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Prologue

Bennet
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I TENDED THE GARDENS at the manor house of the Duchy of Turko.  My great-great grandfather was gardener to the first Duke of Turko back during the reign of the Great Emperor.  I had a picture of Great-great granddad, whose name was long since forgotten, standing with Taner, the first Duke, outside this very house.  I knew the name of Duke Taner, for his crypt was behind the old rose garden, next to a fountain.  There was sign above it which read, 

Here lies Taner of Turko.  Expired at the age of 107.  Beloved husband of Caroline.  Proclaimed the first Duke of Turko by the grace of the Emperor of All Rehnor, Sehron de Kudisha.  May he rest in peace.  Loyalty above all.

The picture of my ancestor and the duke hung on a wall in my home, right next to the refrigerator, which had long since run out of Freon, and had no power.  I kept my dishes in it.  The shelves were wide and there was plenty of space for what remained of an elegant china service once used in the estate’s manor house. 

Other than for storage, my whole kitchen was basically useless.  The stove and dishwasher also ran on electricity, which was cut off to the house sometime during the last century.  There was another box called a micro, of which I never discovered what it could do.  I found it to be a useful place for storing my dry goods.

I would have liked to rid the house of these appliances, as they took up a great deal of space and gathered dust.  Unfortunately, I had nowhere to take them, nor a means to carry them, other than upon my back. 

For old time’s sake, I would still sit in the kitchen to dine, often staring at the old oven, imagining what it was like when it worked.  How odd would it be to place a pan inside, shut the door, and wait until a timer rung?  Then, or so I was told, one would open the door again, and whatever you had created would be ready.  Reaching inside, one would discover a lovely cake or a loaf of heavenly bread, baked exactly to the point of perfection.  There wouldn’t be any ash or char marks, the crust would be browned all over and the cake would have risen to an even height.  Neither cake nor bread would be raw inside, or so dry, a bite would break a man’s tooth.

“That was how your grandma cooked,” my father often said, fondly patting the oven top as if it was a dog’s head.  “I remember well the delicacies she created.  Ach, the aroma in this house when I was a wee lad like yourself.  It’s a pity you can’t experience the scent of baking bread before you die.”  He’d close his eyes and lift his nose, sniffing only memories long since gone.  “Aye, how I long for the perfume of flour, yeast and sugar unmasked by burning wood.  ‘Tis better than the scent of a woman, I tell you, Bennet, but don’t let your mam know I said that.  Given one or the other before I go, I’d take a loaf of fresh baked bread with a slash of butter.  Nay, make that two, for I’d like one for the road.”

I had no memories of such good times, when people like Duke Taner grew to a century or more in age, and cakes were made of chocolate and other delicious things.  I could not imagine food that was always plentiful, or a home that was uniformly warm, heated not by the labors of chopping wood, but by an invisible power.

Even more confusing, especially when I was small, was to learn of this box which was called a vid.  One could watch performances on it, or see the events of the day.  One could ring others who had a similar box and speak to them, as if looking through a window.  How lucky my ancestors had been to experience these luxuries, and how foolish were they to let them slip away!

While dining alone in my kitchen, I’d study the gate right outside, or stare endlessly at the old appliances and the picture of my ancestor and Duke Taner smiling happily, the two of them standing in front of my house, the gatehouse to the estate.

I’d study my ancestor’s face, searching for a hint of resemblance to me.  As far as I could tell, a hundred and fifty years had washed away any similarities between the two of us.  Granddad had a full beard and thick gray hair, and was built as strong as an ox, with muscles that bulged from beneath his shirt.  I, on the other hand, was thin with little beard.  Despite my daily work toiling about the estate grounds, my muscles remained thin and small.

On the same token, I found no resemblance between Duke Taner and the current duke, Korneal.  Granted, Taner had left no natural blood descendants, so there couldn’t have been any.  Instead, Korneal was the grand-nephew of Taner’s step-grandson, Rory Psfa-a-a, a famous Imperial SpaceNavy admiral, and the second duke.  Korneal’s uncle, Lormont, the third duke, had been the result of an illegitimate, mixed-race, intergalactic union, but at the time, he was all there was to fill the ducal seat. 

Like his uncle, Korneal was a kind and decent fellow, probably too decent to be a duke, especially when our world was on the cusp of being torn by war.  He had a university education, having studied some important theoretical subject like philosophy, before inheriting the duchy when Duke Lormont fell over and died.  

I was the one who found the deceased Lormont, for I had come to serve him in the manor house that day.  He lived alone, except for a single maid, who had every Tuesday off.  I would check on Lormont, bring him his tea, play a game of chess or two, and provide anything else he might require for his comfort.  My father had done exactly this before me, and my grandfather to Duke Rory, in exchange for which, we were deeded the title to the gatehouse. 

On the day that I last tended to Duke Lormont, I discovered him fallen upon the floor, his once pale green skin, a shade closer to the color of an emerald.  His three arms were extended in rigor mortis, indicating that he had been expired for at least a night.  Rushing to his side, I called his name, knowing full and well that there was naught which I might do.  Still, I shook his cold, stiff arm, and listened to his chest, before I went to summon a doctor, just in case his odd genetic makeup allowed him to live in such a state.  

Duke Lormont was buried behind Duke Taner’s crypt in a simple earthen grave with a small stone marker.  

“Who is his next of kin?” the Father inquired, while asking the Saint of our people to bless the Duke in his eternal rest.  

“Korneal,” the maid wept, the only other person attending the interring.  “Go fetch him, Bennet.  He’s in Farku.”  Handing me an old timepiece to pay for my travels, she continued, “Take this to a pawnshop in the Karut ghetto and exchange it for some coins.  Buy your lodging and passage home, for surely the Duke’s old horse will die before returning all this way.  Don’t come back without Korneal at your side.”

I was happy to do so, although I did not look forward to the journey, for I feared that the timepiece would not bring enough coins to pay for both Korneal’s and my return.  Hence, I took another item from the estate, an old chess set upon which Lormont and I had always played.  It was made of a heavy marble with a gold signet upon the bottom of each piece.

“This was the old Emperor’s Imperial Crest,” Lormont once told me, proud of this antiquity in his possession. “This set was bequeathed to Duke Taner after the Great Emperor passed away.”

The Great Emperor, the MaKennah ka Rehnor, amongst his many virtues, was known to have been an avid chess player.  This set was such a prize, it should have been worth more coins than this entire estate, but there was no one left who could afford such a treat.  Surely, I would make some old pawnbroker very happy with this gift.

––––––––
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THE CITY OF FARKU WAS a seaport on the western coast of the Korelesk duchy, right across the ocean from the continent of Karupatani.  Even though it wasn’t too far from my home, I had only been to Farku once before, and that was a year prior, when I foolishly ventured off on a vacation. 

Traveling on horseback, I borrowed Duke Lormont’s old nag, something I had done regularly in our village, but never had I traveled quite this far, or in such inclement weather.

––––––––
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UPON ARRIVAL, MY BACK and shoulders ached for days, filling me with regret for having undertaken this adventure.  Throughout my brief stay in an ancient, rundown hotel, the weather outside was cold and stormy, the sky and sea both the same dull shades of gray.  

When I went out, or even stayed in, venturing only footsteps from the fire to gaze out the suite’s cracked window pane, wind and salt air rushed upon me, biting my skin.  Thus, I spent the entire brief trip sitting in a room, lamenting my decision to venture forth from the warm and familiar confines of the gatehouse.

Now, a year later, after the death of both Duke Lormont and King Mikal, with the prospect of an empty throne and ducal seat encouraging Marko Korelesk to strike, I set out again, post haste to find my lord, for only he would have the means to stay Korelesk’s advances. 

Korelesk was the largest duchy in the land outside of Turko.  Likewise, it had been gifted to the first Duke, Berkan by the Great Emperor.  At the time, both dukes, Berkan and Taner were unfailingly loyal to the crown, but over the years, Duke Berkan’s heart turned envious and black.  Forever after, Korelesk had schemed to gain the very throne which they had once stood so closely by.  Turko, forever after, had sought to keep Korelesk in their place, a task that grew increasingly difficult as time passed.  

“Turko is white and Korelesk is black,” Lormont had once muttered at least a decade before this day, when he and I were playing a game of chess.  We were sitting by his fire, enjoying the evening as we often did.  “After Mikal’s reign, it shall always be Turko’s task to keep the board in a state of stalemate.  If we lose, I shall fear for the future of our planet.”

I nodded or mumbled something appropriate while Lormont moved his queen and captured my knight.  

“Men are weak and deceptive,” he continued.  “One never knows where loyalties lie, especially when a throne and crown are at stake.”

As for me, I intended to be loyal to Korneal, despite meeting the younger only once before when he was a child come to visit his uncle.  

Like Lormont and all true blood relations of Rory Psfa-a-a, Korneal’s skin was tinted slightly green.  His was the color of sea glass as it caught the sunlight upon the sand.  In contrast, his hair was a shrub of thick, dark blonde curls.  Unlike his uncle, Korneal’s stature was bipedal and bibrachial, his mother having been a Rehnorian woman with only two arms and two legs. 

Unfortunately, that brief description was not nearly enough to locate a man, who was virtually a stranger to me, in a city of many hundreds of thousands.  

Fate must have been on my side, though, for I found Korneal purely by accident on the first day.  Immediately upon arriving in the city, I made haste to the Karut ghetto and to a pawnshop to trade the ducal goods.

“I can’t give you much for this,” the pawnbroker said, testing the timepiece in his hand.  He was stooped as he stood before me, staring at Lormont’s watch through his thick and heavy eyeglasses.

“It’s an antique,” I told him, pointing at the inscription on the back.

To my beloved Taner who is always in my heart.  Caroline, Duchess of Turko

“See,” I continued.  “It dates back to the original duke and his beloved and human wife.  It should be worth many coins.  Oh, how I wish I could keep it for myself!”

The pawnbroker sighed heavily, his face momentarily turning dark, his brow furrowed.  

“Indeed, it should, but as special as it is, there are no buyers.  For me to survive, I must purchase this from you and sell it to someone else, but there shan’t be anyone who can afford to own this.”

Retrieving the timepiece from his hand, I now produced the chess set from my satchel.

“Look,” I declared, showing him the golden seals upon each piece.  “This was granted to Duke Taner through the Great Emperor’s Last Will.”

“Or, it might be a cheap copy.”  The pawnbroker sniffed, studying the black king.  “I’ll give you four coins for this because it is sturdy and in good condition.”

“Four coins?  It is worth a thousand times that.  Maybe, a million times or more!  Look at the gold leaf upon the bottom.  Can you imagine the Great Emperor’s own hands touching this and moving it from here to there?”

“Fine.  Seven coins, and only because it will please my son who loves to play chess.  Ach, the boy plays against himself when he has no one else to challenge.”

“Fine.”  I accepted seven coins, thinking myself ever so clever.  With this, surely I could buy transport for both Korneal and me.  

Thanking the pawnbroker, I turned around and made to reach for the door just as it swung open to admit a young man.  He was about my height with a bush of thick, dark blonde hair that seemed to enhance the slight green tinge to his complexion.  Undoubtedly, he was exactly the man I sought.

“Ay yah, Korneal,” the pawnbroker groaned, confirming my suspicion.  “Have you run out of coins already?  Just last week you were hocking your last pair of boots.”

“Sorry, Pellen.”  The unknowing Duke blushed a slightly darker shade of green.  Then, he flashed a bright white smile, which seemed only brighter in contrast to his lime colored gums.  “I’ve brought something new.  I found this in a back cupboard in my flat.”  Setting what appeared to be a smooth box on the counter, Korneal pulled out a cord.  “What do you think it is?  Have you seen anything like it?”

“Hmm,” Pellen muttered, turning the box around. From behind his thick glasses, he studied the long cord and pronged end.  “I believe...yes...I think this is a toaster.”

“Wow!” Korneal gasped.  “What does it do?”

“Well, if one had bread and electricity, one would put the bread in here and connect the electricity to this end.  In a moment or so, the bread would emerge with both sides lightly baked, thus making it more delectable, especially with jam and butter.”

“Wow!” Korneal gasped again.

“Wow!” I emphatically agreed, for jam and butter were quite the delicacies all by themselves.

“How much will you give me for it?” the new and yet, unknowing Duke inquired.

“Nothing.”  The pawnbroker again sighed.  “Do you see any electrical socket where we might plug it in?  What good is a toaster when one has neither bread, nor power to make it work?”

“Oh no!” Korneal cried.  “I haven’t a coin left to pay for food.  How will I eat this week unless you help me out?  Hey!  What is that chess set there?  I believe I’ve seen it before.”  The young duke picked up the white queen and rolled it in his hands.  “I’m sure of it.  This belonged to my Uncle Lormont.  Where did you get it, Pellen?”

The pawnbroker removed his glasses and pointed them accusingly at me.

“It is stolen.  You are a thief, sir.  Here, Korneal.  Take it back to your uncle.”

“No, no,” Korneal demurred.  “Perhaps, my uncle gave it to this man.  Might I ask how you came by it, sir?”  He looked at me and nodded encouragingly, for Korneal always assumed the best about those he met.

“I took it, sir, in order to pay for your passage home.”  Dropping to my knee, I proclaimed my fealty to my new lord.  “Duke Korneal, my liege, I am Bennet, gardener at the manor house of Turko.  I am here in Farku to seek out your presence and bring you to your ducal seat.  Alas, your uncle, good Lormont has passed, and in doing so, grants the title and estate to you.  Please come with me, sir, for I can assure you, there we have plenty of food.”
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Chapter 1

Lance
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NOBODY EVER TOLD ME that raising a teenager would be akin to driving a stake through the center of your foot.  You have to watch every step you take, tiptoeing as if you were walking on glass, or else that stake would send a jolt of electricity through every nerve in your body.

“Sandy has run away,” Noodnick said, the first words any of us had ever heard out of his mouth.  

Frankly, I didn’t think he knew how to speak.  After more than ten years of working side by side with the guy, I figured he was mute, or possibly, telepathic.  Actually, it might have been better if he was.  His voice was so high, and shrill, it threatened to burst my eardrums.  Wen and Taul both covered their ears, while Taul’s cousin, Amyr held up a hand.

Noodnick shut his mouth and bowed his head, nodding to the guy, as if he had just issued a royal command.

“What's with that?” I murmured to Wen, glancing back at Taul's cousin, and noticing again how he resembled the dude on my ancient gold coin.  Of course, the Great Emperor had died more than a century ago, while this kid looked about Sandy’s age.  Sandy.  Sandy!  Sandy had run away and I was wasting time ruminating about that stupid coin.

“When?” I asked, turning back to Noodnick.

“What?” Wen replied.  

“Not you.  Nood, when did she leave?”

“I didn’t see her,” Wen insisted, pointing at the hydraulic fluid leak that was creating a serious puddle on the docking bay’s floor.

“Noodnick!” I shouted, repeating his name in case he was also deaf.  “When did Sandy leave and where did she go?”

Noodnick shrugged, but I saw his eyes flicker back to Taul’s cousin, as if waiting for permission to say more.  Five minutes in our presence and already this kid was taking over my ship, my crew deferring to him as if that was perfectly fine.

“She’s a teenager, Lancelot.”  Wen strolled across the bay to poke a finger in the hydraulic fluid.  He stirred it around, creating circles on the floor.  “It’s a spacebase.  She couldn’t get very far.  Probably, she was hungry.  Kids’ stomachs are like bottomless pits that are always empty.”

“Thank you,” I snapped, already bolting to the lift.  “You guys are such a wealth of wisdom when it comes to raising the kids that you don't have.  I'm going to go search the commercial transport deck in case she bought a ticket on a plane, or is trying to hitchhike a ride with someone.  For all we know, she could be headed anywhere.  She might be on her way to the Black Eye Galaxy.”

“Maybe, she wants to visit her mother,” Taul suggested, looking at his cousin, as if the Emperor-looking kid had all the answers which I didn't.  “We can go look for her.  She's a skinny red head with the most amazing emerald eyes.  Come on, Amyr.  Let's hit the upper decks.”  Then, he held up his hands and drew the shape of a woman before his cousin's eyes.

“Hey!”  

“Sorry, Captain.”  Taul apologized before I could punch him.  “Don’t worry.  Amyr can’t hardly see anyway.  He’s either near-sighted or far-sighted, or both.  I’m not sure which.”

“And you want me to hire him for our crew?”  The lift door swished open.  Fortunately, it was empty.  “What exactly can a blind man do in space?”

Amyr pointed his finger at the pool of fluid beneath Wen’s feet.  

“I think he can fix our leak,” Taul suggested, nodding at his cousin, as if telling him to go ahead.  

A microsecond later, the hydraulic fluid burst into flames, evaporating a mess that would have cost me dearly to clean up.  

“Yikes!” Wen screeched, jumping out of his shoes.  He bolted across the bay to the safety of the boarding ladder.  “Next time, give me a minute’s warning before you blast me into toast.”

The alien kid shrugged, telling something to Taul in his weird, alien language, while the fire died down as quickly as it had erupted.

“You can add more fluid now, Wen,” Taul called.  “The leak is sealed.  See, Cap'n, Amyr's got a lot of skills that can't really be quantified.  He'll be useful though.  I promise.  Let's go find Sandy, little cuz.”  

“Hold on!  Wait a minute.  I’m the captain.”  I stood in the middle of the lift doors, blocking both Taul and his cousin from joining me inside.  The doors started squealing, a high pitched noise even worse than Noodnick’s voice until Amyr held up a finger and pointed it at the control panel.  It silenced and for a moment, the lift’s lights grew dim and blinked.  “You're telling me that guy fixed our hydraulic leak by pointing at it?”

Again, Amyr spoke to Taul.

“Actually, he says that he sealed it by fusing the hole in the composite materials with high heat.  Incidentally, he says the hole was caused by lack of maintenance on the part of the previous owner, so you should probably have the vessel fully serviced as soon as possible.  You need a bonding continuity check, and the hull should be sound tested every three feet.”

“Heat?” I repeated.

“The fire, you know...”  Taul smiled.  “It got rid of the excess fluid, right?  We don't have to take it to a hazard materials disposal dump, so as soon as we find Sandy, we can be on our way.”

“That is useful!” Wen cried joyfully, joining us in the lift.  “Now, I don’t have to clean it up.  I vote we hire him, Lance.”

“This isn't a democracy!” I snapped, inadvertently pushing the UP button with such force, it prompted the lift to squeal again.  This, I silenced with a resounding slam of my fist.  Maybe, I couldn’t do it magically with my finger, but I sure could break it with my hand if I wanted.  “What?”

Taul grinned, “Amyr says you shouldn’t do that.  You’ll be arrested by the spacebase’s police and have to spend three days in jail for malicious vandalism.  That would be a waste of our precious time.”

“Tell Amyr to shut up,” I ordered, as we rocketed up three decks to the food court and shopping arcade.  “Tell Amyr he needs to find another job.”  The last thing I wanted in my crew was a weird, asshole, know-it-all, telekinetic alien kid with fire in his finger.

“But,” Taul protested.  “He repaired that hydraulic leak, and he says he’s going to be very useful in the future.” 

“Alright, temporarily,” I grumbled, just to shut Taul up.  My priority was to find Sandy, and this kid was distracting me from my mission.  The lift doors swung open, then, to reveal a mall teeming with space people.  Somewhere my daughter was out among them.  “He can join our crew on probation, but he had better learn English right away.  You're not going to translate for him, Taul.  He needs to understand and take his orders directly from me.”

“Roger!”  Taul snapped a salute.  “Don’t worry.  He’ll pick it up just like that.  Amyr can...”

“I don’t give a damn what Amyr can or cannot do.  If you’re helping me search for Sandy, get to it.  We’ll deal with everything else when we leave this port.”

“Yes, sir!”  This time, both Taul and Amyr saluted.

He definitely wasn't going to be the best crewman.  In fact, from the way he looked down upon me with his strange, nearly closed eyes, I got the impression that he was going to be a lot more trouble than he was worth.  

“You guys look over that way,” I ordered, pointing to the right.  “Wen, you check out the food arcade.  She likes milkshakes and French fries.  I’ll head to the left and look in the commercial docks.  Oh, and Taul, when you're done, go into a store and get your cousin some glasses.  I'm sure there are bifocals, or something that he can wear for his near-sighted and far-sightedness.  I'm not about to cut him any slack just because he can't see.”

“Roger that,” Taul called again, as the two of them disappeared around a corner.  

I was about to shout something else, something along the lines of getting the guy some clothing, as his leather leggings and tunic looked more appropriate for a rodeo.  However, I was distracted.  In fact, I was so out of it, I accidentally bumped into a woman, who was standing next to the door of the SpaceWay Inn Motel.  Even more unfortunate, this woman was the absolute last one in the entire Milky Way I wanted to see.  

“Jill!” I cried, extending my hand, offering to help up my one time flame, the mother of my missing, but beloved daughter.

“Oh!  Lance.  You idiot



























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





