced at Neirin. “If your father doesn’t mind,
I imagine Rianne would have something you could wear.”

Celyn shook her head vigorously.
“No thank you.” She wasn’t about to wear anything that belonged to
Rianne.

Akira smiled. “Well, possibly
Saskia could come up with something.”

Warmth crawled up Celyn’s neck and
she glanced at her father. “I don’t think Daddy would let me wear
something like that.”

Neirin lifted his brows. “I wasn’t
aware that I could stop you.” He shrugged. “You may dress as you
wish. Akira looks lovely, doesn’t she?”

Celyn looked at Akira’s dress
again and nodded.

“I’m sure we can find you
something before the celebration. We will have time.” Akira spoke
the Anialwch language with a clipped accent. She made it sound
feminine.

 


Time rushed by like the scenery
outside their window. The tram climbed through mountain passes
still cloaked in snow and rolled down steep hills into wide green
valleys. It was beautiful. They passed forested hills with
occasional cottages surrounded by rock fences. Finally, the tram
slowed and rolled to a halt inside a building. They emerged from
the tram into an elevated station.

Celyn studied the lobby in the
station at Bergen with wide eyes. It was beautiful. The walls were
of polished logs and it had a warm feeling about it. Even the floor
was of polished wood planks. Colorful rugs covered the floor in
spots against the wall where there were people sitting in chairs.
They were probably waiting to get on the tram. There were bookcases
and lots of books. It was the most beautiful lobby she had ever
seen.

A bearded man in light blue shirt
and trousers approached them with a smile and a handshake. “I am
Cariel. You must be King Neirin and Princess Celyn. Pieter is
expecting you. I have been asked to escort you to see him when you
arrived. He turned to Quade and Akira, welcoming them as
well.

They rode in a coach to a large
building on a hill. The entire bottom floor was a lobby, much like
the one at the station. She had never seen so much bare wood. It
was pretty polished like that. Anialwch was mostly desert, so the
colonists had utilized stone for building rather than the few trees
they had.

As they were waiting for the lift,
a tall lean figure walked toward them. He had his head down,
reading a paper, but Celyn had no doubt it was Donte. He was
dressed in soft blue shirt and gray trousers. His boots clicked on
the hardwood floor with each step. Sensing their presence, he
looked up.

His expression transformed from
troubled to a smile of delight in a heartbeat. He joined them and
offered a palm to Neirin first. “What a pleasant
surprise!”

Neirin grasped his forearm and
gave it a welcome shake. “It is good to see you, Donte.”

Donte offered his palm to Celyn
and she placed her palm on his warm muscular forearm. For a moment
she was at loss for words. He was even more handsome than
ever.

“Celyn,” he said. “It’s nice to
see you again. You’ve done some growing while I was
away.”

The deep warm voice sent another
wave of heat up her neck, spilling onto her cheeks. He released her
hand and turned to Akira.

“Nomi.” And to Quade: “Dad. It’s
nice to see you.” He hugged his father.

Quade hugged him. “We’re all glad
to see you back on Purlieu.” He stepped back and put an arm around
Akira’s shoulders. “Akira is my mate now. We exchanged vows last
night.”

Donte lifted his brows.
“Congratulations.” He looked uncomfortable for a moment. “I hate to
leave you here, but a friend is expecting me momentarily. I’ll join
you as soon as possible.”

The lift doors opened and they
stepped inside. Donte strode away down the hall, his expression
once more troubled.

Saskia met them at the door and
her welcome was genuine. “Oh my, Pieter. Look who else is here.
This is so exciting.”

Pieter rolled his chair toward the
door to greet them. As they all stepped into the room, two more
red-headed women stood and joined a tall lean man with brown eyes.
He was almost as good looking as Donte. One of the women resembled
Akira, but she was older and prettier. The other woman was smaller
than Celyn.

Quade made the introductions. The
tall lean man was Kenyon, Quade’s son. After the Mascot handshake,
his hand slid down her arm and lifted her hand in his. He bowed
over it. “It is a pleasure to meet you. I have heard a lot about
you.” His eyes harbored a twinkle that suggested he was sharing a
joke. His lips weren’t as full as Donte’s, but they formed a smile
of appreciation. She had the feeling she would like to know him
better.

The little woman was Mai and the
older one was Sima, the president of Lochfowk.

Celyn was so excited that she
wanted to jump up and down. Finally, she was getting to travel, and
now she was in the room with the leaders of four colonies! If only
Donte was here, but he said he would join them later.

Pieter and Saskia made sure they
all had a comfortable place to sit and a hot drink. Saskia brought
some treats out on a tray. Celyn looked at her father and he nodded
his permission.

Pieter glanced at Quade. “I
thought Donte and Rianne would be here by now.”

“We saw Donte in the lobby.” Celyn
said. “He said he would be here soon.”

Neirin gave her a warning look, so
she said no more. Why would that be a secret? Maybe he simply
thought she shouldn’t speak unless spoken to.

Pieter’s expression was
reflective. “If he knew you were here, he should have cancelled his
plans.”

Saskia gave him a stern look. “I’m
sure he knows how to prioritize his time.”

Kenyon stood and looked at Mai.
“We’ll go check on him.”

Pieter nodded. “Thank you. Tell
him…” he looked at Saskia “That we are looking forward to seeing
him.”

Kenyon gave him a wry smile. “I
know he feels the same way about everyone here.”

 


After Donte left the group, he
strode down the hall, his mind instantly on the task at hand.
Gerritt had agreed to talk to him before he left in the morning.
Since they were both going to attend the celebration, now would be
the only opportunity. He hoped to talk him out of leaving and
discover what Pieter had said to offend him. It was a lot to
expect.

In the commons, he got them each a
hot drink and chose a table in the corner. He took a seat, leaving
Gerritt a place where the wall would be at his back and he could
see anyone who approached. If he felt confident that he was not
being overheard, he would be more likely to divulge
information.

Gerritt entered the room and
spotted Donte in the corner. He walked across the commons and took
the chair Donte had saved for him. He lifted the cup and took a
sip. “What’s going on?”

“I was hoping you could tell me.
I’m feeling a little vulnerable.”

Gerritt nodded. He studied the hot
liquid in the cup.

Donte let him collect his
thoughts. He was obviously reluctant to talk.

Gerritt looked up. “I was invited
to leave after the celebration.”

Donte frowned.
“What? Why?”

Gerritt shrugged. “I was told you
already had a second, whatever that means.”

Donte stared at him. Gerritt knew
what a second was. It was the person you named to take your place
if something happened to you. The confusing part about it was that
a second wasn’t named until you were the ruler. Obviously, Donte
had not named his second. He was Pieter’s second. Who had Pieter
promised as Donte’s second?

“Who was my second supposed to
be?”

Gerritt shrugged again. “He didn’t
say. I didn’t want to hang around where I wasn’t wanted anyway, so
I didn’t ask.”

“I’m sorry, Gerritt. I can’t
imagine what he was talking about, but I’m going to find out. I’m
not the ruler so I can’t have a second. It makes no sense at
all.”

“I appreciate your support, but I
don’t want to start trouble. I’ll take my leave, as Pieter
suggested. I’ll be around, if you need me.”

There was more. Obviously Gerritt
felt uncomfortable about discussing it, but.... “I need you now,
Gerritt…if you are still willing to work with me. I don’t want to
drag you into something you don’t want to be involved in,
though.”

Gerritt leaned back in his chair
and glanced around the room. “I promised I would help. What do you
need?”

Why the sudden reluctance? Gerritt
had been aware that Pieter didn't believe in The Prophesy and that
there would be some resistance.

“I need your ears and your eyes.
You don’t have to.…”

Gerritt lifted a finger from his
cup, a signal that someone was approaching. Donte turned to see
Kenyon approaching their table, Mai beside him.

Kenyon gave Donte a wry smile. “I
see you’re consorting too. Could we join you? I think we have
something you’d like to hear.”

Donte stood and slid his chair
around. “Grab a couple of chairs. I’ll get you some hot drinks.” He
looked at Gerritt, who was standing, obviously not certain if he
should stay. “This is my brother, Kenyon, and Mai from Lochfowk.
Please sit down. I think we may have
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