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Chapter 1

 


Aloveda trudged along the narrow path, hungry
and hopeless. Even the delicate yellow flowers on the yen shrub
failed to console her. The blooms would fall off with the next
freeze and leave the shrub barren of fruit again this season. Since
the shrinking of the small moon, the season of abundance had
gradually become shorter and the season of famine had become colder
and longer. With the depletion of food, their weakened bodies were
susceptible to pestilence. Their tribe was down to a mere 122 men,
women and children. Even so, they had apparently fared better than
other tribes.

She had led the Velez tribe further south,
expecting to join the Carinia tribe, but they had found an empty
village and a vast cemetery of fresh graves. They had continued
south but saw no evidence that anyone had passed that way. It was
possible that the survivors had gone north to join them. If so,
they too, would find an empty village and a vast cemetery of fresh
graves. If they followed the trail left by Aloveda’s tribe when
they abandoned their village, they would find more graves.

Aloveda was too young to remember, but the
two remaining Velez elders spoke of a time when their ancestors had
suffered through a long season of cold and starvation. She valued
their experience. Sometimes the responsibility of leadership
overwhelmed her. It had been hers since her father died. Her mother
had died shortly afterward and her only sibling had succumbed to
illness before the cold season finally relinquished its relentless
hold.

The incessant cold alone had not driven them
to abandon their village and seek refuge in a cave. Something much
more disturbing had happened.

On a particularly frigid day, their village
had been visited by strange beings. They wore masks on their faces,
so the only thing visible was their eyes which, unlike the Velez,
were different colors and shapes. A flexible appendage, like that
of the javis beast, extended from their masks to a hump on their
backs. They were swaddled in thick layers of a strange puffy hide.
It was difficult to determine what they looked like under all that.
Their appearance was strange enough, but the sounds that came from
their masks were nothing less than bizarre. The elders had never
seen any tribe that made noises or dressed the way those beings
did.

The strange beings went away, only to return
later. Again they tried to communicate. They were probably looking
for food, but the Velez had nothing to spare. After several of
these disturbing visits, the Velez abandoned their village. They
never saw the strange beings after that. They may have starved or
died of disease like the Velez.

Since the shrinking of the second moon, smoke
often drifted over them. Apparently there was a large fire
somewhere. Sometimes the ground shook under their feet. On days
that the smoke was thicker, flakes of ash would rain down on them,
covering the ground. They suspected the fading moon had something
to do with the situation, but they had no idea how to cope with
their current hardship.

The trail Aloveda followed ended at the lip
of a canyon. From the center of the canyon, far to the south, a
tall thin piece of rock reached for the clouds. The top of the rock
was pierced by a large hole. It looked like the bone tools they
used to join their hide clothing.

South of there was the land of her ancestors.
The tall spire of rock was still used in the symbol for their
tribe. Before she was born, their tribe had moved north, where game
and water were more plentiful.

Like much of the terrain they had crossed in
their trek south, the canyon had sparse vegetation. That resulted
in less game. They might have to leave their cave and move farther
south. No one in her tribe had knowledge of the land to the south.
If anyone had explored deep into the desert, they had long ago
taken that information with them to the grave. Maybe the beings
lived in the desert.

She turned back toward the cave, dejected.
What good were her hunting skills when there was no game? As she
turned, a flash of white caught her eye. She stopped, lifting the
bow from her shoulder, and pulled an arrow from the quiver hanging
on her back. She waited, almost afraid to breathe.

After a long silence, she heard a twig snap.
Something was moving out there! She notched the arrow and pulled it
back in preparation to fire. When the antelope stepped out of the
brush, it lifted its head. She had learned to overcome compassion
by focusing on a clean kill. She released the arrow and it flew
through the air in a slight wobble. It struck the antelope as it
snorted and started to run. The animal only ran a few steps before
its legs buckled. She approached it cautiously until she was
certain it was dead. Then she wrestled the animal to her shoulders
and staggered back down the trail to the cave. The future might be
bleak, but they would not sleep hungry tonight.

 


***

 


This was his first real mission and Renaldo
Valdez hadn’t impressed anyone – least of all, himself. As a
linguistics specialist, he had been expected to find a pattern to
the language spoken by the natives on planet Quay. Maybe he could,
if he could hear it. The natives refused to talk to him. His last
visit had revealed the startling fact that the natives had
abandoned their village. His persistence had deprived them of their
comfortable homes and sent them out into the wilderness in winter
weather. Their disappearance had brought a halt to his part in the
Fontalo mission.

The Fontalo spaceship, Fomax, had been docked
near Quay for months, exploring the effects as one of its two moons
left the gravitational pull of the planet and drifted away. On one
of their trips to the planet, they had been shocked to discover it
inhabited by what they believed to be humans.

When they were unsuccessful in communicating
with the Quay natives, Fontalo had searched for a linguistic
specialist. Renaldo had been fortunate enough to be serving on the
nearest spaceship, so they had borrowed him. Now they were
searching for someone with more experience and a better track
record. He couldn’t blame them, but he could hardly be blamed for
not communicating with uncooperative people.

As a child, Renaldo’s mother had once sent
him to find the stick she would whip him with for his bad behavior.
This felt much the same. Fontalo had sent him to planet Opus, where
a spaceship had been requested to take him to planet Arcane. There
he was supposed to enlist the assistance of a man named Donte.

Renaldo was familiar with the name. Who
wasn’t? According to Fontalo, Donte was some kind of linguistic
genius. He’d better be more than that if he intended to communicate
with the Quay natives.

While he waited on Opus for the departure of
spaceship Pictor, Renaldo had sought the advice of a person who had
actually worked with Donte - General Richards. Donte was a Mascot,
a creature created by Fontalo using the natives of Arcane. Hundreds
of years ago, Fontalo had illegally contaminated some natives of
Arcane with animal genes to create a superior human. The purpose
for the Mascots had been to guide and protect the new colonists of
Purlieu. Renaldo had never seen a Mascot, much less worked with
one. He had seen pictures and read about them. He was looking
forward to meeting them, but he wanted to have some idea of what he
could expect. He had talked to Marlin, a congresswoman on Opus who
had been trapped in an underground chamber with Donte during the
exploration of Opus. She had insisted that Mascots were no
different than anyone else - and then she had proceeded to describe
things they were able to do that indicated they were decidedly
different. The fact that Mascots lived hundreds of years indicated
that they were vastly different than people from planet Oriel.
Marlin even admitted that Donte said Mascots were not human. Donte
had skills beyond most Mascots. Renaldo needed more relevant
information – like, how to work with him.

Renaldo was impressed when the busy general
rescheduled a trip so he could talk to him. He met the general in
the government building at Delaney, the main colony on Opus.

When General Richards entered the room,
Renaldo stood. The general was a big man with graying red-orange
hair that clashed with a crisp red uniform. As the general extended
a beefy hand, cool gray eyes assessed him.

“I cannot stay long, but I wanted to give you
a little advice when you negotiate with Donte.”

“I appreciate that. I understand you worked
with him for a while.”

General Richards gave him a curt nod. “He
assisted us willingly enough, but be careful. He will take over
your mission if you let him. You have to set him straight from the
start, and give him as little information as possible. It will not
be easy, but deal with him alone. He has an excellent crew –
especially the Premier Infantry – but no one will challenge
him.”

Renaldo nodded. “I’ve heard he has a history
of not following orders.”

“Yes, he creates his own rules as he works
and he has the power to back them up. Purlieu is afraid of him and
he has Fontalo in his pocket.”

“Hmmm. I heard he was kind and generous.”

The general snorted. “He can be – when he
wants something. He knows what to say and how to say it, but don’t
let it fool you. He is a strict disciplinarian.”

“I’ve heard that the Premier Infantry is
efficient.”

“Yes, they are the most effective infantry I
have ever seen. They are well trained, but they are loyal to Donte.
They will do anything he asks.”

“Do you think they are afraid of him?”

The general looked thoughtful, as if that
possibility had never crossed his mind. Finally he shrugged. “No.
Perhaps they are under the influence of his pheromones.”

Renaldo had heard about the pheromones
Mascots produced. The intent was to make the colonists feel
comfortable about letting them rule. Apparently that worked well
enough, although it produced a side-effect, keeping the Mascots
from growing facial hair. Maybe the pheromones worked on the
colonists of Purlieu, but most of the Lyra crew were Mascots. Why
would Donte’s pheromones affect his men if theirs didn’t affect
him?

He hadn’t come here to argue with General
Richards. What he wanted was information on how to approach
Donte.

They talked for a little longer and when
General Richards left, Renaldo sat in the room alone for a long
time, thinking about the situation. He didn’t like the idea of
approaching Donte the way General Richards indicated was necessary
– especially when he wanted his assistance. His gut told him what
General Richards suggested was wrong, but dealing with a Mascot
might be different. General Richards seemed to think so. The
general certainly had some strong feelings about it, and he had
made a special trip to warn him. Since Renaldo had never worked
with a Mascot, he should follow the general’s advice.

Donte had been a central figure in the
colonizing of Opus. Currently, he was supreme commander of the
research and rescue ship, Lyra. He was in his 70’s, but that was
young for a Mascot. Many of the Mascots born on Purlieu were now
living at the base on Arcane. That suggested a reluctance to mingle
with the people from Oriel. According to the general, Donte had
displayed more compassion for the apes of Opus than the humans
colonizing it.

Donte had been the ruler of Bergen, a colony
on Purlieu, for over 30 years. Since then, he had been involved in
missions on Opus and Arcane. Renaldo could appreciate Donte’s
experience in working with different cultures and languages. As
supreme commander of the Lyra, it was said that he had never turned
down a mission.

Renaldo sighed as he stood. He needed to
follow the advice of the only person he knew who had actually
worked with Donte - General Richards. His personal instinct on how
to handle the situation didn’t involve any experience with
Mascots.

 



Chapter 2

 


The buzz of an incoming communication
startled Donte from his distant thoughts. He pushed the button on
the communications machine. “This is Donte.”

“Monomi, I have a request from Oriel
Spaceship Pictor wanting to dock at Arcane. How do I respond?”

What was an Oriel spaceship doing this far
off their routine merchant path? He leaned toward the speaker.
“Where are they now?”

Commander Adriaan’s voice sounded annoyed,
which wasn’t unusual lately. He was getting bored with their
inaction. “They will be here in a few hours.”

It would be inhospitable to refuse them
docking privileges, but why hadn’t they asked before they went
weeks out of their way? Instantly, the idea that they thought he
might refuse crossed his mind. He couldn’t think of any reason he
would refuse them access, and that concerned him. Since the Pictor
crew was probably listening to the communications, and he sensed no
hostility, he didn’t voice his thoughts to Adriaan.

“Permission granted, but I cannot give them
permission to land on Arcane. That decision must come from New
Hirina.”

Donte could hear Adriaan relaying the message
to the Oriel ship but he couldn’t make out their answer. Adriaan
came back to Donte.

“They said they want to talk to you, Monomi.
They want you to come to their ship.”

Donte didn’t need to hear Adriaan’s opinion
of that request. He knew he would disapprove. “Tell them to come to
the Lyra when they arrive. I’ll meet them there.”

“Yes, Monomi.”

Donte could hear the satisfaction in
Adriaan’s voice. Since they had built the base on planet Arcane,
Donte felt like he had three fathers: Kenyon, his biological
father; Quade, his grandfather, who had raised him from an infant;
and now Adriaan, commander of the Lyra. He appreciated the wealth
of experience they all offered, but sometimes it got a bit
overwhelming. They all felt it necessary to protect him. Of course,
he had given them reason to be concerned in the past, but he had
finally learned to stop venturing out alone. In fact, he hadn’t
been anywhere for the last few months. He was beginning to feel
restless again and that troubled him too. Rianne had given birth to
another boy only three weeks ago.

Evi was almost twelve, Dederick was four and
now little Gregor had joined them. It would be a while longer
before Rianne and Gregor would be up to outings.

Donte pushed back his chair and stood. He
wasn’t getting much accomplished in his office today anyway, and
Rianne didn’t need to be doing the housework alone.

He found Rianne in the kitchen, multitasking.
Gregor was firmly attached to one nipple while she folded clean
diapers on the table with one hand. He couldn’t suckle the baby,
but he could fold diapers.

When he began folding diapers, she devoted
her attention to Gregor. She looked up when he spoke.

“Do you feel up to a trip to the Lyra?”

“Right now?”

He placed the folded diaper on top of the
pile. “In a while. A spaceship will arrive from Oriel in a few
hours and they want to talk to me.”

Rianne lifted her brows in surprise. “I
wonder what they want you to do this time. It must be pretty
serious or they wouldn’t have gone out of their way…were you aware
they were going to visit?”

He glanced up as he placed another folded
diaper on the pile. “No. They wanted me to meet them on their
spaceship, but I told them to meet me on the Lyra.”

Her eyes gained a touch of humor. “Were you
being obstinate, or did you sense something?”

He gave her a wry smile. “I sensed that
Adriaan would be upset if I went to their ship.”

The humor spread to her lips. “I think even I
could sense that.”

Donte shook his head and sobered while he
grabbed another diaper from the pile. “I didn’t speak to them
directly, so I didn’t sense anything. I did wonder why they wanted
me to come to their ship, though – and why they waited until the
last couple of hours to request docking privileges. Their actions
are mysterious enough for me to question their motive.”

She cradled Gregor in her arms and stared
down at him. “Surely the Lyra detected their ship before now.”

“Probably. Usually, when an Oriel spaceship
ventures into the vicinity of Arcane, they contact the Lyra or the
Cygnus. I can understand them not wanting to contact the Cygnus.
The Sentinels are so unfriendly toward them that they sometimes
border on hostile.”

Rianne nodded. “They probably want to use you
on a mission.”

He folded the last diaper and placed it on
the pile before answering. “So why wouldn’t they ask ahead of
time?”

 


Rianne followed Donte into the family room
and watched him place the diapers in a cabinet. As he closed the
door, she removed her nipple from Gregor’s mouth. He was far enough
into sleep this time that he didn’t protest.

She placed him in the bassinet; rearranged
her under clothing and buttoned her blouse.

When she looked up at him, Donte was watching
her. His hungry gaze increased her pulse. Donte had always honored
the Bergen custom of letting the woman decide the waiting
period.

She straightened and answered his question.
“It is possible that they were certain you would say yes, but more
likely they want you to respond impulsively to a personal plea for
assistance.”

He shrugged. “I’ve never turned down a
request for assistance.”

She sighed. “Well, there’s always a first
time. Then again, maybe they don’t want assistance at all. Maybe
they only want information.”

He quietly watched her. She hadn’t answered
his question about going to the Lyra. She wasn’t certain that
either of them was physically ready for a mission. Emotionally,
Donte was definitely ready. He was getting bored. He had been
cooking, cleaning and taking care of the children since Gregor had
arrived.

Gregor was too young to leave with a sitter
for an undetermined amount of time, so he would have to go with
them. Evi and Dederick were in class right now. They would soon be
coming home, so she would need to arrange for a sitter or pick them
up from class.

“I’m up to a meeting at the Lyra – if they
don’t mind Gregor attending.”

Donte smiled. “Let’s take Evi and Dederick
too. We can have someone watch them all while we are in a meeting.
It would be nice to have an outing on the Lyra, don’t you
think?”

She opened her mouth to protest but changed
her mind. She didn’t want him to go alone. Donte wasn’t ordinarily
impulsive, but when it came to assisting, he sometimes lacked good
judgment. Adriaan would be there, but Donte was his commander, so
any objection could be overruled. Truthfully, she had missed the
close-knit life they had on the Lyra. She nodded. “Yes, that would
be nice. It would be a nice change for the children too.” She
glanced at Gregor, sound asleep in the basinet. She looked up at
Donte and lifted a brow. “Perhaps we should rest a little before we
go?”

Donte reached for her hand, a smile beginning
in his eyes and slowly making its way to his lips. “That sounds
like a good idea.”

Life at the base on Arcane had been near
perfect. For the most part, mascots were phlegmatic. That was why
the Primaz and Sentinels only permitted mascots to live on Arcane –
with a few exceptions. Mates were permitted, and Purlieu colonists
serving on the Lyra were permitted leave on Arcane. Visits by Oriel
or Fontalo spaceships were rare. It would be interesting to
discover what this visit was about.

 


***

 


Adriaan was ready for a new mission. He
didn’t regret leaving his position of commander on spaceship
Moeder. He had discovered something more satisfying as commander of
spaceship Lyra. Perhaps it was age that made him look back on his
life and think of it as a waste. He had trained many troops over
the last few centuries. From the time he met Donte, when he was
only twelve, Adriaan had felt a connection. Donte was the closest
thing to a son that he would ever have. Having Donte and his family
on the Lyra was like having children and grandchildren. Donte and
Rianne made a regular appearance on the Lyra, even when they
weren’t on a mission. The Lyra was home to Adriaan; its occupants
his family.

 


When the Pictor arrived, he notified Donte.
Renaldo arrived on the Lyra shortly afterward. He was an alert
young man with brown eyes and hair. He had a well-maintained
moustache and he carried himself well. He was neither arrogant nor
timid. These were traits that would be considered good indicators
for prospective troops. Renaldo was polite and respectful, but he
made his position clear from the beginning. He wanted to meet with
Donte alone.

Adriaan nodded. “I understand, but Donte is
the one who will make that decision.”

Renaldo regarded him with a thoughtful
expression, but didn’t object. He probably knew any objection would
be futile. His attention shifted to Millie when she arrived in the
control room. Renaldo was a good looking man, nearly as tall as
Donte and well built. Millie offered a hand when they were
introduced, but otherwise gave no indication that she found him
attractive. He looked disappointed. He shouldn’t be. Millie was
accustomed to being admired and respected by troops who were every
bit as good looking as Renaldo.

When the shuttle arrived from Arcane, Millie
waited on one side of Adriaan in the entry corridor and Renaldo on
the other. Renaldo’s arms were crossed over his chest and his
expression indicated determination.

The hatch opened and Donte entered first,
carrying Gregor in one arm and leading Dederick with the other.
Rianne entered, and behind her, Evi.

Renaldo’s mouth dropped open and his arms
dropped to his sides. His surprised expression quickly turned to
exasperation. He looked at Donte. “I was told that you were
unconventional, but I had no idea…” His voice trailed off and he
looked uncertain when Donte met his gaze. It wasn’t easy to rile
Donte, but Renaldo had managed to do it within seconds of his
arrival. While Adriaan understood Renaldo’s frustration at the
deterioration of his requests; displaying his dissatisfaction
wasn’t going to help.

Donte turned his attention to Millie,
ignoring Renaldo for the moment. Gregor was gently transferred from
Donte to Millie. She left with the children, enthusing over how
cute Gregor was.

Donte’s sullen gaze found Adriaan and he
nodded. “Rianne will be attending, and I want you there too.” He
motioned to Renaldo to follow and turned to the conference room
without introductions.

For the first time since his arrival, Renaldo
appeared to be unsure of himself. He waited for the others to enter
the room before stepping into the room and shutting the door. No
doubt, he realized that if he wanted to talk to Donte, he’d better
take the only chance he was going to get.

Once in the room, Donte turned to Renaldo.
“This is my wife, Rianne. She is the Lyra representative. I assume
you’ve been introduced to Commander Adriaan, and I’m Donte. What
can we do for you?”

Renaldo’s olive complexion darkened with a
blush. It was impossible to tell whether he was embarrassed or
angry. He should be embarrassed. Renaldo hadn’t given Donte the
respect due a person in such a high office. Renaldo still hadn’t
explained who he was or what he wanted from Donte. That was pure
arrogance – and stupidity. That wasn’t how you got people to assist
you, especially not Donte.

They waited for Rianne to take a seat and
then they all sat at the oval conference table. Donte leaned back
in his chair and fixed his gaze on Renaldo. He was listening.

Renaldo looked at the others and then
shrugged in submission, turning his attention to Donte. “I have
been told that you are a linguistic genius.”

When Donte continued to watch him without
responding, Renaldo finally came to the point. “I am working with
some natives and I have been instructed to enlist your unique
abilities.”

Adriaan had never met anyone who could say so
much and reveal so little. Rianne and Donte exchanged puzzled looks
before Donte turned back to Renaldo.

“It is common knowledge that I have an
unusual ability to learn languages. I can also sense moods. I don’t
understand how this could help you. Who sent you to me and who are
you working with?”

Renaldo looked Donte in the eye. His tone was
even, neither hostile nor pleasant. “I don’t think that concerns
you.”

Donte shrugged. “Then I’m afraid we’re all
wasting our time here.” He waited for a moment and, when Renaldo
continued to survey him with a stubborn expression, Donte
stood.

Renaldo sat up straight in his chair and
looked anxiously at Donte. “I was sent by Fontalo. I work directly
for the CEO.”

Donte looked at him. “Arlo sent you?”

Renaldo looked surprised. “Yes.”

Donte looked at Adriaan. He didn’t need
special skills to read that look. Renaldo was lying. It was all
Adriaan could do to suppress a smile.

Donte placed his hands on the table and
looked into Renaldo’s eyes. “I can sense when people are not
telling the truth.”

Renaldo’s face turned crimson. He lifted his
chin. “I do work for Fontalo.”

Donte nodded. “Doing what?”

Adriaan actually felt a little sympathetic
towards Renaldo. He was losing face so fast that he didn’t know how
to respond. Renaldo had come into the meeting thinking he needed to
be firm with Donte. No doubt, that idea came from General Richards,
on Opus. Renaldo wanted to talk to Donte alone so he could
intimidate him. He was only beginning to understand the magnitude
of his mistake. No one intimidated Donte. It was one of the things
Adriaan admired about him. As a cadet, Donte had been respectful
and obedient, but even Adriaan had never been able to intimidate
him. He was the most ethical person Adriaan had ever met. His
integrity would never let him agree to something without thoroughly
understanding what was expected of him. It was difficult to imagine
anyone like him, much less explain it to someone who was too
stubborn to listen. Renaldo was learning the hard way.

“I’m a linguistic specialist,” Renaldo said,
meeting Donte’s eyes.

Adriaan had to give the man credit where
credit was due. He had courage – poor judgment, but courage.

Donte straightened. “You are a linguistic
specialist for Fontalo, and Arlo’s office sent you to me. Who and
where are these people with whom you are having difficulty
communicating?”

Renaldo gave him a hard look. “I’m not at
liberty to say.”

Donte sighed. “You have arrived unannounced
and dictated terms for the meeting. You tell me you want my help,
but you refuse to give me details. It would be foolish for me to
drop my work here and blindly follow you to an uncertain location
for an undetermined amount of time…don’t you think?”

Renaldo stared up at Donte, his expression
guarded. He obviously didn’t know how to respond.

Donte turned his attention to Adriaan. “Why
don’t you reschedule this meeting to a time when Renaldo is better
prepared?”

“Yes, Monomi.”

Donte reached for Rianne’s hand and she
stood. The meeting was over. No doubt, Donte would contact Arlo and
ask what was happening.

Renaldo stood and watched Donte and Rianne
leave the room. He turned a bewildered look on Adriaan.

Adriaan stood and suppressed a chuckle. “I’m
not sure how you think this meeting would have progressed had you
met him alone, but I assure you that it would have been no
different.”

Renaldo headed for the door. “Of all the
insolent…”

Adriaan wasn’t sure who Renaldo was referring
to as insolent. “Would you like to reschedule a meeting?”

Renaldo stopped and turned to him. “No. Next
time I’ll contact him on my own.”

Considering the hostility directed at him,
Adriaan felt remarkably calm. “Remember, you will need permission
from New Hirina before entering Arcane air space.

Renaldo frowned. “And yet, apparently Donte
comes and goes as he pleases.”

Adriaan nodded. “Donte has permission to do
so.”

Renaldo looked annoyed. “What makes him so
different?”

Cobus came up behind him and instantly
answered with conviction. “Integrity.”

Renaldo turned and met the benign violet
gaze. “Who are you?”

Adriaan answered him. “His name is Cobus.
He’s commander of the Premier Infantry.”

Renaldo’s startled gaze found Adriaan and
then went back to Cobus. “I’ve heard of them.” He offered a hand to
Cobus and his smile appeared to be genuine. “General Richards said
you had the most efficient militia he had ever seen.”

Cobus shook his hand. “I am honored.”

Adriaan let the two talk. Renaldo was
revealing more to Cobus than he had to anyone else. If he had
talked to General Richards on Opus, that explained his hostile
attitude toward Donte, and why he felt he had to dictate terms
firmly. Obviously General Richards had learned nothing about Donte.
It would probably be best if Donte refused to work with Renaldo,
but that wasn’t likely to happen if Donte determined there was a
need. This was going to get even more interesting.

 



Chapter 3

 


Renaldo felt like he had been run over by a
tank. His first mistake had been in following General Richard’s
advice about Donte instead of letting instinct guide him. His
second mistake was to continue that path even when it was obvious
that Donte wasn’t the kind of person the general had indicated. He
had been annoyed with Donte, as if all this was his fault.

Donte was right. He hadn’t been prepared for
the meeting. In fact, he didn’t know how to prepare for a meeting
with Donte – especially now. This might be the only chance he would
get. For a moment panic threatened to take over his mind. If he
failed this mission, he would probably be demoted to his prior
position. It was a surprise to realize he didn’t want that. Of
course, he didn’t want to fail, but since meeting Donte, he
suddenly felt positive about the mission. Maybe that was because
Donte wasn’t what he expected. It shamed him to think about the way
he had viewed Donte.

He watched Donte and Rianne walk down the
corridor, hand in hand. Of course, Donte wouldn’t want to be
separated from his family. General Richards had mentioned a little
girl, but not a little boy or an infant. Donte and Rianne were in
their seventies and starting another family. They looked like they
were in their early thirties.

The existence of Planet Quay was no secret,
but Fontalo had only recently discovered that it was inhabited by
intelligent life – humans, it appeared. The mascots were
specialized humans. They might be able to help in ways no one else
could. He grimaced. Fontalo knew that. They had experience dealing
with Donte, but he had listened to General Richards.

He turned his attention to the commander
beside him. “I’m afraid I have alienated him.”

Cobus lifted his brows. “Donte?” He looked at
Adriaan, and when he nodded, Cobus smiled. “I think that is
unlikely in one meeting. Perhaps it will help if you reconsider
your approach.”

Renaldo grimaced again. “Next time I’d like
to use my own approach.”

Adriaan grunted. “I think the only person
General Richards knows how to impress is himself.” He turned and
strode away.

Was it that obvious that General Richards had
directed him, or was Commander Adriaan that astute?

Cobus shrugged. “Would you like a tour of the
Lyra?”

Renaldo hesitated. “I think they’re expecting
me back on the Pictor.” He sighed and shook his head. “With
Donte.”

Cobus gave him a level look. “That isn’t
going to happen. Adriaan would not approve. Experience has taught
us that we are most effective as a team. Where Donte goes, so does
the Lyra.”

His position was already in jeopardy because
he had failed to establish communication with the Quay natives. He
wasn’t going to fail in his mission to enlist Donte’s help – even
if he had to deal with the entire Lyra crew. Maybe a tour of the
Lyra would give him some insight.

“A tour would be nice. I appreciate the
offer.”

 


Commander Cobus took him through the
infirmary and the lab first, introducing him to the medical crew.
The facilities were amazing, and the crew consisted primarily of
mascots. They were all beautiful people; polite and friendly.

As they continued the tour, it became clear
that the Lyra was set up for any eventuality. It wasn’t a battle
ship, as General Richards had implied. It was a well-prepared
rescue ship. His mission didn’t require the Lyra, but its presence
might come in handy. One should never refuse help when it was
offered.

Cobus didn’t talk about Donte directly, but
his influence on the Lyra was suggested in the way Cobus explained
the function of each department.

 


After Cobus left the lab with Renaldo, Quinn
looked up at her mate. “He seems like a nice young man. I wonder if
we will be leaving soon on a mission.”

Heri looked after the two. “I wondered that
myself.” His gaze came back to Quinn and he gave her a wry smile.
“That would be a pleasant change. I’m about ready to go infect some
people so we can have a few patients.”

Quinn laughed. “What are you going to use for
germs? This place is so sterile that I haven’t had a cold in
years.”

He grinned. “In the interest of returning
things to normal for you, would you like me to go to Arcane and see
what I can find to make you miserable?”

She shook her head. “No, I think I like
having a perfect life.” Her workload hadn’t changed much. As the
only chemist and biologist, they often asked her to analyze
something that Chandler or Maddox had found. Both men had degrees
in archeology, geology and anthropology. To them, Arcane was a
boon.

 


Heri pulled her close and put his arms around
her. “It’s been quiet with Kenyon and Celyn on Arcane for the last
month.”

Quinn’s stomach chose that moment to grumble
about being empty. After several years on the Lyra, her stomach
still objected to the custom of only two meals a day. Of course,
she might get used to it if she didn’t eat a mid-day snack.

Heri chuckled. “It’s been quiet – with
exceptions.”

She leaned back and looked at his face. “Are
you saying I grumble too much?”

Heri sobered as his dark eyes met hers. “I
love you the way you are. Don’t change a thing.” He leaned down and
kissed her lips.

She wasn’t exaggerating when she said their
life was perfect. Heri kept it exciting for her, but it sounded
like she wasn’t doing the same for him. He hadn’t complained and he
appeared to be satisfied with their relationship. She still
wondered how long that would last. He was a mascot and she was a –
colonist. That was how Donte defined the difference between them.
Heri maintained that there was no difference. Of course he was
wrong about that. If that were the case, they could have a baby
together and she would be able to interface with the people on
Arcane. What he meant was that he didn’t mind the difference. She
certainly had no reason to complain about Heri.

Heri kept an arm around her waist as he
turned. “Now, let’s go feed the hungry beast.”

That was what they had jokingly called her
grumbling stomach. They could joke about that, because his stomach
grumbled sometimes too.

 


When they entered the dining area, Rianne and
Donte were sitting at a table. Heri guided her over to the table
with a hand on her elbow and pulled out a chair for her. He was the
consummate gentleman – sometimes to the point of being annoying.
She had grown accustomed to his attention, though the extent was
unnecessary. It was the way he had been raised and she saw no
reason he should have to change.

Donte stood and gripped Heri’s forearm in the
Mascot handshake. Quinn sat in a chair across from Rianne and Heri
sat across from his father. Their company was always enjoyable.

A server brought a light dessert to the table
and Quinn thanked her. By now they knew what she wanted when she
came into the dining area. She dipped a spoon into the dessert and
listened to Heri.

“Are we preparing for a mission? Cobus
introduced us to Renaldo. What’s that all about?”

She wouldn’t have been so inquisitive, but
Donte wouldn’t mind answering questions his son asked.

“I don’t know,” Donte said. He explained the
meeting. “I’m surprised that he wanted to go on a tour of the Lyra.
I think he was upset with me.”

Rianne looked at Quinn. “I believe he didn’t
know what to think about Donte.” She turned her attention on Donte.
“I felt a little sorry for him. He wouldn’t know anything about the
Opus mess or Captain Richard’s blunders. He sounded like he was
following poor advice.”

Donte nodded. “I’m sure that was the case,
but we needed to back up and start all over again. He was in the
wrong mood from the time we boarded the Lyra.”

Rianne turned back to Quinn. “What did you
think the first time you saw all the children on the Lyra?”

Quinn swallowed her food. “That it was an
informal atmosphere – but I don’t remember thinking there was
anything wrong with it.” She looked up at Heri. “I didn’t know what
to make of you, though.” She looked at Donte and smiled. “It was
different with me. I knew I wanted to work on the Lyra long before
it arrived. I liked the informal atmosphere. Renaldo may find it
disturbing. He’s probably accustomed to a more disciplined
regimen.”

Donte thought about it for a moment. His
probing gaze lifted to hers. “If that was so, wouldn’t he treat
Lyra officials with more respect?”

He should have, but…. “Maybe seeing the
children confused him.”

He sighed. “I suppose that’s possible.”

Quinn finished her dessert and glanced up as
Cobus led Renaldo through the door. Heri followed her gaze and
stood. “Let’s go back to the lab and let them work this out.” He
took her dish to the counter and they left the room.

 


Renaldo felt uncomfortable when Cobus led him
to the dining area. Rianne and Donte sat at a table with the young
doctor and his mate. Cobus had explained that Quinn was from Oriel
and had joined them on Opus. When they entered the room, Donte
stood, his expression guarded. Heri and Quinn left the room.

This was his opportunity to repair the
damage. He was going to do it his way this time. When they stopped
at the table, he looked Donte in the eye. “I’d like to apologize
for being so disrespectful and insolent. You were right. I was
unprepared.”

Donte’s eyes softened and he smiled. “No harm
done.”

“I’d like to talk to you now, if you have
time.”

Donte nodded. “Why don’t you have a
seat?”

Cobus put his hand over his heart and
executed a slight bow toward Donte before leaving. It looked like
some sort of salute, but none of the other troops had saluted Cobus
that way.

Renaldo pulled out a chair and sat at the
table across from Donte and Rianne. It was pointless to conceal the
information about Quay from Donte. If Donte agreed to help, he
would find out anyway.

“We’ve been monitoring planet Quay for over a
decade. As you probably know, it has two moons.”

Donte nodded, but otherwise didn’t respond.
Of course he would be familiar with the existence and location of
Quay.

“One of the moons has been drifting away from
Quay, causing a slight change in its axis. The change isn’t enough
to cause great harm to the planet, but it is causing a change in
climate as well as earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. The crew of
the Fomax was investigating that when they discovered there were
humans living on Quay.”

Donte listened attentively and didn’t
interrupt. There was more, and he either sensed it or reasoned it –
probably both.

“I was recruited to communicate with the
natives on Quay, but I have been unsuccessful. They are distrustful
of us and reluctant to cooperate.

Renaldo cleared his throat and repositioned
his chair. He was stalling and Donte knew it, yet his expression
revealed nothing but patience. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to
tell Donte. He simply didn’t know where to start. He was certain he
could trust the man. Why else would Arlo’s office have sent him
here?

Donte glanced at Rianne and returned his
attention to Renaldo. “Do you think someone put them there?”

Renaldo shook his head. “No, I don’t think
that it’s at all surprising that similar life forms have evolved on
a planet of similar origin and environment. It happened on
Arcane.”

Donte nodded again. “Why is it important to
make contact with these people? If they are reluctant to
communicate with you, wouldn’t it be prudent to honor their
wish?”

“Normally, but in this case, probably not.
Quay has a harsh climate made even worse by the drifting moon. We
found several small villages over a six-month time period, but each
turned us away. They may not understand what is happening. I think
they are starving and unprepared for the change. Their lifestyle is
incompatible with what will eventually become an artic
climate.”

Donte considered the information. “Won’t all
life forms simply move into another area?”

“Yes, but humans would probably reason that
they should move south to a warmer climate. South of these people
is a prodigious desert. I’m sure they are aware of that, but they
probably aren’t aware that the poles are in different locations
now. That could confuse them to the point that they migrate to an
area expecting a milder climate and, instead, find themselves
facing the same problems. By the time they realize that, it may be
too late. Without the information, they may perish. We need to
communicate with them so that they understand their position.”

Donte leaned back in his chair and looked at
Rianne. “This sounds like it qualifies as a rescue mission.”

Rianne nodded. “I think so.”

They were willing to assist, but there was
one problem. “I haven’t been authorized money for a Lyra mission;
only you.”

Donte smiled. “We do not charge people to
assist in a rescue. This is what we are already being paid to
do.”

Why did General Richards think it was
difficult to work with Donte? Then again, he wasn’t working with
Donte yet. He was simply having no trouble convincing Donte to
assist. General Richards didn’t have any problem with that part
either. He needed to make this part clear before they agreed on
anything.

“This is still our mission…I…we only need
your assistance…”

Rianne gave him a tolerant smile. “I suspect
you have been talking to General Richards on Opus. Donte never
argued with him about whose mission it was. Donte made sacrifices
to do it the way General Richards wanted, even when the general was
clearly incompetent. Donte’s dispute with General Richards began
when Lyra members were put in danger because of his decisions – and
when General Richards tried to stop him from rescuing Evi and
me.”

Donte shrugged. “The mission is yours. We
aren’t looking for recognition. The Lyra crew is well trained and
we operate independently. We learned our lesson about placing our
people under care of anyone else. As long as the Lyra or its crew
is not being threatened, we accept your authority.”

It was all too simple. Donte’s reputation for
disregarding rules hadn’t been gained because he always followed
them. Still, he was offering to help. Renaldo’s request to keep the
mission under Fontalo direction wasn’t about who got the credit.
They wanted to assist the natives of Quay with as little disruption
to their culture and environment as possible. An entire population
might die without Donte’s help. He wasn’t going to turn him away
because of reputation, opinions or rumors.

He sighed. “The Pictor is due back at Opus in
five weeks. They agreed to take me here to get you. They will be
leaving in the morning.”

Donte stood. “I assume you will be taking
another spaceship from Opus back to Quay.”

Renaldo nodded. He could see where the
conversation was leading and he couldn’t deny interest.

“We would be going straight to Quay. That
should save you several weeks. Why don’t you travel with us?”

He tried to conceal his eagerness to travel
on the Lyra with the Mascots. “Would you be leaving soon?”

Donte tapped his medallion. “Adriaan, how
soon could we depart for planet Quay?”

“We should be able to leave within two days,
Monomi. Most of our crew is on the Lyra, so whenever your staff is
ready.”

Donte lifted a brow and Renaldo nodded. “That
sounds like the best solution. The Lyra would travel faster than a
merchant ship anyway. I’ll get my things and notify the commander
of spaceship Fomax, at Quay, of the change in plan.”

 


That evening, while Renaldo was getting
settled in his new quarters, someone knocked on his chamber door.
He looked at the door. “Come in.”

A tall lean man who looked to be in his early
40’s opened the door. He had straight black hair and his beard and
mustache were neatly trimmed. Dark brown eyes smiled with his lips
as he introduced himself.

“I’m Maddox Martinez. I joined the Lyra team
a few years back – when they were returning from the Opus mission.
I came from Oriel too.”

Renaldo held out a hand. “Nice to meet
you.”

Maddox’s grip was strong as he shook hands.
“I was sent to invite you to the evening meal. Most of the staff
eats at the same table.”

“Sure…right now? I thought I met everyone,
but I guess not.”

“I was on Arcane earlier.”

Renaldo frowned. “I thought only Mascots were
allowed on Arcane.”

Maddox shrugged. “Mostly, that’s true. I work
with Chandler sometimes. He’s not a Mascot, but his wife was born
on Arcane…she’s not a Mascot either. Then there is Quinn – there
are a few of us, but we have to get permission. Most of the Arcane
base leaders are expected shortly. They’ll be leaving later
tonight. I think Donte wants to introduce them to you.”

A warm flush ran up Renaldo’s neck. “I’m
surprised he doesn’t hide me.”

Maddox looked confused. “Why would he do
that?”

The warmth spread to Renaldo’s face. “I guess
you didn’t hear that he walked out of a meeting with me.”

Maddox grinned. “You don’t say.” He chuckled.
“I won’t ask why, but don’t feel special. If you haven’t gnawed on
your foot at least once in his presence, you’re probably not worth
mentioning.”

“General Richards indicated he was difficult
to get along with.”

Maddox laughed. “No he isn’t. Just treat him
with respect and he’ll do likewise.”

“I didn’t mean to be disrespectful. I guess I
just expected something different. When General Richards was
talking about him, I got the idea that Mascots were…different.”

Maddox sobered. “They are, but not in a bad
way. You’ll get used to it. I’d rather be around Mascots than my
own kind most of the time. Most of them are pretty easy-going.
Commander Adriaan is an exception, but you’ll get used to him too.
He’s pretty strict, but he’s fair.”

Maddox glanced at the small acoustical guitar
laying on the bunk. “Do you play that?”

Renaldo gave him a wry smile. “Better than I
negotiate.”

Maddox grinned. “I’m sure it will make a
pleasant distraction.”

 


Renaldo followed Maddox to the dining area.
Maddox was easy to talk to and, being from Oriel, would no doubt
have some valuable insight. He was beginning
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