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PRELUDE

 


These are the expeditions of Spaceship Lyra;
dedicated to assisting friend or foe - on planets or in space. No
assignment is too small or too large for their crew.

 


Supreme commander Donte is a mascot - a human
genetically altered with animal genes. Mascots were originally
designed to protect and guide the colonists on a new planet, so
they are the ideal crew for a research and rescue spaceship. They
have attributes that no other human has, and they could live 350 to
400 years - assuming they survive their next assignment.

 


Log 001 – The Amelioration Expedition

Log 002 – The Genesis Project

Log 003 – Quixotic Rebellion

Log 004 – The Macabre Organism

Log 005 – Intimate Domain

 



Chapter 1

 


Malin stepped back and flattened himself against a
boulder when he heard the airship. The tan uniform camouflaged his
body as the airship shot over the cliffs. It flew low enough that
he could read the word Lyra on the side. Fontalo rarely flew over
this area anymore. He couldn't imagine why they had done so today.
Fortunately, the militia had finished their meal hours ago and
there were no fires to reveal their presence.

He waited a few minutes and, when no more airships
appeared, he left the shelter of the boulder. Making his way to the
cliffs, he entered the cave. There, he climbed the steps to the
upper level of their underground city. He liked it better up here
because there were openings in the ceiling where natural light
could enter. Some lived most of their lives in this environment,
but as leader of Espero's small militia, he spent most of his time
outside. Recently, keeping the Wards and Stewards separated had
become a full-time job. Hence, the meeting.

He stopped at the third door on the right and
knocked. When he heard the invitation, he opened the door and
entered. He was late again. Everyone sat around the table, waiting
for his arrival. There were only four of them. He made the
fifth.

He pulled out a chair and sat at the table, muttering
his usual apology.

Jules, governor of the Custodians, gave him a stern
look, but said nothing. He had run out of effective words for this
situation a century ago. Elias and Luka didn't even look at him,
but Hannah, governor of the Stewards, lent him her support in a
small smile.

Jules launched into his usual method of starting a
meeting.

"As you all know, we are here regarding the problem
with the Wards and Stewards. It is our responsibility to protect
both, but the Wards are not simply taking slaves now. They are
killing Stewards" His lofty gaze landed briefly on Hannah before
fixing on Malin. "What is your recommendation?"

Jules didn't actually want a recommendation. He
wanted results. Malin had given his recommendation long ago and it
had been ignored. He had never considered the taking of Steward
slaves to be a simple matter. No doubt, neither did Hannah, but she
wouldn't contest Jules. Stewards avoided conflict – at any cost, it
seemed. He fixed his attention on Jules.

"Of course, we all know the only recommendation I can
make is to contain the Wards where they cannot escape."

Jules grunted. "Yes, we have considered and rejected
that recommendation. It would be cruel to confine them for
eternity."

Malin nodded. "Then the only other thing I can
recommend is punishment."

Jules frowned. "Their violent temperaments are the
fault of Fontalo. Again, we have already denied this
recommendation. You have had sufficient time to consider this and
implement new direction. Perhaps we need a new leader for the
militia."

An idle threat. That had been done before and they
had discovered he wasn't as expendable as they thought. The Wards
had no incentive to follow the rules. They had been leaving their
assigned territory for centuries to capture Stewards for slaves. So
far, they had not left Espero because they feared retaliation from
Fontalo. At least once a week Malin and his militia searched for
missing Wards, usually finding them in Steward territory.

The government of Espero could forbid Malin to punish
the Wards for leaving the territory they had been assigned, but
when it came to his men, he made his own rules. Any move against
the militia resulted in immediate punishment – up to, and
including, death. As he had told Jules – there must be a line drawn
and the people who had to deal with the Wards on a daily basis
should draw that line. Malin agreed that responsibility for the
violent temperament of the wards belonged to Fontalo but the Wards
obviously responded to punishment. They understood consequences;
and that the Custodian government offered none. The only line the
government had drawn was the borders of Espero. No one, not the
Custodians, the Stewards or the Wards, was allowed to cross them
without permission – and none of them did.

But, as Jules had pointed out, they'd had this
argument before. It had done no good then and nothing had
changed.

Malin shrugged. "My newest recommendation would be
that the Stewards stay out of the territory of the Wards. As you
know, they have been violating that border for decades."

Jules looked at Hannah and she blushed, avoiding
looking at him as she spoke. "It is against our rules to enter the
territory of the Wards. It would be unfair to punish them when the
Wards are not punished. They believe the river has healing power.
As you know; we are not immortal and our medical knowledge is less
than sufficient." She looked at Malin. "The Wards have attacked
Stewards who do not enter their territory."

Jules fixed Malin with a stern look. "What have you
done about that?"

Malin looked Jules in the eye. "What can I do about
it? We capture them and take them back to their territory. This
isn't going to get any better until they are contained or
punished."

Jules waved a hand in frustration. "You never have
anything new to say at these meetings. I wonder why we invite you.
Stop whining and do your job."

Luka and Elias looked empathetic. Frankly, Malin
wondered if the presence of the two council members in the meetings
was merely to lend Jules support now that Fontalo didn't.

Hannah looked at the table. Jules knew he would get
no resistance from the Stewards. Malin had often questioned the
need for their weekly meetings. They rarely accomplished anything.
The meetings had not stopped when Fontalo left and they had not
changed since they had returned.

 


When the Fontalo spaceship had left Planet Arcane,
centuries ago, Malin had been thankful. He had been thankful for
the eternal life bestowed on the Custodians in return for taking
care of the Stewards and Wards, but he had also been thankful that
Fontalo left. Their departure had put an end to the experiments and
life had been peaceful.

Malin had been sent to
negotiate with the Primaz to create a territory for the Stewards,
Wards and Custodians. Espero had a mild climate, plenty of fresh
water and game. A channel of deep water separated Espero from the
area where the dinosaurs lived. A range of high mountains marked
the northern and southern borders of their territory. Espero had
been a virtual paradise – for the first fifty years. Then the
drought came. The channel became shallow and the hungry dinosaurs
migrated into Espero. Immortality had been a façade. No one could
survive being ripped apart and eaten by a dinosaur.

Their city had been completely destroyed within a
week. In the centuries since, vegetation had completely taken over
the site. The survivors had moved to a new location in the cliffs.
It had been difficult at first, but they had adapted. When the
dinosaurs had eaten all the game and the rains returned, they
returned to their former hunting grounds. Once again, the
Custodians had been left in relative peace. They had learned to
survive on the vegetation Espero provided.

While Espero flourished, the Primaz had died. They
had died of diseases brought by Fontalo and because their food
supply had been eliminated by the dinosaurs. They probably would
have gone extinct if Fontalo had not returned.

When Fontalo returned, they had moved the Sentinels
and Primaz from Hirina to a new location away from the dinosaurs.
For a while, the Custodians had hidden, only coming out at night.
Malin had expected Fontalo to attempt contact, but it was as if
they had forgotten about the existence of the Custodians. No one
wanted to remind them. The Custodians did keep track of what
Fontalo was doing, though. Because of his knowledge of the terrain,
Malin was the person they usually sent.

It had been almost sixteen years since Fontalo had
returned and, other than an occasional shuttle or airship flying
overhead, Fontalo had not made contact with the Custodians. Malin
had seen no indication that Fontalo had resumed the experiments,
but that didn’t mean it wasn’t happening. He had never been inside
their new base.

Now they had another problem – a drought and the
return of the dinosaurs. If Malin ruled Espero, he would make some
changes, but he didn’t. Espero's militia was his responsibility. It
didn’t matter what he thought. Jules was right about one thing. His
presence in the meetings was pointless.

They covered a few more subjects in the meeting, none
of which affected him. Finally, they mercifully concluded the
meeting.

 


***

 


Since he was a small boy, Kenyada had believed that
he would one day rule. His father had been President of Nyumbani
colony on Planet Purlieu since it changed from a monarchy to a
democracy. His parents, Kwasi and Bahati were Mascots – humans
genetically modified with animal genes. As a Mascot, Kenyada
believed his destiny was to guide and protect colonists. He had
studied all the colonies on Purlieu. He knew their languages, their
cultures and their governments. He wanted to do something
different. He wanted his own colony. Planet Arcane provided the
best opportunity for that venture, but one didn't simply move to
Arcane. The only way to get there was on the research and rescue
spaceship, Lyra, which was based at Arcane.

To gain passage on the Lyra, he would need the
permission of Adriaan, the commander. With a few exceptions, only
mascots were allowed to remain on Arcane, and even those were
required to have some kind of special training – usually at least
three years in service on a spaceship and three more in the Premier
Infantry on Purlieu.

A minimum age of sixteen was required to sign up for
service on a spaceship and he had only turned eighteen today. He
had no special skills except those he had picked up with a good
education and following the example his father provided. Arcane was
a peaceful planet with a scant population and he would have a
peaceful colony. There would be no need for military training.
Those he chose would have hunting and farming skills. His
requirements were different than those the Lyra employed. If he
could speak to someone in command at Arcane instead of Cade at the
recruiting office for the Lyra here on Purlieu, they would
understand.

His proposed transportation to Arcane would soon
arrive at Purlieu. As the son of Nyumbani's President, he would be
welcomed at the celebration in Bergen colony for returning Lyra
troops. For the same reason, he would be given permission to speak
to Donte, Supreme Commander of all the spaceships, and Adriaan,
commander of the Lyra – the spaceship based at Arcane.

He had contacted Cade, commander of the Premier
Infantry on Purlieu, and Dalziel on Arcane, but the answer had been
the same. Go through military training first. He had used all the
proper channels of communication. Now he was going to go to the
top. Donte. Relatives and friends of Donte had been accepted with
no resistance.

Kenyada even had a name for his new colony – Huru. In
the language of the Nyumbani, it represented sovereignty. If Huru
ever needed a militia, they could train their own. He didn’t want
to do things the way everyone else did. He wanted a peaceful colony
where people were free to farm and raise their families. Since
their alliance with Planet Oriel, Purlieu had forgotten what it was
like to live simply.

The Lyra would be returning this week for fresh
troops. Those who had served their three years would attend a
celebration in their honor. Donte would be at the Groot Thuis in
Bergen for the celebration. Kenyada’s father had been invited and
Kenyada had been given permission to travel there with him. His
father had even agreed to introduce him to Donte; the man who had
freed his father from Lochfowk nearly fifty years ago. Kenyada felt
excited. He was on the brink of achieving his goal!

 


***

 


In the last six months, Dr. Alexandra Ramsay had
discovered that Purlieu wasn’t nearly as backward as Oriel thought
it was. True, their clinics needed fresh training, but that could
be said of many places on Oriel as well.

When she had first arrived on Purlieu, she had worked
at the underground complex of the Premier Infantry headquarters
with an aging Dr. Gillis and his assistant. That had certainly been
an eye-opener. She had trained them enough that she didn’t feel
like she was wasting their time, but she had also learned from
them. Until then, she had only read about Mascots. The complex was
full of them. They were all exceptionally attractive men and
women.

Cade had sent her to Lochfowk, Libertad, Anialwch,
Nyumbani and finally, Bergen colonies. None of the leaders had
impressed her as much as Cobus, Bergen's ruler. She found him to be
the most attractive of all the Mascots she had met – not only
physically, but in every other way. She found his violet gaze
hypnotic. He was kind, gentle, wise - and devoted to the people of
Bergen. It was no surprise that they adored him. The surprise came
when she learned he was single. He lived in an apartment upstairs
in the Groot Thuis by himself. How had he escaped all the women who
openly flirted with him?

One of those who openly flirted with him was Willow,
a journalist who had arrived from Oriel on the same spaceship as
Alexandra. She was a beautiful girl with a lovely figure. At
twenty-three, she had all the wisdom of a mature woman and none of
the common sense. On the spaceship coming to Purlieu, Willow had
made no secret of the fact that she wanted to take a Mascot back to
Oriel with her. Considering the way she had flirted with Cobus, it
looked like she had set her sites on him. Nothing like starting at
the top.

As Anialwch had its palace in the desert, Bergen had
a Groot Thuis in the mountains. The entrance opened up into a large
lobby with a kitchen off to the side. Millie said the lobby was
where the celebration would take place when the Lyra arrived to
exchange trained troops for new volunteers. She said serving on the
Lyra was a coveted goal for most of the troops. Millie had served
on the Lyra for six years before retiring and working in the
kitchen of the Groot Thuis. She lived in Bergen with her husband,
Renaldo, who was Bergen’s official translator. They had two
children; one an infant. Renaldo had come to Purlieu from
Oriel.

The couple had made her feel welcome from the time
she arrived, as had Huib, the main doctor in the Groot Thuis
infirmary. She had been with them only a month when Dr. Huib had
asked her about training doctors on Arcane. At first, she wondered
if they were trying to get rid of her, but both Millie and Renaldo
assured her that she should feel honored. Dalziel, head of the
Premier Infantry, always selected the most qualified people to work
on Arcane and the Lyra.

Alexandra felt overwhelmed. She had heard of the Lyra
and its Supreme Commander, Donte. He had a lot of influence with
Fontalo, or at least did when Arlo was CEO. Donte was Purlieu’s
highest-ranking officer and his approval was essential if a person
wanted to visit Arcane. Even the people on Oriel's Planet, Opus,
held him in high regard. She had never met anyone with that much
power and had no idea how to address him – or even if she should.
She might regret agreeing to go to Arcane – but she was looking
forward to it, all the same. Arcane would be the fourth planet in
what had turned out to be a galactic medical tour. So far, she
liked Purlieu the most.

As soon as Willow heard that the Lyra would be
docking at Purlieu, she had started urging Cobus to ask Donte if
she could go to Arcane. Cobus told her that Donte would make that
decision, but he would introduce her to him. This was going to get
interesting.

 


***

 


Evi would soon be sixteen and she was ready to
officially join the service. She thought she would have trouble
convincing her parents, but Mama had reminded Daddy that she had
always wanted to be part of the Lyra team and she would soon be the
required age. Daddy probably thought she might sign up on another
spaceship. She wouldn’t do that. The Lyra had been her home away
from home since birth. She was an Arcane native, as were her two
brothers, Deidrick and Gregor. Now Mama was expecting two more
babies – twins. Daddy was excited at the prospect, but Mama didn’t
seem quite as happy about it. She only wanted one more baby. She
said four children made a perfect family. She said that because she
and Daddy had raised a family of four in the Groot Thuis when Daddy
was the Ruler of Bergen. They had started all over with a family
after Daddy became Supreme Commander.

The whole idea left Evi wondering about her mother's
reasoning. After all, when she joined the service and the twins
were born, Mama would still have a family of four.

Nanna, Daddy's grandmother, would be there to help
Mama with her brothers. Deidrick was a sweet eight-year-old, but
four-year-old Gregor was a pain. He was always into something he
shouldn’t be. Mama said Daddy had spoiled him. They all had.

Mama didn’t want to go to Purlieu and Daddy didn’t
want to leave her behind. Nanna had convinced him that it would be
more comfortable for Mama to stay on Arcane. Great Grandpa Quade
would be there and he ran the base hospital. Mama wasn’t due until
after their scheduled return, so Daddy finally agreed. Bergen
wanted him to participate in the celebration, so he had no choice
but to leave Mama on Arcane.

Daddy said the least he could do was take Dederick
and Gregor with them so Mama could get some rest. Gregor thought
that was a grand idea. He always wanted to be with Daddy. Dederick
didn’t want to leave Mama, but he didn’t want Daddy to go without
him. So it was, that they had taken their first trip on the Lyra
without Mama.

Grandpa Kenyon had stayed on Arcane with his mate,
Celyn and their daughter, Braith. It was their son's first trip
without his parents as well. Dai was her uncle, but he was only one
year older. They had grown up together like cousins. Dai had
officially joined the Lyra team as a cadet when he turned sixteen.
After a year of basic training, he was now focusing on a specialty
– communications.

Evi had another reason she wanted to go to Purlieu,
but she didn’t say anything about it to her parents. It had been
almost four years since she had seen Cobus. She could hardly wait
to see the look in on his handsome face when he realized she was
now an adult. He wouldn’t be coming back to the Lyra and she didn’t
want to leave it, but she loved Cobus. Mama and Daddy would say he
was too old for her. He was older than Daddy, but Kenyon was old
enough to be Celyn’s grandfather and that had worked out. All that
mattered was that they loved each other. Cobus would probably live
for another two hundred years.

 


***

 


Adriaan left the troop organizing to Maas, as he had
since their last mission. Maas was a capable and cooperative Mascot
and now the commander of the Premier Infantry on the Lyra. Maas had
smoothly slid into the position that Cobus had vacated when he
became Ruler of Bergen. Cobus had been the best commander that
Adriaan had ever had - even better than Donte. As much as Adriaan
hated losing Cobus, he had to agree with Donte that Cobus was the
best fit for Bergen. Cobus loved his new position and the people of
Bergen loved him. He had organized Bergen as easily as he had the
Lyra troops and, under his tutelage, Bergen had reclaimed its
previous place as one of the most powerful and influential colonies
on Purlieu.

It hadn’t taken Maas long to learn what a challenge
working with Donte could be. In emergencies, Donte often stood
between danger and the troops. He had learned to delegate, but
there were some things for which he was better suited than anyone.
Donte could sense things – the presence of people and animals, as
well as their moods. He could sense when a person was telling a lie
and his intuition about something that was going to happen had
saved the troops more than once.

Donte's son, Heri and Kenyon's son, Dai, could sense
presence, as could Donte's youngest boy, Gregor, but they had not
inherited the abilities that Evi had. When Evi learned to use those
skills, she was going to be more powerful than Donte ever was. Evi
couldn't wait to join the service and Adriaan welcomed her, but he
wasn't going to let her get into situations like Donte did. He
couldn't control his Supreme Commander, but he could control Evi –
at least he hoped he could.

 



Chapter 2

 


Rianne didn’t like being separated from Donte or her
children. The Lyra had been gone five weeks. They should reach
Purlieu today. Donte said they would only stay a few days before
they started back. She should have gone with them. Surely, she
wouldn’t have been more miserable on the Lyra than she had been on
Arcane in the last week. She still had another twelve weeks left in
her twelve-month gestation. It would have been uncomfortable enough
with only one baby kicking around inside of her. She had been
excited about the pregnancy until she found out it was twins. Two
babies at once would take the enjoyment out of being a new mother.
She couldn't devote all her attention to one of them. Donte said he
would help. He had always been a good husband and father, but there
was a limit to what he could do. Of course, she had his grandmother
to assist. She hated to saddle her with that responsibility,
though.

She sighed. Whether she wanted two or not, she was
going to have two babies.

Saskia looked up from the infant gown she was hand
sewing. “Are you having a difficult time again tonight?”

Rianne shifted in her chair and put a hand over her
swollen stomach. “I don’t know how I’m going to last another twelve
weeks. I hope I don’t get too cranky.”

Saskia smiled. “We’ll all understand if you do. Donte
will be back soon and I’m sure that will help.”

By the time Donte returned, she would only have seven
weeks left. Quade said that twins often came early. As a doctor, he
probably had the experience to know, but twins had been rare for
Mascots back when they could reproduce. Quade had never delivered
Mascot twins.

Saskia sobered. "Are you frightened?"

Rianne started to say no, but she wouldn't be fooling
Saskia, whose daughter, Donte's mother, had died in childbirth
delivering twins. She had been trying not to think about it and
certainly didn't want to remind Saskia of it. Instead, she
addressed something else that had been bothering her.

"It's probably natural for me to feel this way, but
I've been plagued by the feeling that I'll never see Donte or our
children in person again."

Saskia returned her attention to her sewing. "I'm
glad Arabella and Nieke devised a way of communicating with the
Lyra so that you and Donte can see each other every day."

He had contacted her every morning. He had a specific
time and he was never late. First, he talked to her alone, and then
the children joined them. Donte had always been a thoughtful and
faithful mate.

"I'm glad Arabella decided to stay here on
Arcane."

Saskia smiled and nodded. "I'm sure you miss Andras,
Rikki and Petra."

Yes, she did, but their first children had built
their lives on Purlieu. Andras had never taken a mate. He was
commander of Spaceship Moeder. Petra still lived on a farm with her
mate and Rikki had taken a mate and moved to Lochfowk colony. Their
children were spread out over two planets. Arabella's mate was a
Primaz native and they had one child. Fortunately, Syed could
speak. The Primaz interfaced with each other telepathically because
they had no larynx. Arabella, like Donte, could interface with
them.

She sighed again. "We have a strange family, don't
we? I wonder if the twins will have special skills like Arabella,
Andras, Evi and Gregor."

Saskia looked up; her hands still over her work.
"Strange? I would call them special. I'm sure everyone else sees
them that way too. You used to."

Rianne shrugged. "I guess I still do. I'm just
feeling...strange, myself."

Saskia smiled. "No doubt. This is the first time he
has been away since..."

She didn't finish her thought out loud. There was no
need to. Once she had left Donte. It had been a mistake she didn't
intend to repeat. Donte had a heightened sense of honor. She had
accepted that; hadn't she?

 


***

 


The morning after they reached Purlieu, Donte dressed
and headed for his office. Evi would bring Dederick and Gregor in a
little while, but he wanted time to talk to Rianne alone. He missed
her immeasurably and was looking forward to heading back to Arcane
as soon as the new troops were aboard. Cade had them waiting at the
complex, so that shouldn’t take long.

Inside his office, he shut the door and turned on the
communications machine. The display lighted up as it made a
connection. The screen flashed a few times before providing a clear
image of Rianne seated at his home office desk. She was already
there waiting for him.

He smiled. “Good morning, Rianne. How are you feeling
today?”

She leaned back in the chair; her expression
strained. She looked tired, but she smiled. “I’m fine – counting
the days fine.”

He nodded. “The new troops will be at the celebration
tonight and they will go back to the Lyra with us. We should be
able to leave in the morning.”

“Oh Donte, let the others have their week of leave on
Purlieu. Don’t rush on my account. A week isn’t going to make any
difference. Visit with Andras, Petra and Rikki. Tell them I’m sorry
I didn’t make it this time, but I love them.”

Donte met her gaze on screen. “I’ll do better than
that. You’ve had an opportunity to visit this way with Andras. I’ll
make sure Rikki and Petra get a chance as well.”

She sighed. “I miss you and the children.”

“We miss you too. We’ll be back soon.” He smiled.
“We’ll be back in time to welcome our new family members when they
arrive.”

They talked a little longer before the children
joined them. The children each had their turn talking to her and
then they ended the communication with the usual declaration of
love.

 


When Donte arrived at the Groot Thuis with the
children, the first person he wanted to visit was Cobus. In the
four years Cobus had been Ruler of Bergen, he had completely turned
Bergen around. It had become a vibrant and thriving colony again.
He was probably the most popular leader on Purlieu, and Bergen had
regained its rank in importance. And to think that, if it had not
been for Rianne, he might not have even considered Cobus.

The first person he saw as he walked across the lobby
was Urian, the senior cabinet representative. Urian stopped when he
realized who it was and turned to them with a big grin.

“Well look who’s here.” He stuck out a hand in
greeting.

Donte shook his hand before lifting Gregor from his
shoulders. He leaned over and lowered him to the floor as he looked
up at Urian. “You remember Gregor.”

Urian’s bows shot up. “I was wondering whose child
you had this time.” He offered a hand to Gregor. “You were only a
baby when you left.”

Gregor shook his hand confidently and grinned up at
Urian as if he had long outgrown the baby stage.

Donte turned to the other children. “You know
Dederick, Evi and Dai.

Urian shook each of their hands, his gaze coming back
to Evi. “You’re a young woman now.”

Evi nodded and smiled her approval. “Thank you.”

Urian’s gaze came back to Donte. “I’ll let Cobus know
you have arrived. He’s been looking forward to seeing you.” Urian
indicated the tables and chairs that had been set up for the
celebration. “Have a seat and I’ll be right back.”

Donte took Gregor’s hand and turned to the table as
Millie came out of the kitchen.

“Oh, you’re here! Welcome! Could I get you
something?” She looked down at Gregor. “This can’t be little
Gregor.”

Donte laughed. Gregor was tall for his age.

Millie looked at Evi. “Oh my! You are a beautiful
young woman now – all grown up.”

Evi gave her a shy smile and pushed a golden curl
back from her face.

Millie shifted her attention to Dederick. “Same face,
as far as I can tell. You never were still long enough for me to
get a good look at you.” She studied him for a moment before
looking up at Donte. “He certainly favors you, but he looks a
little like Rianne, too.” She glanced around. “Where is
Rianne?”

“She didn’t come this time. She’s due to have twins
soon and she wanted to stay on Arcane.”

Millie nodded. “I can understand that.” She smiled at
Dai. “You are even more handsome. You look so much like your mother
– except for the dark hair.”

They looked up as Urian returned with Cobus. Both
wore happy smiles. Donte held out a hand and Cobus gripped his arm
in the Mascot handshake. “It is good to see you again, Monomi.”

Donte gripped his arm. “It’s good to see you as well,
Monomi. I wanted to congratulate you for the outstanding job you
have done in reviving Bergen.”

Cobus nodded. “Thank you. Of course, I had a lot of
help. We have an excellent cabinet.”

Urian smiled at Donte. “He is everything you said he
would be, and more. Bergen is enormously grateful. You must miss
him, though I won't apologize for taking him from the Lyra.”

Donte laughed and looked down as Evi slipped her arm
around his elbow. She snuggled close to him, watching Cobus.

Cobus smiled. “Evi, you have certainly grown since I
last saw you.”

She blushed and looked down at her feet, clinging
tighter to Donte’s arm. She had always admired Cobus and he had
never seen her respond that way to anyone.

Millie studied Evi with a reflective expression for a
moment. When she looked up at Cobus, he lifted a brow. Millie
blushed. “Oh yes, I was going to bring refreshments.” She turned
and headed for the kitchen.

Cobus lead them all into the kitchen, where they each
took a seat at a table. Urian excused himself and left the
room.

 


Evi watched Cobus walk away and felt disappointed.
She had waited so long to see him and now she was too shy to look
him in the eye. She had planned hugging him like she always did,
but he had changed. She had imagined him surprised and pleased to
see her as an adult. He noticed that she had grown, but he still
saw her as a child. He seemed distant. Maybe it was because he was
now the Ruler of Bergen. He even treated Millie differently.

 


Later that evening, in their room, Daddy questioned
her.

“You seemed uncomfortable with Cobus today. Is
something wrong?”

She brushed her hair, avoiding his eyes and blocking
him from sensing what was on her mind. “No, he just
seemed…different.”

He thought about it and nodded. “I suppose so. People
expect him to act differently as a Ruler than when he was commander
of the Premier Infantry. He has more responsibility now.”

He watched as she styled her hair the way Mama had
taught her. When she had trouble putting the comb in correctly, he
took it from her hand and expertly placed it in her hair. He
smiled. “You look so much like your mother.”

She sighed. “Mama says I look like you.”

He chuckled. “I guess it should come as no surprise
that you look a little like both of us.”

She smiled up at him. “That would make me a beautiful
handsome woman.”

He chuckled again and turned. “I’ll let you get
dressed while I take Gregor and Dederick to the play room. When
you’re ready, come to the lobby.

After he left, she pulled a beautiful gown from her
pack. It was one Celyn had given her and Mama altered it to fit
her. It had been too small in the bust and too large in the waist.
Mama had cut a wedge from the waist and inverted it in the bodice.
Then she stitched a lacey pattern on it so that the seams were
covered and it looked like it belonged that way. The long skirt was
wider at the bottom than it was at the top. The fabric was a soft
deep purple that Mama said brought out the violet in her eyes.

She looked at herself in the mirror, surprised by the
fact that she looked much older than sixteen. Surely Cobus would
notice her now.

 



Chapter 3

 


Alexandra waited in the lobby of the Groot Thuis with
Cobus, sipping a hot drink. Her attention wasn’t on the drink, or
Cobus – a fact he didn’t miss. Humor invaded his eyes as he watched
her.

“He’s in the playroom right now.”

She tried to look innocent. “Who?”

He chuckled. “Why are you so nervous about meeting
Donte?”

Trying to fool Cobus was futile. He didn’t miss a
thing. She sighed. “I don’t know. I guess because I have no idea
how to address him or what to expect. I’m concerned about making a
bad first impression, I know that much.”

He sobered. “You can address him as Sir or Donte. As
for making a bad first impression, the only people I know who have
done that were rude to him. Donte always gives people the
opportunity to prove themselves. He’s far more likely to
overestimate your value to the Lyra than anything else. I
recommended you and so did Dalziel. He trusts both of us. You’ll be
fine.”

The playroom door opened and the object of their
conversation stepped out of the room. He was taller than Alexandra
had expected, and looked magnificent in a black uniform. She had
pictured him in her mind as blonde, like Cobus and all the people
of Bergen. Donte’s hair was dark and his eyes a beautiful dark blue
as they met hers. His smile was beguiling. She could feel the blush
as it crawled up her neck and sprawled on her cheeks. Donte was the
handsomest man she had ever seen.

Donte gave a nod to the presence of Cobus and turned
his amused gaze on Alexandra. He held out a hand to her. “You must
be Alexandra.”

She nodded. At the moment, she didn’t trust her
voice, so she shook his hand and smiled up at him. He was nothing
like she expected. At almost eighty, Donte looked like he was
younger than Cobus. How old was Cobus? She was making a terrible
first impression. She mentally calmed herself. “Yes, sir.”

Donte released her hand and patted her shoulder.
“Call me Donte. Everyone else does.”

Actually, Cobus had called him Monomi. The idea of
calling him Donte felt disrespectful. She followed Donte's sober
gaze as he looked toward the entrance. Cobus turned to see what
they were looking at.

A young woman had hesitantly entered the kitchen. Her
attention went immediately to Cobus. He stood.

“Evi, you’re looking especially nice this
evening.”

Indeed, she did. In fact, she was exquisitely
beautiful. Evi – that was Donte’s daughter. Alexandra looked up at
him. He appeared to be shocked speechless. Evi didn’t appear to
notice. Her full attention was on Cobus. She walked hesitantly
toward him and when she was within reach, she held out her hands to
him. She obviously expected him to take her in his arms, but
instead, he took her hands in his and lifted them to his lips.

“I had a favor to ask of you, but seeing how mature
and beautiful you have grown, I’m not sure if I should.”

She looked up at him with a rapt expression. “What
did you want?”

Cobus turned his attention to Donte, who had become
stiff and alert. He had noticed the attraction Evi had to Cobus and
apparently didn’t welcome the idea.

Cobus didn’t appear to be surprised by Donte’s
reaction. “You remember Vale, don’t you?”

Donte nodded, his attention divided between Cobus and
Evi. “He was one of the Lochfowk captives – a Mascot. He went’ back
to Anialwch.”

Cobus nodded. “And raised a family.” He looked down
at Evi and released her hands. “One of his sons, Cadell, is a
prodigy. He completed all his schooling early and has served in the
Anialwch militia for three years, making it all the way up to
commander.” He glanced at Donte. “I suppose it’s no surprise that
he would like to get on the Lyra.” He turned his attention back to
Evi. “My problem is that he is going to be here tonight. Having
spent so much time on education and training, he lacks in social
skills. He has never learned to romp and has no idea how to relate
to a girl in a social situation. I’m going to be busy tonight. I
wondered if you might help me with him.”

Evi looked like she didn’t know whether to
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