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        From  the  ruminations  of  Praylor

      

      

      Insanity...!!!

      The  humans  had  curious  habits.   "Confederations"   were  in  their  nature:   the  illusion  of   "civilised  trade" ;   the  right  to  belittle  all  that  was   non -confederate.

      What  was   "stability" ?    Was  it  the  "garden  fence"  that  repelled  the  "scavengers  of  anarchy"  that  would  prevent  the  "civilised  beings"  from  starving  to  death?

      What  was   "chaos" ?    Was  it  the  ladder,  on  which  "civilised  beings"   could  climb  to  get  ahead  of  every   other   "civilised  being" ?

      Confederacy....

      It  appeared  to  be  a  word  that  could  not  choose  between  the  two:   neither  chaotic   nor   stable.

      Insanity....

      Yes...,   the   "civilised  cage",  where  chaos  could  hide  but  not  be  treated....

      What  if  such  things  did  not  have  to  persist?   What  if  there  had  been  a  universe,  where  such  things  had  not  existed,  at  all?

      The  humans  were  petty,  anyway,  engaged  in,  yet,   another   civil  war...,  unaware  of  the  massive  and  expansive  empires  that  had  thrived,  for  millennia,  in   other   places...,  in  this  vast  place  that  was  the  cosmos....

      Empires...  that  grew,  only,  because  they  worshipped  beings,  who  were  like  me...!

      Species,  spanning  the  multiverse,  have  called  us,  by   many   names:   "Aexaygians",   "Quattravvarrittan",  "Musovius",   "Ölf",   "Unvashen"....

      They  do  not  understand  us..,  but,  then,  we  have,  never,   expected   them  to  achieve  any  form  of  sufficient  understanding.

      We  decide  the  gravitational  constants  of  the  universe.   Ours  is  the  voice  that  casts  judgment,  when  they  attempt  to  violate  our  laws....

      
        
        From  the  observations  of  Gíudi

      

      

      Let  me  observe  the  layout  of  this:   the  galaxy,  where  I  was  born.   Should  not  all  beings  come  to  learn  every  detail  of  what  they  shall  inhabit?

      The  humans  have  created  a   "Confederacy".   Two-hundred-years-ago,  in  their  Earth-reckonning  year  of   2033,  their  attempts  to  colonise  their  moon  of   Luna  were  noticed,  by  the  altruistic  race  of  the  Opojo.   Now,  the  Opojo  and  the  humans  are  allies,  and  the  Pacifist  Trade  Confederacy,  which  they  have  created,  is  enjoyed  by  the  inclusion  of  many   other   races,  including  the  Yuffo,  the  Zeerim,  and  the  Produzíoed.

      There  were   other  races,  though,  who  had  far-less- " peaceful "   foreign  policies...,  if  they  had  been  discovered  by  the  Confederacy,  at-all.

      The  galaxy,  as  I,  currently,  understand  it,  is  divided  into  four  quadrants,  all-of-which  have  an  average  span  of,  approximately,   6,168   square  lightyears,  each.

      If  Earth  was   "far-south"   on  the  galactic  map,  the  Ogmayo  Quadrant  would  be   "to  the  east".   Here,  the  native  worlds  of  the  Yuffo  and  the  Zeerim  can  be  found,  as  can  the  nomadic  fleets  of  the  Torqual  and  the  illusive  cloud  formations  that  house  the  Allojin.   Considered  to  be  the   "most-lawless"   of  the  three  most-well-known  populated  sectors,  one  singular  political  power   is   in-session,  spanning   "the  north-easterly  quarter"   of  that  sector:   the  Empire  of  the  Dolkek.

      Spending  the  first  halves  of  their  lives,  with  smooth  and  glissenning  red  skin,  these  humanoids,  the  Dolkek,  have   cursed -themselves  and  many  others,  with  the  ritual  known  as:   "The  Parshendisharropf",  turning  their  once- beautiful   race  of  humanoids  into  abominations....

      Warmongering   abominations,  which  seek  to  draw  one  species  after-another  into  a   galactic  war....

      Then,  to  the  "west "   of  Earth,  there  is  the  Mornonis  Quadrant,  where  one  can  find  the  verdent  home  of  the  Opojo  and  their  far-less-friendly  cousins,  the  Empire  of  the  Listva.   The  griffin-like  Listva  occupy  (as  the  Dolkek  do,  in   their   territory),  only,  a  quarter   of   their  quarter  of  the  galaxy,  but  it  would  appear  that  they  are  a  constant  nuisance  to  the  peaceful  Confederacy.

      Then,   "north"    of  the  Mornonis  Quadrant  and  nowhere-near   Earth,  is  the  Barrudda  Quadrant,  which  holds   two   significant  political  bodies:   that  of  the  right-winged-rooted  corporate  territory  of  the  Hruna  and  the  left-wing-rooted  police  state  of  the  Kix'omma.   These  territories  are  separated,  expanding  into  each  half  of  their  quadrant...,  and,  in  truth,  I  am  not  sure,  as  to  which  is  the   "morally-superior"   of  the  two....

      "East"  of  the  Barrudda  Quadrant  and  "north"   of  the  Dolkek,  then,  is  an  vast  territory,  which  has  been  left,  unexplored,  as-of-yet,  by  the  aforementioned  political  bodies....   Some  have  taken  to  calling  it   "Quomenta".    Most,  though,  take  to  calling  it,  simply,   "The   Unexplored   Quadrant"....

      But  I  am  here....   This  sector  has,  never,  been  subjected  to   "politics",  as  the  other  races  might  understand  the  term...,  not  as   I,  even,  understand  the  term,  in  fact....

      But  I  seek  to  learn  more....   Should  I  begin,  by  visiting  the   humans...?   That  seems  to  me  to  be  the  most-logical  thing  to  do.   I  have  heard  the  tales  of  Captains  Boyer,  Stringer,  Reeds,  Para...:    heroes  and  heroines  to  their  people....

      What  must  it  be  like  to  live-up  to  those  ideals...

      

      
        
        From  the  counsel  of  Irrel

      

      

      Oh,  my  son....

      No....   What  you  have  seen,  through  your  meditations,  was   not   the  galaxy,  into-which  you  were  born...,  although,  I  am  pleased  to  see  that  you  have  your  father's  insights.  There  is  hope  for  all  life,  yet....

      Imagine  a  galaxy,  where  the  Pacifist  Trade  Confederacy,  never,  existed....   Imagine  that  the  Opojo  were  not  there  to  witness  the  technological  progress  of  the  humans  of  Earth...,  neither  could  they  assist,  with  their  development,  into  a  major  galactic  power....   Imagine  that,  only,   one   unmanned  ship  of  theirs  made  it  far-enough  to  be  discovered....

      Imagine  that  the  reason  why  was  because  the  Opojo  had  been  conquered,  by  the  Listva.

      Imagine,  then,  that  the  Dolkek  did  the  same  to  the  Zeerim...,   for  there  had  been  no  "Pacifist  Confederation",  with-which  they  could  find-shelter...  nor  could,  even,  word  of  their  morally-centred  way-of-life  be  allowed  to  spread....   The  Mornonis  Sector  and  the  Ogmayo  Sector  have  been  conquered,  to  near-entirety,  by  the  most- dangerous  of  their  occupants....

      Imagine  that  the  corporations  of  the  Hruna  and  the  communism  of  the  Kix'omma  have  spread,  to  the  point  that  all  but  the  fate  of  the  immediate  border  that  divides  their  territories  has  been  decided....   Imagine  that  one  of  the  races  has  begun  to  deceive  their  own  people  into  a  subtle  form  of   slavery...  and  that  the  other  has,  foolishly,  unleashed  a  force  of  nature  that  no-one  may  have  any  hope  of  controlling....

      Imagine  that  the  Allojin  and  the  Torqual  have  taken-refuge,  from  the  Dolkek,  by  finding  their  way  into  our  sector,  known  to  some  as:   "Quomenta"...,  and  imagine  that  they  have  not  come  to  show   "kindness ",  of  any  sort,  to  innocent  beings....

      Then....

      Imagine  that  your  father  was  responsible,  for  all-of-this....

      You  are  my  son,  Gíudi...,  and  your  father  is  the  Musovius,  Praylor....   Through  his  power,  which  is  a  part  of  your  heritage,  you  have  seen  glimpses,  into  a  universe,  where  things  were  at- peace...;   where  the  people  were  prosperous  and  content....

      I  am  a  member  of  the  El'es'i...,  and  we  are  on  the  verge  of  evolutionary  equality,  with  your  father's   arrogant   race.

      Our  union  was  deemed  to  be   "beneath  the  notice  of  the  others"....   When  you  were  born,  he  did  not  care....   So-long-as  there  are   "no  violations  to  the  grand  scheme",  which   they   claim,  that,  only,  they  can  see...,  they  will  deem  it  to  be   "insignificant "....

      But  no  life  is   "insignificant",  my  son,  no  matter  how   small   it  may  be.

      You  have  reached  your  full  maturity,  as  a  young  man,  in  less  time  than  it  takes  for  the  Earth  to  revolve  around  its  sun.   For  generations,  that  has  been  the  affliction,  which  our  race  has  had  to  endure:   to  be  brought  to  life  in  the  spring,  to  be  able  to  spread  our  wings  in  the  summer,  to  know  the  wisdom  of  adulthood  in  the  autumn...,  and   to  die  in  darkness  of  winter....

      Our  race  has,  always,  had  great  potential...:   potential  which,  until-now,  has  not  extended  into  our  ability  to  outlive  one  year....

      But  you  are  different,  my  son...,  for,  where  the  life  of  our  race  is  transcient,  no-one  can  "outlive "   an  Aexaygian...!   A   millennium   may  lie  before  you....

      That  is  my  hope...,  as  it  is  for  your   sister....

      You  are  old-enough  to  know  of  this,  my  son.   Balance   must  be  restored...,  and  I  fear  for  the  state  of  this  universe,  down  to  the  very  tale  of  its  creation....

      I  would  have you  make  life  better,  for  all  beings,  my  son.   See  a  future,  in-which  peace  and  order  reign...;   where  the  glorious  Trade  Confederacy,  once,  held-sway....

      Your  father  claims  to  be   "eternal".   Your  heroes,  Boyer,  Stringer,  Reeds,  and  Para,  would  have  been  more- honest...,  claiming  that  beings,  like  him,  are  arrogant...  and  more- anachronistic   than  they  will,  ever,  realise...,   for  societies  choose  to  develop,  and  they  must  choose  how.

      There  are  those,  who  worship  the  Unvashen,  all-the-same...,  hoping  that  service  will  grant  them  power  over  others...:   "the  power  of  the  gods".   Perhaps,  those  races   fear   your  father....   Just-as-likely,  they  could  be:  stupid.

      Remove  that  state  of  subjugation,  Gíudi!   Remove  the  lies !   I   beg   you...!   None  have  had  the  power,   before   you...,  and  winter  is  upon  me....

      You  must  do  what  all  races,  all  sexes,  and  all  free-thinking  folk  were  meant  to  do  to  survive,  in  a   true   utopian  galaxy:

      To  kill  their  gods...;   to  kill  your  father....

      It  will  be   difficult,  my  son...,  but  there  are  stories,  still,  where  it  has  been  thought  to  have  been  done,  before....    Judgment   can  be  cast,  upon  those  who  would  judge,  and  your  power  will  derive  from  that  of  the  people...!

      Use  your  mortality  to  relate  to  them,  my  son....   Until  now,  you  have  been   sheltered,  on  this,  your  home  of  Seer'eer'eye'ra.   I  have  carried  and  cared  for  you...,  but,  now,  it  is  time  that  you  met  the  other  races....

      See  things,  from   their   eyes....   I  know  that  you  have  that  power,  now...:   a  power,  which  your  father  might,  never,  have  been-expecting...!

      See  how  their  unity  can  do  what  he,   alone,  never   could....   You  will  identify  them,  by  the  songs  that  they  sing....

      Six  should  be  enough  to  turn  the  cultural  tide,  away-from  the  "old  gods"...,  but  not  one-fewer....

      Six  songs....   Hear  them,  understand  them...,  and  get  them  to  harmonise....

      [Commence]
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      Gíudi  had  to  adapt  to  his  mother's  death.  As   any   member  of  his  race  could  have  predicted,  her  life  ended,  on  her  birthday,  and  (despite  her  poetic  license)   the  truth  was  that  most  El'es'i  parents  and  their  children  were  born,  two-seasons-apart.   Four-seasons-apart  would  have  meant  that,  at-best,  the  parents  and  children  would,  never,  have  known-each-other.

      And  Gíudi  was  not  certain,  now,  if  his  lifespan  would  be  the  same  as  hers...  or  if  it  would  be  the  same  as  his  father's.   Could  it  be  somewhere, between-the-two:   long-lived  but  not  immortal;  ephemeral  but  not  limited  to  a  single  springtime?

      He  did  not  know...,  but  the  dawn  of  the   "autumn"   of  his  life  was  upon  him.   For  all  that  he  knew,  he  had,  only,  six  months  of  life  to  perform  his  mother's  task.

      He  stood  upon  the  green-hued  asteroid  and  looked  upon  the  red  volcanic-looking  planet  that  was  the  centre  of  the  local  orbit.   The  all-encompassing  green  nebula  that  surrounded  them  was  spacious,  like  an  astronomical  unit  of  spherical  space  had  been  allocated  to  accommodate  Seer'eer'eye'ra:   the  name  that  the  aetherial  El'es'i  had  called  this  place.

      Gíudi  remarked,  then,  on  what   that   word  meant,  as  well:   their   species   name.

      The  humans  of  Earth  would  have  considered  them  to  be   "humans",  in  almost  every  way.   They  had  the  noses  of  humanoids,  the  eyes,  the  brow,  the  arms,  the  legs....

      Few  humans,  outside-of  Renaissance  flights-of-fancy,  had  glistening  silver-coloured  wings,  though.   Even,  within   that   concise  artistic  category,  it  would  have  been  unusual  to  see  silvery aesthetically-pleasing  filigree, across those  opaline  faces  and  around  those  dark  curious  eyes.

      Gíudi  had  black  hair,  not  unlike  that  of  his  mother.   Hers  had  been  set  to  a  different   style,  of  course:   long  and  flowing, with  held  by  a  metallic  headband,  unlike  his  choice  of  short  boyish  fringe.   His  white  tunic  had  blue  and  gold  highlights.

      Beauty  was  appreciated,  here.   Despite  some  misconceptions  about  their  race,  El'es'i  had  few  physical  limits,  beyond  their  lifespans,  which  ended  at  the  completion  of  one  standard  solar  revolution  of  the  average  life-bearing  world.

      The  entire  galaxy  was  visible,  due  to  the  unique  properties  of  this  area  of  the  cosmos.   If  one  wanted  to  see   any   space  battle  in  the  Ogmayo  Quadrant,  one  had  but  to  fly  to  the  correct  emerald  stone,  be  that  stone  large  enough  on  which  to  stand  or  smaller  than  a  pebble,  and  could  watch,  as  that  far-distant  event  played  itself  out.   If  one  wanted  to  see  the  behaviour  of  subatomic  particles  at  the  other  edge  of  the  galaxy,  the  procedure  would  have  differed,  little,  from  any  other.

      But  it  was   Gíudi,  specifically,  who  had  his  limits.   Wingless,  he  could  not  fly:   a  trait  that  he  had  inheritted,  he,  now,  wondered,  from  his   father.

      He  had,  never,  met  Praylor.   In  fact,  the  god-like  race,  that  some  called,  "Aexaygians",  were  among  the  few  things  that  none-of  the  El'es'i  could  perceive,  no  matter  where  they  stood,  on  the  stones  of  Seer'eer'eye'ra.  Some  thought  that  they  occupied  the  exact  centre  of  the  galaxy,  on  what  must  have  been  "a  throne  of  golden  splendour".

      But  then,  most  El'es'i  did  not,  really,   care.   Their  lives  were  so  brief  that  most  of  them  lacked  the  desire  to  have  things  of  such  magnitude  weigh  upon  their  minds.

      Gíudi  was   different...,  and  that  difference  went  far-beyond  his  lack  of  wings.

      Not  to  be  misunderstood,  he  did  not  feel   "unwanted",  here.   Quite  the  opposite,  the  El'es'i  tended  to  overflow  with   compassion,  for   all  living  beings.   Their  benevolence  had  benefitted  many  a  lost  traveller,  whom  they  had  the  power   to  heal,  if  they  were  injured,  usually,  from  the  proximity  of  the  Zoc'vorj  phenomena,  several  parsecs  from  here.   The  other  El'es'i  understood  that  Gíudi's   circumstances  were  not   "his  fault".

      Then,  one  had  to  take  his  sister,  into  account.

      Saerassa....

      As  it  was,  with  her  blond  hair,  Gíudi's   sister  was,  in  many  ways,  everything  that  her  mother  had   not   been.   Cold,  quiet,  and  bitter,  she  tended  to  walk   away   from  all  who  were  in-need-of-rescue.

      "Vain"   might  not  have  been  the  correct  word  for  it,  though.   She  was,  never,  seen,  begging  the  other  El'es'i  for  help,  even-though  they  would  have  been  willing.

      But  there  was  an   agenda, in  her  ebony  eyes,  all-the-same...:   driven,  by  an  anger,  to-  which  she  had  never  given  a  clear  voice....   Her  speech,  on  a  daily  basis,  when  common  greetings  ran  their  course,  was,  often,  dry  and  deflecting.

      "Sister...,"   Gíudi  asked,  as  he  walked  in  her  direction,  on  that  large  bouyant  rock  on  which  they  stood.

      "What?"   she  asked,  without  turning  to  regard  him.

      They  had  just  witnessed  their  mother's  death:   with  perfect  timing, her   "birthday  celebration"   had  seen  her  essence  depart,  as  her  body  disintegrated,  with  her  particles  scattering  and  becoming-one  with  the  outer-nebula.

      "Saerassa...,"   Gíudi  continued.   "I  want  to  talk  about  mother...."

      "No,"   the  sister  said,  curtly.

      She  walked-away,  but  Gíudi   pursued.

      "She  was  our   mother, Saerassa...!"   the  compassion-driven  young  man  pleaded.   "We'd  known  her,  for  all  out  lives...!"

      "Pointless   lives,"   the  sister  said,   without   sympathy.   "Why  would  I  want  to  dwell  on  mortality?"

      Gíudi  was  not  in  the  mood  to  deal  with  that  kind  of  talk,  right  now.

      "That's  the  importance  of  it,  isn't  it...!?"   the  boy  continued  to  plead.   "The  temporality  of  it  teaches  us  to  appreciate...!"

      "Go-...  away,"   the  sister  commanded,  with  finality.   "You're  missing  the  point  of  life,  not  me."

      She  walked  to  the  edge  of  that  green  asteroid  and   fell.

      She  was  in  no  danger.   She,  simply,  landed  on  the   next   orbitting  rock  that  was  just-beneath  it.   It  floated-away...,  leaving  Gíudi:   more-alone  than  he   had   been.

      "I'm  sorry...,"   a  voice  came,  from  nearby.

      Gíudi  turned  and  gave  his  visitor  a  much-needed  smile.

      "Finnwa...,"   said  the  boy  to  the  wingèd  woman.   "It's  good  to  see  you...."

      The  young  female  approached  her  friend  and  embraced  him,  warmly.

      "I  remember  what  it  was  like,  on  the  birthdays  of  my  parents...,"  the  girl  said,  softly.   "Losing  my  mother  was  easier....   Losing  my  father,  a  few  days  later,  was   not   easy,  at  all...,  for  on  that  day,   two   were  gone  instead  of  one...."

      "You  knew  him...,  your  father...,"   Gíudi  observed.   "I've,  always,  envied  you,  for  that...."

      The  beautiful  young  girl  looked  him  in  the  eye,  and  with  an   empassioned   aura  about  her,  she  said,   "Have  you  considered  my  proposal  of  marriage?   I  love  you."

      Gíudi   smiled,  again,  and  said,   "I  am  humbled....   I  love  you,  too...,  but...."

      He  made  a   defeated   look  and  explained  himself,   "Is  it  right  of  me...?   Is  it,  even,   possible....   I  am  the  son  of  Praylor...."

      "I  know...,"   said  Finnwa,  holding-out  for  hope,  still.  "It  doesn't  matter.   You  could  not  choose  your  father....   Now  is  the  time  to  welcome  you  into  my  family  and  to  welcome  us  into  yours."

      "Is  it...?"   Gíudi  wondered.   "My  father....   I  don't  know  him,  at  all...;   only  what  my  mother  has   told   me....

      "Do  you  want  me  in  your  house...?   Your  children  cannot  choose   their   father,  either....   For  all  I  know,  I  would   outlive  them....

      "Oh....   Finnwa,  I'm  not  sure  it  I  could  bear  that...,  watching  my  own  children....   Watching  you....

      "Saying  that  prayer  for  the  departed,  over-and-over-again,  until  generations  of  you  were  wiped-away,  before  my  eyes...."

      Finnwa  made  an  honest  effort  to  fathom  what  was  happening  inside  of  this  trouble  man's  mind.

      "What's  wrong...?"   she  wanted  to  know.   "Gíudi,  what  is  it  that's,  really,  troubling  you...?"

      "I  have  not  been  dishonest...,"   he  promised  her,  truthfully.   "I   do   fear  for  my  family....

      "Including...  my  sister....

      "Mother  entrusted  me...,  with  a  secret  task...,  but  did  not  trust   her...."

      Finnwa  seemed  to  be  confused.

      "The  El'es'i  have  no  secrets,"   she  said,  with  a  deepening  look  of   concern.   "They  are  not  necessary.   No  El'es'i  would  harm  another."

      "My  mother  kept,  only,  one...,"   Gíudi  informed  her.   "Something  that  would  change  reality...,  believing  that  life  would  be    better...."

      Regaining  a  degree  of  his  confidence,  Gíudi,  then,  placed  a  comforting  hand  upon  Finnwa's  and  said,   "Yes....   I  see  what  my  mother  wanted,  now...:   equality,  for  all  beings...,  including  length-of-years....

      "Which  a  god-like  being  has  arranged,  in  a  such  a  way  that  causes  despair...!"

      He,  then,  grasped  Finnwa's  hands,  more-firmly,  and  said,  "Finnwa,  will  you  fly  me  to  the  firey  centre  of  our  orbit?   There  is  something  that  I  must  do...,  and  those  generations,  of  which  we  were  speaking,  can  enjoy  the  generations,  if  I  succeed...!"

      Finnwa  had  no  reason  to  fear  his  intentions,  although  it  would  have  been  wrong  to  say  that  she  consented  to  his  request,   "fearlessly ".

      The  gigantic  pearl  that  was  at  the  centre  of  this  system  had  a  surface  that  was  smoother  than  that  of  a  neutron  star,  but  the  El'es'i  and  all  things  that  belonged,  to  them,  were  lighter-than  feathers  and  were  not  affected  by  the  extraordinary  gravitational  pull,  in  any  detrimental  way.

      If  one  could  imagine  that  the  outer-atmosphere  of  that  odd  celestial  object  was  the  glass  housing  of  a  snowglobe  and  that  the  red  and  black  surface  that  was  beneath  it  was  what  was  on-display,  the  gravitational  centre  of  Seer'eer'eye'ra  looked,  a  bit,  like  that.

      One  could  (if  one  was  a  member  of  the  proper  species)   stand-upon  such  a  celestial  object,  where  all  that  was  around  one's  standing  position,  to  what  one  could  have  described  as  something  of  "an  horizon  line",  one  appeared  to  be  on  a,  nearly,   " flat  plane"   of  "thin  glass",  with  a  fissured  and  perilous-looking  surface  that  was  just-beneath  it.

      The  surface  of  that  glass-like  outer-atmosphere  was  mild-to-the-touch,  as  just-about   everything   was,  in  Seer'eer'eye'ra,  to  the  angelic  El'es'i.   Gíudi  took  a  moment  to  absorb  the  theatrical  affect  of  his  surroundings....

      Then...,  he  recited  the  same  prayer  that  had  been  said  at  his  mother's  birthday  ceremony  (which  had  been,  also,  her   funeral ):

      "God,  Our  Protector  into  the  Next  Life,  who  made  Yourself  our  equal,  by  appearing  to  us,  in  the  flesh....

      "For  a  life  that  was  spent,  putting  no  other  gods  before  You...,  we  beg  that  You   commend  our  souls  to  the   True  Unity  that  is  eternal...."

      Then,  he   added...:

      "Save  me,  God  of  Fairness,  for  any  error  that  I  commit,  in  trying  to  be  more  like  you...,  as  I  attempt  to  wield  the  power  of  one,  in  the  name  of  that  equality...,  as  I  show  that  I  am  willing  to  sacrifice  myself,  as   you   did...."

      Gíudi,  then,  summoned  a  more-unique  form  of  vision...:   one,  which  the  other  El'es'i  did  not  possess....

      And  this  is  what  he  saw:
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      Prince  Eerian  flew,  in  his  private  yacht,  towards  the  world  of  Veckent.   He  had  not  been  in  the  mood  to  deal  with  his  servants,  today.   Thus,  he  was  flying,   without   his  chauffeur.

      It  was  not  as  if  he  was   "unaccustomed"   to  that.   After-all,  he  had  caused  several  deaths  from  reckless  pilotting,  earlier  in  his  father's  reign  as  the  Listva  Emperor.

      Now,  Moderdau  was   dying.   Unfortunately  for  the  younger  aristocrat,  the  succession  of  the   next   emperor  was   NOT   determined  by  heredity.

      Fortunately   for  him,  though,  it  was  not  determined  by  the   "popular  vote"   of  the  commoners,  either.

      "Oncoming  vessel,  identify  yourself,"   a  voice  came,  via  the  communications  system.

      "You  will  not  impede  my  approach,"   the  pretentious  prince  responded.   "And  you  know,  very-well,  who  I  am."

      The  patrol  ship  ran  a  quick  scan.

      Then,  its  captain  replied,   in  a  far-more- annoyed   tone-of-voice,   "Prince  Eerian....   Entering  the  competition  for  the  throne,  a  bit   early,  aren't  we?"

      "Enough,"   said  the  solitary  aristocrat.   "My  royal  father  is  not  dead,  yet,  and  until  he  is,  you  and  all  of  the  emperor's   servants  are  subordinate  to  me."

      "I  hesitate  to  correct  you,  Your  Grace,"   said  the  captain  (with  a   sarcastic   note).   "But  in  fact,  we  have  our  standing  orders,  from  the  emperor,  himself,  that  no  ships  may  descend  onto  Veckent,  prior  to  a  thorough  routine  examination."

      "That  old  wive's  tale  is  meaningless!"   the  prince  argued.   "And  I  will  hear  no  more  about  it!"

      "No  doubt,  it  is,"   said  the  captain  of  the  other  vessel  (with  unexpected  sincerity,  in  his  voice).   "But  orders  are  orders,  and  I'm  in  the  mood  to  put  you  in  your  place,  today.

      "You  will  obey  the  emperor's  instructions."

      "I  have,  you  bloody  fool!"   Eerian  shot-back.   "The  yacht  is  up-to-date  on  the  latest  in  superconductivity  modifications,  and  there  are  no  industrial  construction  mechanisms  aboard.   Now,  let  me  pass!"

      The  security  chief  sent  the  captain  a  contemptuous  look  and  a  nod.

      "Damn...,"   said  the  captain,  understanding.   "Very-well,  off  you  go....   Your  activities  will  be  monitored."

      Eerian  muttered  an  insult,  under  his  breath,  and  proceeded  with  his  descent.

      Veckent  was  a  verdent  and  lucious  planet,  completely-uncorrupted  by  technology  of  any  kind.   In  fact,  imperial  law  forbade  it,  under  the  promise  of  harsh  consequences,  against  the  disobedient.

      Eerian  had  not  bothered  to  learn:   why   this  so-called   "inviolable  law"   existed.   As  far  as  he  was  concerned,  it  was  something  that  had  to  die,  with  his   father.

      He  set  his  ship  down.    Following   the  law,  for  now,  the  ship  was  set  to  hover,  only.   For  whatever  reason,  it  was  illegal  to  have  a  metallic  landing  strut,  like  it  somehow   "pierced  the  breast  of  the  Mother  Earth".

      "Superstitious  peasants  and  an  antiquated  royal  father...,"   Eerian  muttered,  as  he  made  his  way  outside.

      Like  all  Listva,  the  prince  had  six  appendages  that  could  be  used  for  locomotion:   two  hind  legs,  two  forward  legs,  and  two  bat-like  wings.   He  had  the  neck,  the  head,  and  the  beak  of  what  the  humans  of  Earth  might  have  considered  to  be   "a  large  example  of  an  aquatic  or  wading  bird", whereas  the  full  ensemble  of  torso  and  head  might  have  registered,  with  greater   mythological   emphasis,  with  the  word:   "griffon".

      This   particular  Listva,  though,  was  stately-dressed  in  purple  sleeves  and  a  purple  cape,  with  golden  highlights.   His  face  held  the  cunning  and  the  arrogance  that  was  expected  of  his  social  class.

      A  heated  competition  was  before  him.   When  his  aging  father  died  (which  would  be  any  minute,  now),  a  member  from  each  of  the  twelve  noble  houses  would  enter  their  names  for  a  chance  to  become  the   new   emperor,  after  a  series  of  tests  were  completed  to  judge  each  candidate's   suitability  for  the  role.

      Eerian  believed  that  he  needed  an  edge.   The  oncoming  generational  competition  had  six  stages,  and  he  was  convinced  that  he  could  complete,  only,   four   of  them,  expertly-well.  The  Ansonor  stage  was,  largely,  a  matter  of   chance,  for  which  no  nobles,  ever,  had  any   "prominent  skills"   that  were  applicable.

      That  left  the  Veckent  stage:   the  one,  which  he  knew  that  he  would  fail,  as  it  required  a  skillset  that  he  had  yet  to  cultivate.

      Eerian's  penchant  for  wilderness  expeditions  was  far  from   "enthusiastic"   or  "professional".   The  well-tended  gardens  and  the  perfectly-uniform  trees  of  Larnvalliŋ  were  one  thing,  but  this  far-wilder  and  one-hundred-percent-untamed  world,  on  which  he, now,  stood,  was  a  different  entity,  completely.   The  gnats  were  numerous,  the  wind  was  uncontrolled,  and  the  humidity  was  a  completely   "foreign"   phenomenon  to  the  young  prince,  who  was  learning  that  he  hated  it.

      "Well,   this   will,  never,  do...,"   he  said,  out-loud,  while  swatting-away  an  insect.

      "Is  it  not  to  your  liking, Prince?"   came  a  voice,  to  Eerian's  right  side.

      Eerian  spun-around,  defensively.

      Then,  when  he  saw  who  it  was,  he  lowered  his  guard,  slightly,  and  said,   "Ah...,  you  are  one  of  the  Veckent,  I  take  it."

      "Our  local  word  for  the  people  is 'Raddo'nu',"   said  the  female,  in  a  focused  emotionless  way.

      Eerian  took  a  minute  to  eye  her,  carefully.

      If  one  could  imagine  the  legs  and  the  brightly-coloured  skin  of  poisonous  tropical  frogs  but  the  wings  and  the  heads  of  seagulls,  the  Raddo'nu  species  looked,  a  bit,  like  that.   This   particular   female  was   naked   and  stood  at  about  half-the-height  of  the  six-foot-tall  wingèd  quadrupedal  aristocrat  who  stood  before  her  (which,  if  anything, enhanced   his  sense  of  self-importance,  as  he  stretched-out  his  neck  to  make  himself  look  taller,  yet).

      "You  have  done  well  to  learn   my   language,   creature,"   Eerian  spoke,  in  his   usual   tone.   "It  proves  that  you  understand  your  inferiority  to  me."

      "Nothing  could  be  further  from  the  truth,"   the  Raddo'nu   replied,   confidently. "All  that  it  proves  is  that   I   possess  knowledge  that  you  do   not."

      Clever  girl...,   Eerian  thought,  snidely,  as  his  politician's  brain  began  to  think  of  how  to  play  this  scenario  into  his  talons.

      "Indeed,"   he  replied.   "And  I  suppose  that  it  has,  either,  escaped  your  notice,  on  this...  perfectly- uncivilised   place,  that  my  father  has  conquered  more  territory  than  any  of  our  imperial  predecessors...,  or,  perhaps,  you  do  not  care  to  think  that   your   world  lies  within  that  jurisdiction?"

      "I  am  not  ignorant,"   said  the  female,  without  blinking.   "And  if  I  have  fears,  they  have  nothing  to  do  with  you  or  your  family."

      "You  acknowledge  that  I  am  your  master,  then,  by  imperial  decree?"   the  pretentious  prince  continued.

      The  female  replied,  simply,   "I  know  your  name,  but  you  do  not  know  mine.   It  is   'Reshur',  and  this  is  not  the  first  piece  of  information  that  you  will  need  to  know,  if  you  seek  to  survive  in  this,  my  home."

      "Your  name  is   'slave',"   said  the  prince  (in  a  louder  but,  still,   controlled   voice).   "And  do  not  think  that  I  am  without  reason  or  mercy.   Serve  me,  faithfully,  and  I  will  see  to  it  that  you  hold  superior  status  over  the  other  races  that  we  have  conquered.

      "And  do  not  think  that  you  can  undermine  my  confidence  by  claiming  that  you  know  my  name  through  some   'mystical  perception'.   The  answer  is  plain:   You  learned  it  from  a  gossipy  visitor."

      "No,"   Reshur  replied.   "You  speak  of  things  that  you,  as  a  person,  have  not  accomplished.   Even  if  you   had   been  the  perpetrator  of  your  father's  horrible  deeds,   you  would   not   hold  the  power  to  prevent  what  may  come  to  pass,  should  you  take  the  throne,  in  your   ignorance."

      "Enough!"   said  the  prince,  waving  a  dismissive  hand.   "When  I  am  crowned  as  the  new  emperor,  I  will  hold  the  power  of  our   thousands  of  battleships!

      "Do  you  not  see,  foolish   naked   little  slave,  that  we  have  found  the  power  source  of  Nadduon  that  will  allow  our  planetary-devastating  technologies  to  be  constructed,   again -and-again,  until  the  entire  quadrant  will  bow  before  us!   It  will  be  in   my   generation  that  an  entire  galaxy  will  be  awaiting !"

      "It  is  more-devastating  than  you  realize,"   said  Reshur.

      Eerian's  vision  narrowed.

      For  the  first  time,  since  meeting  her,  he  saw  fear,  in  her  eyes....

      But  one  of  her  previous  statements  had  been  quite-correct:   Her  fear  was   not   directed  towards   him....

      "Your  father  was  here,  forty-years-ago,  when  he  passed  our  tests,"   Reshur,   then,  continued.   "It  was,  before  my  time,  but  the  story,  of-how  the  Listva  emperors  ascend,  to  their  thrones,  continues  to  be-told,  by  our  storytellers."

      "What  a  quaint  image,"   said  the  prince  (adding  a  deliberate  aura  of   boredom   to  his  words).   "You  dance,  naked,  around  fires?   It's  no  wonder  that  we  have  surpassed  you.   When  I  was  your  age,  I,  never,  left  the  library,  until  I  had  learned  everything  that  there  is  to  know  about  everything.   That  is  the  proper   civilised   way."

      "No,"   said  the  young  female.  "I  do  not  dance.   We  are  naked,  because  the  technology  that  might  construct  clothing  would  violate  the  order  of  our  sanctuary."

      "Ah,  yes,"   said  the  prince.   "We  come,  at  last,  to  that  old...   useless   paradigm.

      "Well,  hear  you  this,  slave:   I  will  establish  my  own  skyhook,  here,  and  it  shall  be  the  envy  of  all  others,  glittering  in  the  atmosphere,  beyond  the  reach  of  the  clouds,  themselves.

      "I'll  keep  your  precious  greenery.   You  can  have  it  as  a  reminder  that  this  is

      'Veckent' :   the  world  that  thought  that  it  could  wallow  in  the  Stone  Age,   until  Emperor  Eerian  overturned  that  old  fossil  of  a  book  of  principles!"

      But  the  young  Raddo'nu  held  her  ground  and  did  not  shutter.

      "You  do  not  know,"   she  said,  shaking  her  head  in   disappointment.   "You  do  not  know  the  relevance  of  the  fact  that  your  father  has  enslaved  a  ninth  species,  in  the  final  months  of  his  reign.   After  all  this  time,  he  does  not  understand  the  portents....

      "So  be  it.

      "You  came  here,  because  you  thought  that  you  could  acquire  an  advantage  over  the  other  members  of  the  competition,  before  it,  even,  began.

      "You  will  have  your  wish.   Circumstance  will  force  our  hand.   Normally,  this  information  is  reserved  for  the  winners,  only.

      "Follow  me.   I  will  show  you  what  your  father  feared  and  respected  enough  for  him  to  obey   OUR   sacred  commandments."
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      Sister....

      It  was  a  word  that   Gíudi  continued  to  hear,  as  he  observed  this  isolated  portion  of  the  cosmos.

      Was  it  his  own  mind,  telling  him  to  try,  for  the  dozenth  time,  to  find  some  commonality,  between  himself  and  the  sibling  who  was  all  that  remained  of  Irrel?

      Or  was  that  one  word  the  thought  of

      another...:  someone  else,  like  him, perhaps...:

      "a  kindred  spirit"...?

      Someone,  whose  thoughts  were  centred  around  fraternal  loyalty,  as  were   his  own...?

      Or  was  it  the  universe,  itself,  giving  him  an  imporant  "clue"   or   "keyword "   that  he  would  need  to  know,  as  a  step  towards  completing  his  mother's  goal...?

      Parch'qua  was  scanned  for  hidden  weapons,  and  her  D.N.A.   was  confirmed,  before   she  was  allowed  full  entrance  into  that  austere  but  well-maintained  rectangular  building.

      She  was  dressed  in  modest  green  colours,  today.   Although  she  was  a  noble,  she  knew  the  time  and  place  for  ostentation,  and  this  present  time  and  location  demanded  subtlety,  above  all  else.

      She  was  several  seconds   late   for  the  gathering.   Normally,  that  would  have  been  unlike  her,  but  this  day  had  been  unique.   Important  matters  had  impeded  her  schedule.

      Besides,  she  knew  that  there  was,  at  least,  one   other   member  of  their  secret  sorority,  who  tended  not  to  show  up  for  these  meetings,   at  all.

      "Password,"   one  of  the  female  guards  said,  as  Parch'qua  approached  the  next  level  of  security.

      "I  believe  in  the  Seventh  World,"   Parch'qua  replied,  calming  her  panicky  respiration.

      The  female  guard  bowed,  respectfully,  and  the  three  women  (who  were  the  two  Listva  guards  and  the  one  Listva  noble)  stepped  inside  the  darkened  room.   The  door  was  locked,  securely,  behind  them.

      The  room  was  filled  to  almost-full-capacity,  with  about-thirty  people.   They  were  from  a  mixture  of  species,  but  the  most-important  detail  (by  their  standards)   was  that   all   of  those  who  were  present  were  females,   only.

      Trassva,  their  agèd  Listva  leader,  was  dressed  in  her  usual  priestly   black   attire.   She  raised  her  hand,  calling  for  silence.

      "Parch'qua  arrives,  near  of  a  minute   late,"   Trassva  observed.   "Can  that,  only,  mean  one  thing,  then?"

      A  small  piece  of  Parch'qua's  panic  attack  returned,  as  she  tried  to  articulate  the  words:

      "I'm  sorry,  Holy  Mother.   I  had  to  stay  to  hear  the  news:

      "The  emperor  had  another  stroke.   He's  dead."

      Gasps  and  excited  whispers  were  heard  all-across  the  assembled  body  of  women.

      Trassva   remained  calm,  however,  and  she  raised  her  hand,  again,  to  call  for  silence.

      "Ladies."

      Everyone  stopped  speaking  to  listen  to  what  their  eldest  member  had  to  say:

      "The  timing  is  perfect.  The  time,  for  which  we  have  all  been  waiting,  for  so  long,  is  here,  at  last."

      Smiles  and  looks  of  sheer  disbelief  became  common,  in  that  crowd....

      "We  do  we  make  our  move?"   an  eager  Zeerim  female  wanted  to  know.

      "We  have  been  waiting,  for  generations,"  said  the  eternally-focused  Trassva.   "We  can  learn  to  wait,  a  little  bit   longer."

      "We  can't  wait!"   a  Yuffo  woman  protested.   "Our  families  are  enslaved,  because  of  that  tyrant !"

      "All-taken-into-account,"   said  Trassva,  as  she  had  to  get-ahead-of  a  conflagration  of  angry  and  disorganised  rants.   "Remember, I   have  been  planning  for  this,  a  lot  longer  than  any  of   you  have.   I  have  lived  through  the  reigns  of  two  emperors,  when  the  rest  of  you  have  known,  only,   one.

      "But  during  the  reign  of  Soccond,  I  lacked  the  authority  to  do  what  I  am  able  to  do,  now.

      "Parch'qua,  did  my  prediction  turn-out  to  be  true?"

      "Yes,  Holy  Mother,"   said  the  noblewoman.  "Eerian  was  spied,  making  his  way  to  Veckent,  very-likely  to  sabotage  the  competition  in  his  favour."

      Re-addressing  the  crowd,  then,   Trassva  continued,   "There  is  our  opportunity.   He  will  seek  his  advantages,  be  they  the  rallying  of  the  primitive  locals  of  a  distant  world  to  going  to  Mal'ellennor  to  seek  charms  and  enchantments  from  our  priesthood.

      "And  when  -   not  ' if ' ;   when  -  he  asks  for  the  latter  we  will  have  him,  securely,  where  we  need  him  to  be.   He  has  been  the  most-active  voice  of  reform,  in  all  of  the  relevant  circles,  and  he  has  just-enough  tact  that  he  can  sustain  the  role  that  we  have  planned  for  him."

      Then,  Ayju,  a  well-respected  elderly  Opojo  female,  stepped-forward  and  addressed  the  priestess:

      "You  believe  that  we  should  continue  with  our  plan  to  relocate  the  freed  slaves  to  Veckent,  then?"

      "A  delicate  hand  will  be  needed  to  guide  us  to  that  eventuality,  but  yes,"   Trassva  continued.   "I  believe  it  to  be  ideal:    What  better  way  to  celebrate  our  newfound  freedom  than  with  a  complete  disregard  for  the  rules  of  how  to  enjoy  the  life-giving  energies  of  the  one  world  that  has  remained   uncorrupted   for  so  long ?"

      The  women  considered  it.   There  was  more  whispering....

      And  most  of  them  seemed  to  agree.

      "What  about  the  military?"   another  female  Zeerim  asked.   "Will   they   support  the  new  leader?"

      "What  do   you   think?"   Trassva  asked,  patronisingly.

      "It's  a  valid  question,"   said  a  nearby  female  Listva.   "If  you  overturn  too- many   policies,  the  current  military  leadership  might  be  stubborn-enough  to  follow  the  old  ways,  especially  under  Admiral  Durl."

      "Durl...!" an embittered  female Yuffo  grunted.   "That  bastard  killed  eighty  of  my  clansmen!   You're  not  stopping  me  from  killing  him !"

      "Now,  now,"   said  Trassva.   "Everyone  knows  that  that  was  not   ' an  act  of  malice '   on  his  part.   The  emperor  commanded  him  to  defend  Itaker,  and  he  followed  orders,  like  all  good  soldiers  should,  when  your  people  attacked  him."

      "What...!?!"   the  muscular  and  embittered  Yuffo  replied,  like  she  was  about  to  charge  at  the  Holy  Mother.   "Are  you  saying  that  you  want  him  to  continue  to  kill  my  people!?!"

      Unafraid,  Trassva  responded,   neutrally,   "I  am  saying  that  there  are  more  threats  to  our  borders  than  the  Yuffo  or  the  Zeerim.   Once   your   people  are  freed,  what  is  to  stop  the  Dolkek  from  invading ?"

      As  a   calm   of  consensus  filled  the  room  (once  that  notion  was  stated  in  such  a  way),  Trassva  continued,   "If  you  want  Durl  to  die,  it's  best  to  put  him  to  work,  first,  don't  you  think?"

      The  angry  Yuffo  calmed  enough  to  retake  her  seat.

      "And  need  I  remind  you,"   Trassva  continued.   "That  Durl  is  one  of  the  few  high-ranking  military  commanders  who  was  not  born  into  one  of  the  twelve  noble  houses?   Dare  I  say  it,  you  can  consider  him  to  be   ' another   victim  of  Listva  oppression '.

      "For  the  final  time,  Listva  have  suffered  from  the  oppression  of   their  own  emperors.   Ladies,  we  are  united  in  this  cause,  and  when  I  tell  you  that  no  Listva  of  the  commoner-born  should  suffer  more  than  is  necessary,  I  should  hope  that  you  would  hold  each  Listva  child's  life,   as  sacredly  as  you  would  one  of  your  own."

      Before  a  still- biased   Yuffo  could  state  something  that  would  lead  the  present  crowd  into  an  uproar,  another  female  Listva  took  the  liberty  of  shouting,  "We  are  united,  Sisters  of  the  Maw !   It  breaks  my  heart,  what  my  people  have  done  to  all  of  yours!   Worse,  it  insults  our  honour !

      "Please,  I  beg  you:   Listen  to  Mother  Trassva's  words,  for  just  a  little  while  longer,  until  we  have  what  we  need  to  free  ALL   of  our  children  from  centuries  of  mistreatment  under  the  stupidity  of  our  male  emperors!"

      That  was  keyword  that  got,  at  least,   this   particular  crowd  under-control,  Parch'qua  knew:   They  were   "male"   emperors.

      To  most  non-Listva,  the  notion  appeared  to  be   "sexist", but  that  was   not    "the  complete  picture".   According  to  "the  millennia-old  tried-and-true  Listva  dogma", male emperors,  supposedly,  had  the  best  talent  for  a  role  that  required  intense  focus  and  rapid  and  decisive  dictatorship.

      But  the  monarchy  that  those  emperors  upheld  was   not, technically,   "absolute". There  were  several   "inviolable  constitutional  rules"   that,  even,  the  emperors  were  forbidden  from  over-ruling :

      "1.  Officially-recognised  members  of  the  Temple  of  the  Listva  Pantheon  on  Mal'ellennor  were  not  subject  to  the  dictates  of  any  emperor  (the  trade-off  being  that  the  members  of  that  priesthood  had  no  authority  over  anything   outside   of  Mal'ellennor).

      "2.   All  noble  houses  must  retain  their  historical  estates  on  Larnvalliŋ,  regardless  of  the  results  of  a  given  succession  to  the  imperial  throne.

      "3.  No  aedifice  must,  ever,  be  erected  on  the  world  of  Veckent."

      Most  people  understood  the  first  two  laws.   Mal'ellennor  was  ruled,  entirely,  by  Listva   females,  and  it  was  not  in  an  emperor's  interest  to  lose  their  support.    Any   Listva  woman  could  flee  to  Mal'ellennor  and  attempt  to  pass  the  grueling  rituals  that  got  them,  either,  accepted  into  the  Temple  and  freed  from  the  emperor's  rule  or  that  of  any  of  his  minions  or,  in  fact,  executed  by  the  Listva  priestesses,  themselves,  who  were  just-as-likely  to  deem  a  given  postulant  to  be   "unworthy  of  acceptance".

      The  fact  that  any  woman  was,  by  law,  free  to  submit  herself  to  those  trials,  on  her  own  accord,  had  proven  to  be  a  very-important  outlet  for  the  women  of  the  empire.   Technically,  women,  like  Parch'qua,   did   have  the  potential  to  become  very-powerful,  but  it  was  dependent,  always,  on  the  status  to  a  politically-savvy  or  noble-blooded  father  or  husband.   After  that  ranking  was  secured,  though,  women  were  free  to  boss   "lesser  men"   around,  all-the-time.

      Mal'ellennor  was  different:   the  only  one  of  the  six  planets  found  in  the  traditional  Listva  emblem,  where   women   were  allowed  to  keep  male  slaves,  with  absolutely-NO  MAN   determining  their  status.

      Naturally,  that  proved  to  be  appealing,  usually,  until  the  women  who  sought  that  outlet  realised  (perhaps,  post-humously)  that  earning  the  right  to  that  kind  of  authority  had  its  own  challenges  that  were  so-unique  as  to  be   "indescribable",  outside  of  the  various  stages  of  initiation.

      Hailed   (accurately, as it happened)   as  "mages",   the  Listva  priesthood  proved,  time-and-again,  to  be  an  irreplaceable  sect  of  Listva  culture.   Therefore,   technically, the  overall  arrangement  of  the  Listva  society  was   not   "sexist",  as  sexism  was  defined  by   "a  chronic  lack  of  balance",  which  was,  technically,   not   the  case.   As  there  was  no  such  thing  as  a   "female  emperor",  there  was  no  such  thing  as  a   "male  high  priestess",  either.   Therefore,  it  was  enough  to  declare  that  the  culture  was   "balanced, whatever  the  ill-informed  foreigners  might  accuse  them  of  being.

      That-being-said,   plenty   of  women  were,  now,  wanting  that  system  to  change,  based  partially,  on  the  state  of  the  current   empress.

      In  a  political  system,  where  a  woman's   marriage   was  the  only  factor  that  could  determined  her  level  of  autonomy,  Empress  Loŋ'a,  Eerian's  mother  and  Moderdau's   widow,  had  become  an  alcoholic.   If  the  emperor   died   (which  he,  just,  had)  she  would  stoop  to  becoming  "Lady  Loŋ'a  of  the  House  of  Aufkim",  again,  relegated  back  to  her  family's  estate,  on  Larnvalliŋ,  like  her  position  of  royalty  had  never-existed.

      This, then,  led  to  the  question  of  why  the  second  law  was  important:   If   any   of  the  twelve  noble  houses  could  vie  for  the  throne,  after  a  given  emperor's  death,  Larnvalliŋ's  unique  protection  law  reduced  the  risk  of  vendettas.  Also,  the  prevention  of  the  direct   inheritance   of  imperial  authority  was  considered  to  be:   "as  egalitarian  as  the  Listva  get",  as  it  guaranteed  that  princes,  like  Eerian,  could  not  get  spoiled-enough  to  think  that  idling  around  the  palace  would,  ever,  get  them  onto  the  throne.   Despite  the  competition  being  limited  to  the  participation  of  twelve  people  at  any  given  time  (who  were,  admittedly,  from  a  particular  bloodline,  each),  it  was  made  abundantly-clear  to  them,  from  the  day  that  they  so  much  as  thought  of  vying  for  the  throne,  that  VERY- hard  work  would  have  to  go  into  it.

      However...,  this  raised the  question,  then,  of :   "Who  watched-over  the  emperor  to  see  that,  neither,  he  nor  his  bickering  nobles  would  break  any  of  these  rules?"

      The  answer  was  that  it  was  a  combination  of  the  priesthood  and  the  military.   Durl  was  an  excellent  example  of  how  a   commoner   could  rise  to  a  position  of  great  respect,  and  Trassva  was  an  excellent  example  of  how  a  woman  could  rise  into  a  position  that  allowed  her  to  manipulated  a  great  many  factors  and  levels  of  their  society.

      This  did  not  mean  that  the  words  of  Durl  or  Trassva  were   "the  law",  however.   Their  understanding  of  Listva  politics  had  to  be-sharp,  keen,  and  up-to-date.   Durl's  authority  was  limited,  mostly,  to  the  world  of  Itaker  and  to  elements  of  the  Listva  border,  and  Trassva  had  to  rely,  on  the  subtle  arts  of   subversion   and   subterfuge :   a  particular  word  uttered,  here-or-there,  a  mental  image  that  affected  a  given  person's  psychology,  a  rumour  shared  (be  it  true  or  not)  that  made  a  relevant  someone  "feel  important",  for  a  chosen  duration  and  at  "a  perfect  concatenation"...:

      The  work  of  a  mage,  without-a-doubt.

      Parch'qua,  also,  was  playing  a  delicate  game.   She  did  not  want   "every "   aspect  of  her  society  to  be  overturned.   She  had  joined  the  clandestine  order  of  the  Maw  Sisters,  shortly-after  her   brother   had  gone  missing.    Before   then,  she  had  been,  more-or-less,   content   with  how  Listva  civilisation  had  been  organised.   As  a  noblewoman  of  the  respected  House  of  Vayŋ,  she  had   not   experienced  anything  that  might  have  been  described,  even  by  the  staunchest  of  feminists,  as   "male  oppression".   She  had  had  a  loving  father  and  a  contented  mother,  learning  from   her   example.

      She  had  learned  to  play  the  political  games,  as  all  children  of  nobility  were  expected  to  do,  but  that  practice  had  become  so   "commonplace"   that  it,  just,  became   "second  nature"   to  most  of  them,  over-time.  "Playing  politics"   was  their  equivalent  of   "an  everyday  household  chore".

      But  the  loss  of   Prellot   had  changed  things.   She  and  her  brother  had  been  close,  growing-up,  knowing  that  they  could  trust   each- other,  when  the  other  houses  would  scheme  against  them.   One  might  have  thought  that  generations  of  mixed  marriages  would  have  given  those  twelve  houses,  at  least,  a   small   sense  of   "kinship"   (which  may  have  been  the  origin  of  the  second  rule,  as  it  would  have  been  stupid  to  erradicate  all  viable  canditates  that  were  trained,  since  childhood,  on  the  art  of  operating  a  government).

      Prellot  had  not  liked  the  political  game.   For  the  past  seven  years,  he  and  his  sister  had  seen  less-and-less  of  each-other,  as  he  had  decided  to  join  the  ranks  of  the  Listva   military...,  under  the  command  of  no-less-than  Durl,  as  it  happened.

      While  Prellot  had  contented  himself  with  that  unusually- subservient   role,  it  had  meant  that  communication  had  been  limited.   Not  to  be  misunderstood,   this   brother  was  more-than-willing  to  die  for  his  sister,  without  a  second's  hesitation,  their  love  for  each-other  was  so-strong.

      Parch'qua  wanted  to  prove,  now,  that  she  was  willing  to  risk   her   life,  for  his.

      Her  options  had  been-limited.   Prellot  had  gone  missing,  about  a  year-and-a-half-ago.   She  knew  that  he  was  not  dead.   If  he  had  been,  official  policy  was  to  inform  the  family  of  that  brave  soldier,  at  once,  with  the  proper  compensations  being  made.   Regardless   of  whatever  political  game  was  being  played,  a  noble  who  had  died  from  political  back-stabbing  was,  NEVER,   "the  same  thing"   as  a  noble  who  had  died,  in  the  front  lines.   The  emperor,   himself,  was  expected  to  make  an  appearance  at  the  annual  mass  funerals  that  were  held  for  the  children  of  nobility  and  the  children  of  commoners  who  had  died,  defending  their  people,  usually,  from  the  constant  harassment  of  the  Yuffo  and  the  Zeerim.

      Parch'qua  had  no  real  love  for  the  Yuffo   or   the  Zeerim.  The  Yuffo  were  belligerent  primates,  who  tended  not  to  have  a  single  strategic  thought  in  their  heads.   Their  diabolical  shorter-in-stature  cousins,  the  Zeerim,  tended  to  be  the  more- devious   of  the  two,  with  a  beyond-annoying  dedication  to  materialism.  She  had,  always,  known,  as  her   brother   had,  that  the  Yuffo  did  not   need   "reasons  of  filial  loyalty"   to  justify  the  chances  of  making  a  good  raid,  and  most  of  the  Zeerim,  probably,  would  have  strangled  their  own  relatives,  who  were,  currently,  imprisoned  at  Nadduon,  with  their  bear  hands,  if  it  earned  them  a  better  share  of  the  unique  resources  that  were  being  mined,  there.

      "Rawly-amoral  opportunism"   was  the  principal  reason  for  the  Zeerim  and  the  Yuffo  making  their  way  into  the  secret  female  cult  that  was  the  Maw  Sisters:   Social  reform  was   "profitable ",  if  they  played  their  cards,  correctly....

      But  what  Parch'qua,   also,   knew  was  that  the  Zeerim  and  the  Yuffo  were  boxed-in,  at  the  moment,  between  the  empires  of  the  Listva....

      And  the  far-more-terrifying  Dolkek.

      The  conquest-driven  Dolkek  were  renowned,  galaxy-wide,  for  their  "unspeakable  brutality".   Frankly,  they  made  the  Listva  look  like   "peace-keepers",  by-comparison.   The  average  Listva  was  a  pragmatist,  coloured  by   periodic   and  easily-predictable  bouts  of  ostentatious  display.   The  Dolkek  were  savages:   "austere  and  artless,  to  a  fault,  eating  not,  just,  flesh,  but  the  hardest  of  metals  that  stood  in  their  way",  if  the  rumours  were  true.

      The  Yuffo  and  the  Zeerim  considered  to  be:  "far- worse"   that,  for  a  group  of   "rampaging  mindless  monsters",  the  Dolkek  were  organised,  more-than-adequately-well.   Of  whatever  their  leadership  consisted,  it  had  a  talent  for  strategic  thinking.

      This,  then,  had  to  be  Trassva's   motive  for  allowing  so-many  Zeerim  and  Yuffo  to  smuggle  themselves  onto  Ansonor,  now:   Whenever  the  Dolkek  broke-through  the  Yuffo  and  Zeerim's  last  line-of-defense,  what  was  to  stop  them  from  pursuing  the  Listva,  after  that?   Securing  an  alliance  with  these  primates,  now,  had  potential   strategic   value  that  one  would  do  well  to  consider,  rather-than  to  dismiss,  outright.

      Hopefully,   Eerian   would  have  the  sense  to  think  along  similar  lines....

      And  there  were   other   threats,  still:   The  Hruna  occupied  the   other   border  of  the  Mornonis  Quadrant,  and  while  they  had  proved  to  be  far-more-reasonable  and  less-aggressive  than  the  Dolkek,  war  with  them  was  inevitable...,  no  thanks  to  Moderdau's    expansionism....

      And  there  were  rumours  of   "worse  enemies",  still,  about-which  the  military,

      annoyingly, would   not   discuss,  when  Parch'qua  asked  them,  for  more  information.

      Had  this   "unknown  threat"   been:  what  had  taken  her  brother  from  her...?   At-best,   he  had  been-sent,  on  some  "secret  assignment"   and  had  been-instructed,  by  the  highest  echelons,  to  maintain  radio-silence.

      At-worst...,  he  may  have  been  captured,  by  whatever  that  currently- nameless   threat  may  have  been....

      And  Parch'qua's   ignorance   of  these  matters  had  become  unbearable...,  hence  her  recent  inclusion,  into  the   Maw  Sisters.

      Trassva  seemed  to  trust  her,  which,  ultimately,  was  what  mattered.   It  was  not  as  if  Parch'qua  had   "ill  wishes"   against  Trassva's  long-term  agenda.   Her  priority  was  the  safety  of  her  immediate  family,  and  that  sense  of  loyalty  was,  detectably,  genuine.

      Trassva  could   rely,  on  that...,  up-to-a- point,  at-any-rate,  and  the  Holy  Mother  needed,  too,  Parch'qua's  connections,  in  the  Imperial  Assembly.

      But  the  image  of  the  corrupted  version  of  the  symbol  of  the  Listva  Empire,  which  was  on  a  tapestry,  directly-behind  where  Trassva  was  standing,  created  a   disturbing   image  of  the  Empire's  future....

      Parch'qua  did  not  like  it.   She  understood  the  symbolism  of  the  image  of  the  Listva-shaped  God  of  Order,  Litplalpattite,  holding  the  six  planets  in  his  clasping  razor-sharp  appendages,  in  addition  to  a   seventh   planet  that  he  held,  in  his  beak:

      The  symbol  of  the  Maw   Sisters...:   a  tyranical  male  Listva,   gagged,  effectively,  by  the  secret  society  that  was  the   "seventh   planet"....

      Would  the  empire  have  improved,  really,  if  their  clandestine  group  went  that  far  to  overturn  every  single  tradition...?   Ignoring  the  fact  that   some  Listva  might  have  benefitted  from  that  arrangement....

      Parch'qua  could  not  get  that   horrible   notion  out  of  her  head  that  all  of  this  might  end,  effectively,  with  Trassva  handing  over  their  entire  culture  to  the  foreigners....

      And  that  was   NOT   "acceptable".   The  Zeerim  and  the  Yuffo  might  have  had  their  victims  of  oppression,  from   various   galactic  powers,  but  how  many  innocent  Listva  would  become  victims  from  the  Zeerim's  notorious  habit  for  excessive  industrialism,  let-alone  the  Yuffo's   reputation  for  constant  hellraising ?

      No....

      Whether  Parch'qua  liked  it  or  not,  she  needed  to  commit  to  the  current  role  that  she  was  playing.

      She  waited,  without  uttering  a  sound,  as  Trassva  dealt,   successfully,  with  the  diatribing  of  more  of  the  impulsive  female  Yuffo.   Some  of  the  women,  who  were  present,  were  representatives  of  the  Listva  interests  of  the   commoners,  and  Trassva  had  to  make  some  carefully-selected  concessions  to   their   needs,  as  well.

      The  commotion  died-down,  after  a  painfully-tedious   hour,   and  while  Parch'qua's  patience  was  starting  to  wear-thin,  the  Opojo,  Ayju,  walked  over  to  her  and  whispered:

      "I  trust  that  you've  noticed  that  one  of  us  is   missing...?"

      Parch'qua  nodded.

      "Do  you  want  me  to  go  and  get  her...?"

      "The  doors  will  not  open,  until  the  Holy  Mother  gives  her  guards  the  cue,"   Ayju  whispered  back.   "When  they  do,  I  would  encourage  you  to  talk  to  her,  while  you  are  here.   She  hasn't  left  the  building.   She,  never,  does."

      Parch'qua  shrugged,  with  one  shoulder.   She  was  not  sure,  really,  what  would  come  of  that  clandestine  meeting,  within  that  place  of  clandestine  meetings.

      Then,  she  noticed  something,  at  a  far  corner  of  the  room....

      "Who's  the  newcomer...?"   Parch'qua  whispered  to  the  agèd  Opojo.

      "Purry?"   Ayju  replied,  identifying  what  had  caught  the  noblewoman's  attention,  quickly.   "The  Torqual?

      "She  came,  on  special  invitation.   As  you  might  be  aware,  her  species  became  enslaved  at  Nadduon,  as  well.   She  has  come  to  correct  that  travesty....

      "In  the  Torqual's...   unique   way,  no  doubt...."
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      Sister....

      Is  that  what  Parch'qua  was  expected  to  call  these  people:   strangers,  living  under  the  false  impression  that  they  had  some  "common  purpose" ?

      Was  she  supposed  to  take  a  leap  of  faith,  in  Trassva's  talent,  for  manipulation?   Given  that  Trassva  had  one-such  talent,  was  she  supposed  to  believe  that,  even,  the  two-of-  them  had  "a  common  goal" ?

      Well,   Ayju   was  reasonable,  at-least.  Like  most  Opojo,  she  was  humanoid-shaped,  but  where  hair  would  have  been,  on  the  scalp  of  an   Earthling   female,  the  Opojo  had   feathers,  which  might  have  reminded  a  human  of  the  Terran  peacock  (but  with  a  wider  variety  of  colours,  between  individuals  of  that  race).

      Ayju  was   old,  even,  by  Opojo  standards,  who  were  said  to  live,  for-up-to-five-hundred  galactic-standard  years.

      Some  might  have  said  that  the  Opojo  were   "pacifists" :   a  notion  which,  to  the  Listva,  was  considered  to  be:   "just,  superfluous".

      But  as  isolated  moments  of  history  had  shown,  not   "all   Opojo"   had  been  "pacifists",  which  meant  that  Ayju's   particular   motive  for  being  a  member  of  this  congregation  might  not  have  been  so-clear.

      Ayju  was  on  good  terms,  with  the  Jennis'jaks  members  of  the  Maw  Sisters,  and  the  Jennis'jaks,  at  least,  were  VERY- pacifistic  and  predictably-so.   One  of  the  eight  species  (of  which  the  public  was  aware)  that  had  been  enslaved  and  sent  to  the  mines  of  Nadduon,  the  Jennis'jaks  had  no  skills  at  manual  labour.   With  their  whorled  snail-like  heads  and  their  aetherial   floating   bodies  of  dill-like  luminescent  raw  "peripheral  nervous  systems", all  that  appeared  to  be  holding  an  individual's  frail  body  together  was  those  tightly-fitted  robes  that  they  wore.

      Parch'qua  had,  never,  been  to  Nadduon...,  but  then,  few  Listva,  ever,   had.   It  escaped  her  current  understanding,  then,  of  what  it  was,  actually,  that  such  a  feeble-bodied  race  as  the  Jennis'jaks  could  have  been  doing,  there.

      One  would  think  that  the  currently-missing  member  of  the  Maw  Sisters  would  have  contributed  to  such  a  line  of  inquiry,  as  she  was,  to  the  extent  of  anyone's  knowledge,  the  only  member  of  their  organisation  who  had,  actually,  been  born  on   Nadduon.

      The  meeting  ended,  finally,  with  Trassva  saying,   "It  is  settled:   We  will  allow  the  emperor's  state  funeral  to  run  its  course,  uninterrupted.  Then,  we  will  enact  the  next  stage  of  our  plan,  when  the  Assembly  gathers  to  discuss  the  succession.

      "We  are  ajourned,  until  next  week."

      Parch'qua  was,  almost,   glad   that  she  was  getting  away  from  that   nauseating   crowd....

      Then....

      She  remembered  that  the  person  that  she  had  been  asked  to  meet  was,  even,  "more- boring ",  still....

      The  walk  to  the  garden  was  pleasantly-quiet.   It  was  a  bright  sunny  day.

      Partellove  was  sitting  on  a  bench,  playing  with  wanted  sounded  like  a  musical  instrument.

      Parch'qua  took  a  moment  to  observe  her.

      A  member  of  the  Xekvrist  species,  Partellove  might  have  been  considered,  by  the  standards  of  most   human   women,  to  be,  actually,   "quite- beautiful".   She  had  long  and  thick  white  hair  that,  almost,  matched  the  colour  of  her  pale  skin.   Her  curious  and  innocent  eyes  were  green,  like  the  colour  of  the  leaves  of  the  nearby  flowering  bushes.   She  was  wearing  a  simple  grey  tunic  with  blue  highlights,  and  her  bare  feat  appeared  to  be  resting,  quite  happily,  in  the  well-tended  grass.   She  seemed  to  enjoy  the  sensation  of  blades  of  grass,  bristling  between  her  toes.

      Unlike   the  females  of  Earth  those,  she  had  a  vestigial  horn  in  the  middle  of  her  forehead  that  swept-back,  over  her  white  scalp.  Then,  there  were  a  total  of  two  more  crescent-shaped  horns,  that  extended  from  the  back  of  her  jawline.

      While  Parch'qua  had,  never,  set-foot  onto  Nadduon,  she  had  witnessed  the  treatment  of  the  occasional  Xekvrist  slave,  here,  on  Ansonor.   They  tended  to  be   "uglier "   (if  one  wanted  to  call  it  that)   than  Partellove:   rough-textured  skin,  unevenly-shaped  horns,  missing  teeth....

      Partellove  was  what  the  average  Xekvrist  was   nothing  like,  really.   Her  horns  were  even  and,  even,  girlishly- polished.   She  had  manicured  her  own  fingernails  and  had  taken  immaculate  care  of  her  teeth  and  smooth-textured  fair  skin.

      She  appeared  to  have  no  memory  of  Nadduon,  at  all.   As  part  of  a  ploy  that  Trassva  had  instigated,  this  child  had  been  abducted  from  the  slave  quarters  of  Nadduon,  right  from  her  dying  mother's   womb   and  smuggled,  here,  seventeen-years-ago.

      The  hope  had  been  to  use  Partellove  as  a  kind  of   "rallying  cry"   against  Xekvrist  oppression.   Unlike  the  other  species  that  had  been  sent  to  die  on  the  mines  of  Nadduon,  the  Xekvrist  were  not   "foreigners".   Before  the  Listva  Empire  had  started  to  make  its  name,  the  Xekvrist  had  owned  the  world,  on  which  they  were,  now,   enslaved :

      "An  indignity,  worse  than  what  any  of  the  other  endentured  races  had  experienced",  some  might  have  said.

      But...  a   complication   had  arisen,  which  no  one  -  not,  even,  Trassva  -   had  anticipated:

      Partellove  had  clinical  autism:   high-functioning,  but  still...,  an   awkward   turn  of  events...,  in  more  ways  than   one,  apparently....

      Ayju  had  gotten-along, well,  with  this  curious  girl,  serving  as  a  kind  of   "adoptive  mother"   to  her,  in  the  time  that  both  of  them  had  been  forced  to  spend  in  this  Ansonor-based  branch  of  the  Temple  of  the  Listva  Pantheon.   Proving  to  be  science-smart,  an  avid  reader,  and  a  devout  lover  of  plants  and  animals,  Partellove  had  been  content  to  have,  absolutely,  nothing  to  do  with  the   "diabolical  schemes"   of  the  other  members  of  this  little  sorority.

      Also,   unlike   the  other  members,  she  had  not  had  the  option  to  choose  to  become  a  member  of  the  Maw  Sisters.   She  had  understood,  eventually,   why   she  had  had  no  choice:   Outside  of  these  legally  and   visually - defensive  walls,  she  would  have  been  treated  like  a  slave....

      Instead  of  the   "silly  little  oddball"   that  she  continued  to  act  like....

      Parch'qua  was  not  sure,  really,   what   she  felt,  when  she  looked  upon  that  funny  teenager.   Was  it   "pity" :   a  little  girl,  who  had  never  known  any  home,  beyond  the  walls  of  this  stone  castle?   Was  it  a  touch  of   "envy",  even,  at  the  thought  of  the  "mundane  rigours  of  daily  life"   that  had,  never,  had  to  be   applied   to  her?

      Performing  a  child-smuggling  operation  out  of  Nadduon  was  not  the  sort  of  thing  that  one  could  accomplish,  easily,  let-alone  more-than- once.   One  could,  but,  seize  a  one-in-a-million  opportunity,  which  Trassva's   anonymous  associate  had  managed  to  achieve.

      And  since  Partellove  was,  apparently,   not   condusive  to  the  secret  society's  original  plans  for  her...,  one  had  to  accommodate,  basically,  for  what  housing  a  teenaged  permanent  resident  was  like.

      Having  been  a  teenager,  less-than-a-decade-ago,  herself,  Parch'qua  knew,  at  least,  what  Listva  teenagers  were  like...,  in  more-proximate  ways,  certainly,  than  what  the  centuries-old   Ayju   remembered  of   Opojo   teenagers.

      It  might  have  been  the  reason  why,  however-bizarrely,  Partellove  had  taken  a  keen  interest  in  socialising  with   Parch'qua,  over  the  past  year-and-a-half,  whenever  the  two  happened  to  cross-paths,  which  may  or  may  not  have  been  the  reason  why  the  generally - emotionless   Ayju  wanted  to  try  a  different  tactic  to  get  this  Xekvrist  to  make  herself :   more-useful.

      "Part-...?"

      The  Listva  had,  barely,  uttered  the  first  syllable,  when  the  teenaged  girl,  suddenly,  flew  out  of  her  seat  and  ran  towards  her.

      "Parch'qua !!!"

      The  girl  had  her  moments,  Parch'qua  decided.   Being  "incurably-adorable"   was  better-than  being   "incurably- diabolical", she  supposed....

      "Look  at  this!"   the  Xekvrist  girl  continued.   "I  created  a  new  instrument!"

      Only-mildly-interested,  now,  Parchqua  examined  it.

      "Ehm...,  good  for  you,"   Parch'qua  said,  playing-along.   "Um...,  what  is  it?

      "Actually,  how  did  you  get  the   resources   for  it?"

      "They're  handchimes,"   Partellove  explained.   "Normally,  they're  used  for  special  ceremonies,  and  it  takes  sixteen  people  or  more  to  play  them  as  a  four-octave  ensemble.

      "But  look!   With  spare  parts  from  the  maintenance  closet,  I  made  them  into  a  cube!

      "Look!   No...,  listen!   When  you  rotate  the  cube,  in  three-dimensional  space  and  at  the  right  angle,  it  plays  an  intelligible  tune!"

      The  girl  bit  her  lower-lip  as  she  remembered  the  timing  that  she  had  worked-out,  earlier.

      And,  actually,  it   did   play  a  consistent  non-disonant  melody  (limited  to  twelve  notes  -  one  for  every  edge  that  described  the  cube  -  but  still).

      Parch'qua  was  experiencing  mixed  feelings  about  this.   On  the  one  hand,  Partellove  was,  clearly,  a  talented  and  enthusiastic  savant.

      On  the   other   hand...,  what  in  the   blazes   did  this  have  to  do  with  aiding  the  Maw  Sister's  political  agenda?

      "How  did  you  do  that?"   Parch'qua  asked,  with,  only,  the   mildest   degree  of  interest.

      "Avoiding  disonant  chords?"   Partellove  replied,  at  a  guess.   "They're  semitones  to  the  natural  notes,  which  means  that  you  can  play  them,  in  any  order,  and  they  sound  nice!"

      "Clearly,"   said  Parch'qua,  neutrally.   "Hey,  look....   Listen,  Partellove...,   you're  aware  that  the  emperor's   dead,  right?"

      "Who?"   Partellove  replied.

      Parch'qua  grimaced.   The  girl,  really,  had  no  idea,  out  of  her  sheer  disinterest  of  the  past  seventeen  years  of  events  that  happened  outside  of  the  castle  walls.

      "Moderdau?"   Parch'qua  replied.   "Of  the  House  of  Kovsis?   Who's  been  emperor  for  the  past  forty  years?"

      "Oh,  that's  sad,"   said  Partellove,  attempting  to  understand.   "Did  he  have  a  family?"

      "A  son  and  a  wife,"   Parch'qua  replied  (while  feeling  like  she  was  wasting  her  time).   "Eerian  and  Loŋ'a."

      Partellove  took  a  few  seconds  to  think  about  it.

      Then,  she  replied,  with  a  warming  smile,   "Should  we  send  them  some  flowers!?   How  about  a  handchime  toy!?"

      Touched,  suddenly,  by  the  girl's   commitment  to  her  innocence  with  youthful  zeal,  Parch'qua  forced  a  grin  and  replied,   "You're  sweet...,  but  I  doubt  that  the  imperial  family  has  a  liking  for...  handchime  cubes."

      "But  look!"   Partellove  continued.   "You  can  rearrange  them  into  four  burr  shapes,  one  for  each  hand!   That's   two   players.   Well...,  actually,  a  single  Listva  could  hold  all  four,  at  the  same  time,  because  of  the  forelegs  and  the  dactylopatagia."

      The  fact  that  the  teenager  could  pull-off  these  childish  gimmicks,  with  professional  toy-making  consistency,  gave  Parch'qua  another  look  of  shifting  emotions.

      "Useless", technically,  was  not  the  right  word  for  this,  but  it  raised  the  important  question  of :

      What  are  we  going  to  do  with  you...?

      "Partellove,  as  I  recall,  we  gave  you  a  project  idea  that  we  wanted  you  to  try.   Did  you  make  any  progress  on  that?"

      The  girl  needed  to  give  it  another  thought....

      Then,  she  remembered  and  said,   "Yes."

      "May  I  see  them,  please?"   Parch'qua  continued.

      "O.K.,"   said  the  guileless  teenager.   "They're  in  my  room."

      The  hand-crafted  pots  of  fresh  flowers  and  the  endless  drawings  of  birds  and  furry  animals  (of  fictitious  origin  or  otherwise,  in  fictitious   scenarios   or  otherwise)  made  this   "convent  bedroom"   look  nothing  like  those  of  the   real   nuns,  for  which  this  ancient  building  had  been,  originally,  intended.

      Partellove,  then,  unravelled  a  long  scroll.

      "You  made  the  designs  on   paper ?"   Parch'qua  asked,  incredulously.   "Even, here,  they  have  four-dimensional  holographic  renderring  programs."

      "I  like  calligraphy,"   said  the  quirky  teenager.

      "Naturally...,"   said  Parch'qua,  as  she  looked at  the  endless  lines  of,  admittedly,   well-organised   and  legible  mathematical  equations...,  with  the  occasional  floral  embellishment.

      The  same  was  true,  for  the  extraordinarily-detailed   engineering  diagrams  that  followed.

      "Now,"   the  teenager  continued.   "What  I  was  told  was  that  portable  cloaking  devices,  remote  security  bypass  mechanisms,  and  holographic  appearance  generators  have  become  so-commonplace,  all-throughout  the  Listva  Empire,  that  counter-measures,  for  preventing  their  success  have  become,  even,   more - prevalent,  in  recent  years.

      "Therefore,  I've   come-up  with  some  ideas  for  how  to  counter-act  those  counter-actions.

      "'Counter-actions'...?   'Counter-...  measure -...  ing...  acts'....?   'Counter-counter-measure'...?

      "Does  one  counter-measure  a  counter-measure?   Is  that  good  semantics?"

      Parch'qua  sent  her  a  curious  look  and  said,   "You've  devoured  every  single  piece  of  scientific  trivia  from  the  most-successful  physicists in  history,  but  you  forgot  the  emperor's  name?"

      "I  thought  that   'Moderdau'   was  a  product  brand  label,"   said  Partellove.

      "Hmm...,"   said  Parch'qua.   "Not  far  from  the  truth....

      "Fine.  Continue."

      "Particle  synthesis  camouflage!"   Partellove  declared,  without  delay,  pointing  to  one  of  the  elaborate  diagrams.   "Exact  molecules  are  replicated,  at  the  sub-atomic  level  and  connected  via  electron  valence,  creating  the  semblance  of  a  different  species  in  a  way  that  would  not  be  undermined  as  'holography'.   It  should,  even,  fool  a  D.N.A.   test."

      "Hmm...,"   Parch'qua  said,  again.   "How  much  would  it   cost ?"

      "Well,  the  power  requirements  would  be  enormous,"   Partellove  continued,  unravelling   another   long  scroll.   "But  that's   O.K.!   I've  worked  out  a  teleportation  inter-universal  buffering  mechanism  that  would  disguise  it!"

      "And...?"   Parch'qua  continued,  with  another   annoyed   look.   "How  much  would  that  cost?"

      "Ehm...,"   Partellove  said,  realising  her  oversight.

      This  was  when   another   one  of  Partellove's   "quirks"  presented  itself :   Whenever  the  young  Xekvrist  felt  uncomfortable,  her  tic  disorder  became  more-obvious:   She  would  paw  at  her  nose  and  swat  at  imaginary  "flies"   that  she  seemed  to  think  were  "emerging  in  front  of  the  face".

      "Phase-...  shifting...?"   Partellove  suggested,  then,  reaching  for  another  scroll.   "Wait....   No....   That's  my  six-dimensional  version  of  the  eight-by-eight  error  correction  puzzle...."

      "^I  see  how  it  took  an  entire  tree's  worth  of  paper  to  write-out^...,"   Parch'qua  said,  sarcastically.

      The  obsessive-compulsive  girl  continued  to  unroll  the  scroll  with  one  hand,  while  rolling  it   back   onto  the  other  roller,  with  the   other   hand.

      "All  right,"   said  Parch'qua,  picking  up  a  previously-displayed  drawing.   "Maybe,  there's   something   that  we  can  get,  out  of  this...."

      "Careful...,"   Partellove  said,  with  palilalic frequency.   "Careful....   Careful...."

      "Are  you  talking  to  yourself  or  to  me?"   Parch'qua  asked.

      "Careful...,"   the  younger  of  the  two  women  repeated,  before  going,   "Who?

      "Oh.   Here.   I'll   handle  it."

      She  took  the  scroll  that  Parch'qua  was  holding  and  tried  to  straighten  it  out,  several  times,  onto  the  nearby  desk.   Then,  Partellove  continued  to  adjust  every  corner  of  it,  as  if  no  angle  was  satisfactory  to  make  the  edges  parallel  with  those  of  the  table  or  to  prevent  the  paper  from  creasing.

      "Enough!"   said  Parch'qua,  losing  her  patience.

      The  Xekvrist  became  terrified  and  raised  her  hands  and  one  leg,  as  if  in  an  effort  to  guard  her  torso.

      "Look...,"   said  the  Listva,  calming,  slightly.   "Is  anything  that  you've  designed  going  to  help  us  with  the  competition  for  succession,  if  we  got  them  manufactured  in  time?"

      "For  the  what?"   said  the  teenager,  lowering  her  defenses,  again.

      "Nevermind...,"   said  the  Listva,  as  she  moved  to  leave  the  room.   "Maybe,  we  can   sell   the  designs  to  an  enthusiast....   Earning  some  money,  at  least,  would  make  this  worthwhile,  and  a  patent  is  cheaper  than  a  manufacturing  project,  if  we're  clever  about  it...."

      Partellove  was  confused.

      "Parch'qua,  are  you  O.K.?"

      The  Listva  turned-around  and  asked,   "What?"

      "I  was  reading,  in  an  etiquette  book,  that  it's  polite  to  ask  friends  how  they're  doing,  when  you  meet  with  them.   Did  I  forget  to  do  that?

      "Actually,  historically,  it  was    'How  do  you  fare?'

      "How  do  you  fare?"

      Getting  a  headache  from  this,  Parch'qua  asked,   "Partellove,  why  do  you  talk  to  me,  whenever  I  visit?    Why  are  you  more-open  with  me,  than  you  are  with  Ayju?"

      Partellove  replied,   innocently,   "They  said  that  you  were  my  sister.   I  wanted  to  experiment  with  what  that  meant.

      "How  am  I  doing ?   Do  you  feel  loved  and  accepted?"

      "Because  of  the  title:   'Maw   Sister'...!?"   Parch'qua  asked,  like  she  had  not  heard  that,  correctly.

      Maybe,  you're   not  as  bright  as  Ayju  leads  me  to  believe....

      "Why  don't  you
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