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Only a few works of children’s literature have remained beloved across the centuries. C. S. Lewis’s Narnia books head this list, naturally, along with Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and adaptations of the Grimms’ fairy tales. Most are thick with morals and allegory. But Lord Gabriel Quintrall’s Chronicles of Yeneh, while equally enduring, are far stranger even than Alice’s “curious” adventures…

 

—Adare Hassan, professor of literary history, Tycho University

 

 

There was no reason for Lady Ada Quintrall, heir to the dukedom of Corbridge, to meet with a troublesome visiting scientist, except that she was bored.

Ostensibly busy reviewing profit and loss reports from the verdurite mining operation, she had instead let her attention drift to the window of her second-floor study, drapes pulled wide to let in what light the planet’s bruise-violet sky could offer. Her eyes followed the randomized flight of a bee-bot as it buzzed about the yellow and fuchsia petunias in the window planter. The cheery flowers brought life to her stuffy office.

That distracting bee-bot was the only reason she noticed the stranger’s arrival. She leaned forward for a better view.

She made out a shock of brown hair, baggy synthetic clothes of beige and navy blue, and the tall, lean build of a person raised on a low-gravity world. Tight, emphatic gestures suggested he was politely arguing with someone; Ada craned her neck and confirmed that the butler, Mrs. Wallham, blocked the doorway, obviously trying to send him on his way. He must be a salesman, perhaps trying to weasel into a cut of the mining operation. Far more important people had admitted defeat when faced with Wallham’s steely scowl. The butler protected the family’s time and privacy like a bulldog guarded its stash of bones.

At the moment, however, even a pitch meeting sounded like a welcome break from financial reports. Ada ought to be grateful—she was grateful—that her grandfather the duke had given her responsibility over the all-important colony finances. It was an opportunity to prove herself and solidify her position as heir. But she’d have to wade through a great deal of tedium to get there, and after a long afternoon staring at columns of numbers and grids of tiny faces in virtual meetings, she’d earned some entertainment.

Ada folded the computer screen down to disappear seamlessly into the mahogany desk, then stretched shoulders tight from hours of sitting and went to investigate.

“…But that opportunity’s dying with every day your terraforming machines run!” The stranger’s accent, though educated, had a faint Lunan twang. Vaguely familiar, though she couldn’t place it. “I’m asking, for science…”

“Science must sadly be disappointed in this case. It’s impossible.” Wallham folded her arms and frowned at him, forbidding in her impeccable white collared shirt and black jacket.

“What’s impossible?” Ada asked, crossing the main hall toward the pair.

“My apologies, Lady Ada. This visitor wants to meet with His Grace. I shan’t let him disturb you.”

“Ada! It’s great to see you.”

The familiarity in his tone made Ada realize that the man himself seemed vaguely familiar too. His chestnut hair, disheveled to a degree right on the line between sad and endearing, framed a fawn-brown complexion and an over-bold smile.

“Lady Ada,” Wallham growled.

“Right,” he said. “Lady Ada.”

He bowed over Ada’s hand, hovering short of touching her. So, he knew the proper forms for nobility—better than she’d expect of the radical leftists from Luna—but he performed them almost ironically. There was a keen self-awareness in his movements, his lips twisting as he met her gaze.

It was that air of false respect that triggered her memory.

“My lady, this is—”

Ada cut the butler off. “Tevoy Zamora? What in all the worlds are you doing here?”

“Doctor Zamora now. Of Tycho University,” he said.

It had been six years since she’d seen him. No longer a gangly teen, he was still fashion-challenged and awkward, and looked at her with the same wry disdain as ever.

With a sniff, Wallham held out the tablet with Zamora’s credentials—pulled from the inter-system database—which confirmed his claim.

“Naturally,” Ada murmured. Of all her schoolmates, Zamora was the only one to graduate early and leave to pursue advanced studies. Of course he’d earned a doctorate at an age when the rest of them had only just graduated university.

But he was the last of her classmates who she’d have expected to show up on her doorstep on a distant planet. She’d never particularly liked him. She hadn’t disliked him, aside from his tendency to laugh at her and the other nobility, but he was hardly alone in that. They’d moved in different circles, she joining clubs for politics and business, he focused on the sciences.

“We were at Lewis together,” she told Wallham. “I’ll ask again: what brings you here, Doctor Zamora?”

“I’m a botanist—xenobotanist, specifically—and I want to study Corbridge’s unique ecosystems.” A calculated pause. “While that’s still possible.”

“Xeno…” Her brain was moving like sludge, poisoned by the endless columns of those profit and loss statements. “You mean the native ecosystems. Whyever would you want to study that?”

She said it without thinking, her distaste for this hostile planet speaking for her. Rationally, his interest made sense: studying unknown things was what scientists did. Just because she was counting the weeks to the next terraforming milestone didn’t mean others felt the same. Yet the humid air, which always smelled ever so slightly off, conspired with the sky’s violet gloom to press down on her, as oppressive as Wallham’s best glare.

“Because I happen to believe that when you’re deliberately destroying something irreplaceable, you should know what that thing is.” The sudden vitriol in his voice startled her.

Wallham shook her head. “I’ve already told him, Lady Ada, that we’ve followed all the terraforming regulations, sent all the required samples to the Plutocratic Alliance, and there’s no grounds for further study. I’ll not waste His Grace’s time with it.”

Few knew the duke’s mind better than his long-time butler, and Ada ought to trust Wallham’s judgment. Yet she found herself curious. Zamora was… interesting. And he was the first human she’d seen in a month who wasn’t her family, employee, or vassal.

Nor could Ada see any reason not to grant the scientist’s request, except (the voice in her head sounded a bit like her business professor and a bit like her grandfather the duke) for the liability should he come to harm out in the hazardous wilds. But they had waivers for that.

“Fortunately, my time is less precious than my grandfather’s. Come take tea with me, Doctor, and we’ll talk.”

Wallham turned her frown on Ada, but Ada wasn’t a little girl anymore, to be so easily chastened.

“Wouldn’t it be impolite, Wallham, not to invite my old schoolmate for tea?”

Before Wallham could answer, a voice called, “M’lady!”

Of all the unexpected intrusions, it was Morley, the groundskeeper, who hurried toward them, their boots trailing dirt across the pristine walkway.

“M’lady, a word? Please.”

“Is something wrong?”

“Lady Ada, you mustn’t let some meddlesome young outsider go poking about in the infested zones. It’s dangerous.”

“Excuse me?” Zamora stared at the gardener.

“I assume he has safety measures in mind,” Ada said, before the meddlesome scientist in question could protest further.

“I don’t mean dangerous for him! Or not only him.”

“How so?”

Morley and Wallham exchanged a weighted glance. No need to guess how Morley had learned about their visitor; clearly, the butler had called in backup. Both of them had served her grandfather since long before he left behind old Corbridge-on-Earth and moved the duchy seat to this planet, along with the family’s business ventures. The duke came first, second, and third in their loyalties.

“Imagine what it’d mean for us if he tries to interfere with the terraforming process,” Morley said. “All he’d need is to claim he’s found some native species that ought to be preserved under the Accord.”

“Is that likely?” She glanced sidelong at Zamora, who listened with open annoyance at the staff disparaging him as if he weren’t even there. “Surely, if such creatures exist here, we should know about it.”

She’d meant they should find out the truth of such claims, but Morley took her words differently. “Indeed, m’lady, we would know—and there are none. The local plant life, it’s vicious stuff. After all these years, I’m still finding it creeping back onto the grounds, even here at Dryden. The farmers are fighting it day and night. Any interruption in the terraforming would mean giving ground we can’t afford.” They scowled at Zamora. “But that won’t stop a puffed-up outsider from making wild claims so he can win himself more time and funding.”

Zamora apparently couldn’t contain himself any longer. “Oh, I’m the unscrupulous one? You’re the ones torching whole ecosystems. You’ll pay the cost, sooner or later, and it might be far higher than you think.”

Ada cocked her head at him. “What sort of cost?”

“You won’t care unless it’s financial, will you? Profits and opportunity costs, that’s all that matters to you people.” He shook his head viciously. “I shouldn’t have come here. What a waste of time.”

He turned his back on her and walked away, undismissed. Ada hated how much that rankled; she didn’t care about such things, she truly didn’t, but a lifetime of training made her feel like she did.

Wallham made disapproving noises at his back, while Morley muttered, “Good riddance.” Ada wished she could say the same… but as she returned grudgingly to work, she couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling that Zamora had left her with.

She didn’t manage much work after that. Ill at ease and lonely, she soon retreated to the library, took up the book she craved, and kicked off her shoes so she could curl into the high-backed armchair by the hearth. (She’d never seen a fire lit there, not even when Dryden House was located back at Corbridge-on-Earth, before her grandfather had paid eye-goggling amounts of money to transport their ancestral home here. In this planet’s climate, the estate needed no heating at all.)

Wallham would scowl if she caught Ada’s feet on the chair, or at least she used to when Ada was a child. Growing up in Dryden House had felt like living in a museum, a constant adventure with new discoveries around every corner. As an adult… well, she did live in a museum, and it was more stifling than thrilling. Even this reading chair was more for show than comfort, the cushions firm under scratchy upholstery. She used to get so lost in reading that she didn’t notice it, her long limbs tangled up like vines, but she fit less well than she used to.

The books still fit, though. She ran her hands over the soft, embossed leather of the cover. The spine no longer creaked when she opened it, but the smell of old paper as she flipped the thick pages was childhood incarnate. The Gateway of Twilight by Lord Gabriel Quintrall, third duke of Corbridge—the first book in his Yeneh series, and the first book she remembered reading on her own.

Growing up, she had adored her literary ancestor, both for the strange, delightful books that kept her better company than her distant grandfather and for the importance he lent her. Being a scion of British nobility won her no friends in the international school where most of her classmates were the children of rich executives. But being a descendant of that Lord Corbridge? The author of the Chronicles of Yeneh? That made her interesting.

She’d loved the books in their own right, too: the otherworldly beauty of the realm of Yeneh; the playful yet wise tree-folk, the yeheneh, who built incredible forest-cities and sang songs that would make the cruelest villain weep. She’d dreamed of having her own adventures in Yeneh, like the boys in her ancestor’s books, making new friends and exploring wondrous landscapes and ultimately saving the day. She’d have been like Thomas, the brave one, she’d always flattered herself. She would have defeated the Dark Source and found the cure for the Blight of Darkness before anyone had to die.

She’d never had much opportunity to be brave, despite spending countless summer evenings wandering the grounds of old Corbridge-on-Earth, hoping to stumble upon a secret gateway, anything more romantic than real life. A rich girl of noble background didn’t need courage or adventures, her grandfather always said, but she’d needed something in those lonely days. Something that was hers by nature, not by inheritance.

She never found it, though, and somewhere along the way, she’d lost that need.

A pointed throat-clearing sound startled her. She hastily swung her legs down, prepared to apologize to Wallham—but it wasn’t the butler at the door.

“Your Grace!” She sprang to her feet. “I didn’t realize you’d returned.”

He waved away her formality. “Sit, please. I want to talk to you.”

“Of course.”

She sat upright, grateful now for the firmness of the straight-backed chair, while he sat opposite her in the chair with clawed feet and armrests, the one that reminded her of a throne. Lord Ashworth Quintrall, duke of Corbridge, was a tall, stern man who’d embraced the dignity of aging rather than trying to hide its signs: he’d let the crags of his face deepen, and only hints of his raven-black hair remained amid the silver, as if to tell the world that not even time frightened the formidable duke.

His gaze fell on her book, and a strange expression crossed his face. Nostalgia? Or amusement?

“I heard you had a visitor today,” he said.

“That’s right.” Ada chose her words with care. “A xenobotanist from Luna came seeking permission to study the native ecosystems.”

Surely, he’d had the details from Wallham and Morley, but it seemed he wanted her perspective. Some days, the duke treated her as… not a partner, but at least a protégé, while other times he was the lord who demanded obedience. (And sometimes, on occasion, he was simply Grandfather. The man who’d raised her, cold but fair, his affection as rare and coveted as verdurite.)

“And you met with him. To what purpose?”

“To hear his proposal and see if it had merit, of course. Wallham didn’t want him disturbing you—”

“Did you expect it would? Have merit?”

She blinked. It was hard to tell sometimes, with Grandfather, whether he was judging her or testing her. Whether he looked at her and saw the heir he needed or saw only echoes of her mother, with all her mistakes.

“How could I know without hearing him? All I did was greet him, Grandfather. I made no promises.”

“Did you think of the implications of his request? For the business, for our tenants, for the family?” the duke of Corbridge demanded.

She walked a narrow path here, needing to show her loyalty and her worth. The duke demanded obedience from his people, even—especially—from his heir. He had no use for fools, though. No one advanced in Corbridge unless they could think for themselves, but their ideas could only stray so far from His Grace’s. This was the line she’d walked her whole life, striving for his approval, crushed every time she disappointed him.

“I was thinking of the family.” She leaned forward, earnest but not defensive, reminding herself that she was no longer that little girl, but a grown woman with a brain, a spine, and a business degree. “Hearing him out costs us nothing, but if we refuse so much as a meeting, he might accuse us of hiding something—groundlessly, of course! But the accusation alone would be bad for business, if the press latched on.”

“Hm. You’re not wrong about that, though acting from fear of public disapproval is a slippery slope.” He frowned in thought, and she dared hope that would be all, but then he asked, “And the fact that he’s your old schoolmate didn’t pique your interest? It’s clear he means to trade on that connection.”

“If so, he was wrong. I barely knew him at school.” Taking a risk, she smiled ruefully and added, “The truth is, I’d spent four straight hours of reviewing financial reports, and he arrived just when I needed a break. I spoke with him from curiosity, nothing more.”

In fact, she’d intended to give Dr. Zamora the benefit of the doubt, from fairness rather than friendship. But this was close enough to true.

To her relief, his expression softened, his chair creaking a sigh as he sank back into it. The air in the room felt lighter as he became Grandfather again, the duke no longer. “I forget how newly come to your position you are. You’ve attended to these tedious assignments without complaint, but you’re young. I suppose you need some amusement.”

“I’m grateful for the trust you’ve shown in me. I didn’t mean to imply I was bored.”

“But you are bored. You needn’t pretend otherwise. I know this work is dull as dirt, especially when you’re fresh from university. But the finances are key to understanding the whole family enterprise. A wise duke minds the details—even the dull ones—personally. Not all your cousins recognize that as you do.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, feeling buoyant. That was effusive praise, from him.

“But in the matter of this scientist…” He shook his head. “It’s flattering to have people vying for your good opinion, my dear, but as heir, you mustn’t give your time and attention too freely. I know you’ve heard Wallham and Morley’s perspectives. Do you understand why I absolutely cannot grant this scientist’s request?”

She summarized what the staff had told her about the risk to their terraforming program if Dr. Zamora made a discovery of note. “Morley believed he might even manufacture such a discovery, if only to buy himself more time.”

“Indeed. A scientist will find things to study like a mechanic will find repairs needed on a ship. They must keep themselves employed.”

This seemed overly cynical to Ada, but she nodded.

“Suppose he does set back the terraforming. What then?”

“That would slow the verdurite mining effort… which could put the whole colony in financial jeopardy,” she said. “We’re so close to turning a profit. But if we delay, and the loans come due…”

Disaster.

“Now you see. That’s why I’ve had you working with the finances: you know precisely how many people’s livelihoods depend on our care and judgment—and how narrow are the margins of that care.”

“I do.”

“What has always set the Quintralls apart from most nobility, and certainly from those trillionaire executives who’ve crowned themselves as new royalty, is how seriously we take our people’s welfare. We’re not out to give ourselves a more luxurious life. We have a responsibility to our people—a legacy to uphold. That’s why we’ve crossed the very cosmos to come here: to create a new future for our duchy. Remember that, Ada. You’re a Quintrall, and the future duke of Corbridge, and responsibility must always be foremost in your heart.”

You’re a Quintrall. That, from her grandfather, was his way of saying I love you.

One of her earlier memories was of watching the stranger who was her mother walking away from one of her rare visits to Dryden House. She remembered the weight of Grandfather’s hand on her small shoulder, the way his voice rumbled in her chest as he said, “You are a true Quintrall, Ada. Your mother may have thrown away her family and name, but if you work hard and embrace your role, you’ll make a worthy heir to me.”

From that moment on, she was his completely. An abandoned child knew instinctively to grab onto belonging and never let go. It might not be the quests and adventures of her storybooks—and she might always yearn for more—but she at least had this.

He paused, falling silent in deep thought. She waited, breath held, the room so quiet she could hear the
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