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“Computer, analyse readings from A672E92.  How long before star begins to expand and envelope planets in our system?” queried Lady Brigid, her platinum grey eyes filled with worry.  The last solar flare to rock A672E92 Quintus knocked out all electrical systems planet-wide with restoration of power only 0.13 shir-ors ago.

“Analysis complete.  Solar expansion expected to reach A672E92 Primus in 220 yen-ars.”

“How long before it reaches A672E92 Quintus?”

“Estimated arrival at A672E92 Quintus in 270.486 yen-ars,” recited Brigid’s home office computer.

“Margin of error in estimate?”

“Plus or minus fifty yen-ars.”

“Either way you look at, that is not much time to evacuate an entire world!  Something must be done; the goddess Ainisil has shown me we can survive this – but how?  I do not believe for one moment that the clans are truly done with their blood feuds, no matter what they say in the Great Council!  No!  There has to be some way to truly unite us.  Otherwise, how are we to survive a migration into the stars that may take generations to complete?” contemplated Brigid.

“Insufficient data for analysis,” replied the computer. “Incoming call from Lady Kendra of house Gurun.”

“Display.”

At the command, the computer projected a three dimensional image of Lady Kendra, her long, nearly black hair braided neatly down her back in stark contrast with her blue-grey eyes and ivory skin.  A scoop necklined kirtle in silver-blue framed her petite body as the computer connected the call, “Lady Priestess Brigid, I am glad to catch you in your home office this morning.”

Brigid bowed politely in turn, “Bright blessings to you, Lady Kendra.  I hear congratulations are in order?”

Lady Kendra half smiled, half laughed, “Yes!  The Great Council of Houses elected me last beinor to chair the council.  News must travel fast; I have barely had time to inform my own family to celebrate.”

“If your reputation is accurate, then your election is well deserved.  How may I serve the Great Council this beinor?”

“I want you to mediate a dispute between houses Cashmarie and house Xing-li on the isle of Ben-Ar.”

“I am no elder of house Miyoo.  Would not one of the delegates from house Miyoo on the Great Council be a better choice?  They have far more authority than I do.”

“The parties involved do not trust your house elders – no offense intended.  If we still had a high priestess or high priest that might be different.  But as it stands, they want someone completely neutral politically.  Your reputation is that you are fair minded and devoted to the pursuit of truth.”

“As you wish, Your Honour.  Am I to be the only arbiter on the matter?”

“No.  I have requested Lord Malvyn of house Balister and Lady Abbess Sareth of house Ten-Ar to join the delegation.  My hope is the combined neutrality of your three houses will be enough to end the conflict before more lives are lost,” elaborated Lady Kendra.

“So mote it be then.  While I have you, may I inquire as to what the Great Council plans on doing concerning the increased activity within A672E92?  My analysis indicates we do not have much time before we need to evacuate our planet.  We cannot have more than twenty yen-ars before we start feeling the effects on our atmosphere and climate.  All things concerned, a few hundred yen-ars is not even one millionth of a xiao-shir against the age of the universe – or of A672E92 for that matter.”

“Evacuation may be prudent, my lady, but not politically possible.  As the only unifying institution for the houses, the Great Council is far too new to exert much authority over the individual agendas and prerogatives of each house.  We simply do not yet have the power to order the houses into any sort of unified, much less concerted, effort, even in the interests of self-preservation,” brief Lady Kendra. 

“Perhaps, by the grace of the goddess, that might change – before it is too late,” suggested Lady Brigid.

“Perhaps – but only through the charisma of someone all of our world can respect,” hinted Kendra.

The isle of Ben-Ar glittered with the crystalline temple of Ainisil, its many spires and towers weaving together organically out of the island’s craggy cliffs with smoothness and geometric precision.  Dormers flowered near the pinnacles of each tower, amplifying the number of windows and usable working space.  Twenty zhang 张 away from one of the spires, a species of falco albus circled, then wringed and stooped, catching a large rodent in her talons to feed to her hungry chicks being watched over by her mate in their nearby nest.  Three stories below wound a carefully paved road leading from the docking port for low altitude shuttles one full li 里 to the main entrance to the temple, a choice made to reduce the environmental impact of technology upon the area wildlife.

From the elaborately carved portal arch of the main temple entrance, Lady Brigid walked the smooth stone path with practiced precision.  Fifty zhang 张 along the path from her starting point at the heavy wooden temple doors she stopped and stood gracefully at attention.  Two figures, one male and one female, appeared as growing specks from the opposite end of the path.  Brigid smiled as slowly the features of Lord Malvyn of house Balister and Lady Abbess Sareth of house Ten-Ar became clearer to her eyes.  As they approached, Lady Brigid noticed six more figures appearing in the distance that too began to walk the smooth stone road.

Lord Malvyn bowed to Lady Brigid, taking her hand and kissing it, “Honour and respect to the lady of many names and to her ambassador in you, my lady!”

As Malvyn’s lips touched her hand, Brigid felt a shockwave of spiritual energy.  Her eyes widened and balance faltered barely perceptibly, taking her breath as a presence filled her consciousness.  Who was this Malvyn of house Balister and why was his polite kiss of respect, presumably directed at the triple goddess known collectively as Ainisil, affecting her so?  Knowing an answer was merited by protocol, Brigid curtsied politely, “Merry meet, Lord Malvyn.  House Miyoo greets you in the name of the Lady.”  Malvyn smiled chivalrously in turn.

Lady Abbess Sareth bowed in greeting to Lady Brigid, “It is an honour and pleasure to meet you, Lady Brigid.  Honourable Lady Kendra praised you highly when informing me of the conference.”

“I shall endeavour to earn your respect then, Your Grace.  How fares house Ten-Ar this beinor?”

“Too few choose the healing arts, I am afraid.  You speak honorific ally to me, Lady Priestess Brigid, but I fear there is precious little honour in my title; it appears to be more of a formality than a true position of authority,” confessed Sareth.

“But surely you are a skilled healer and gifted teacher of the healing arts,” protested Brigid.

“These are not gentile times, my lady.  Master knights and generals of war hold the greater prestige.  Better a warrior and knight of Ten-Ar than a healer to them– at least for the present.”

“Perhaps we may reverse that trend,” suggested Brigid, her mind still mostly focused on Malvyn unexpectedly even as she applied Miyoo mental discipline towards staying in the present.

“Reverse what trend?” asked Lord Horatio of house Xing-li, his eyes forward so as to avoid noticing the delegation from house Cashmarie immediately behind him.

Lord Malvyn offered Horatio the Balistrian gesture of respect, “Good morning and welcome lord ...”

“Lord Admiral Horatio of house Xing-li, at your service,” echoed Horatio.

“A pleasure and an honour, lord admiral.  I am Lord Malvyn, master bowman and head of house Balister.  Please allow me to introduce the ladies:  Lady Abbess Sareth of house Ten-Ar and our hostess, Lady Priestess Brigid of house Miyoo,” presented Malvyn.

“A pleasure as always,” greeted Lady Silmira of house Cashmarie from behind Lord Horatio’s right ear. “I am Lady Mariner Silmira of house Cashmarie and head of our delegation.”  Turning towards Horatio, Lady Silmira smiled politely and sarcastically, “A pleasure to see you again, lord admiral.  Killed any children lately?”

“The affairs of house Xing-li are none of yours, Mariner.  Or should I call you a hapless dimwit of a sailor who cannot navigate her way out of a sea to an ocean?” snarled Horatio.

Lord Malvyn raised his eyebrow with a turn of his body so only Lady Sareth and Lady Brigid could see his expression of mild annoyance and disbelief.  The ladies echoed his body language silently.  Turning his attention once more to Horatio and Silmira he motioned, “Well then, clearly we have much to discuss.  Shall we enter the castle temple then and begin?”

Lady Silmira bowed and curtsied politely, her ocean green kirtle catching a sudden gentle island breeze, “By all means, Lord Malvyn!  Let us find the solution to this problem.  The sooner we conclude negotiations, the sooner we may all return to our homes.”  Horatio nodded consent as Lady Brigid led the way into the castle temple and showed each of her guests their quarters for the duration of the negotiations.

Two shir-ors later, the negotiations began without progress.  At the first meeting lasting three shir-ors, the three delegates from house Xing-li shouted insults and insinuations at the three delegates from house Cashmarie who returned them with equal ferocity, trying the patience of all three arbiters and forcing an early adjournment.  The next morning talks fared little better as the delegates from each house numerated the flaws they saw in the other, their voices increasing in volume and the cutting of their mutual insults escalating to levels none of the arbiters realized was possible.  After four full shir-ors of shouting with barely any breaks for meals, Lord Malvyn left the conference room for some air.  Heading to his quarters, he collected his heritage bow, a recurve bow made of a tawny white wood called Nara known for its lightness and strength.  Heading outside, he set up two targets, the first twenty zhang 张 from the invisible firing line he drew in his head and the second at sixty zhang 张. Stringing his bow he picked up an arrow from his nearby quiver, nocked it into the bowstring, and drew the string to his ear, sighting carefully at the far target.  Releasing the arrow he heard it thump into the ground clumsily, his concentration clearly off.  Picking up another arrow, Malvyn tried to quiet his mind.  Behind him strode Lady Brigid, “You are angry.”

“Shouldn’t you be at the conference listening to their profanity?” remarked Malvyn.

“I adjourned the meeting three xiao-shirs after you left.  It was pretty clear we were not going to achieve anything this beinor.”

“My lady,” began Malvyn, trying to conceal his anger at the stupidity that filled the negotiations, “I – I don’t know what to say or feel or do.  I am used to leading women and men; I have certainly heard my share of petty arguments.  But this?  This I do not know how to handle – do you?”

“Anger and hate is like a gale force wind; sometimes you have to simply endure it and let it run its natural course before you can clean up the damage it has created.”

Malvyn lowered his bow and set it aside gently, “What makes you think anything will survive the ‘gale’ as you put it?  These two houses are determined to destroy one another.”

“They are more alike than they are different.  But Cashmarian discipline is based on cooperation and mutual respect; Xing-lian discipline is largely about fear and obedience to authority.  Until they stop shouting and recognize how much they really do have in common ...”

“... This nonsense will continue,” finished Malvyn.

“Yes.”

“I am sorry I lost my temper.”

“There is nothing to apologize for, my lord.”

“Please call me Malvyn.”

“Malvyn.  May I ask you a personal question?”

“Yes, of course.”

“When you first greeted me last beinor – did you feel anything, notice anything out of the ordinary?”

“You mean beyond simple respect for you as the chosen representative from house Miyoo for these talks?”

Brigid paced nervously, “Yes.  I do not know how to put it into words.”

“I am not a man of religion.  The Lady Ainisil is a mystery to me; I need priests and priestesses like you to help me understand.  Of late I have had dreams, a face and an image that made no sense to me – until I saw your face and recognized you from the dream.”

“What happened in the dream?”

“It is hard to remember.  But you were with me, steadying me in some way, I think.”

“Politically? Personally?  Do you remember anything about the context?”

“It makes no sense to me.  I saw – people I recognize to be on the Great Council.  There were people everywhere around us, all dressed in their finest fabrics and brightest colours. There was food and drink being served, then some sort of formal – I do not know – maybe an inauguration or something?”

“Then what?”

“I do not remember.  But I do remember feeling you close to me and liking that feeling,” blushed Malvyn.

“When you touched me, Malvyn, I felt an energy flowing from you into me.  It was unexpected and hard to understand.  Something changed in me from that touch.  I have no words to elaborate with.  In all my training I have never heard of anything quite like that before.  But we are taught one thing:  the goddess of many names whom we called Ainisil often gives us sign posts on things to come 

so as to alert and prepare us for some challenge.  Do you think it is possible that your dream and my experience last beinor are perhaps connected?”

“I do not know, my lady.  But I am willing to see what comes next.”

“As am I.”

“Assuming there is some special significance to all this, may I touch you again?”

“Are you married?”

Malvyn’s grey eyes lit up at the question, “No. I have never actually been close to any woman in any particularly personal way.”

Brigid smiled, “Then you may.”  

Encouraged, Malvyn closed the distance between them and brushed a free lock of her hair back behind her ear.  Tentatively he brushed his lips shyly upon hers before feeling bold enough to kiss her fully and completely. Brigid reciprocated the kiss.  Malvyn kissed her again, “Could it be that you and I are destined to be together?  Are you to be my wife?”

“Let’s find out,” blushed Brigid.

Dawn broke over the island of Ben-Ar.  Inside Lady Priestess Brigid’s humble apartment Brigid knelt at her altar in prayer, her pale blue bliaut shimmering over her saffron kirtle.  Her waist was belted with a long tapestry brocade belt that flowed down past her knees in a running knot-work pattern.  From her nearby bed, Malvyn stirred contently, his doublet and kirtle folded neatly onto a dresser on the far side of the room.  Rising, he knelt next to Brigid as she prayed silently, putting his arm around her affectionately.  Brigid rested her head on his shoulder as she finished.  Malvyn stroked her hair, and then kissed her, “Good morning, my lady.”

“Good morning, my lord.”

“Will you get in trouble for last night?”

“It is not forbidden, but it is perhaps the sort of breech of professionalism that the elders in my house may frown upon.  We are neither married nor betrothed.”

“Would you like to be?”

“W-what?”

“Would you like to be my wife?”

Brigid rose, taken back by the question, “Are you asking me to marry you?”

“Nothing so extreme.  But I am asking you if you want to continue this.”

“I have no experience in these matters, Malvyn?  What do I know about it?  Given your dreams – I am not qualified to say yeah or nay.  If we had a high priestess then perhaps – I just do not know,” paced Brigid nervously.

Malvyn rose steadily, “What if you are our high priestess, Brigid?  What if that is your destiny?”

“It cannot be!  I am no one!”

“No different than I am.  Who am I?” questioned Malvyn.

“The king, the leader who will take our people to the stars!” quipped Brigid absentmindedly.

“What?”

“Oh – I – I spoke without thinking, out of instinct perhaps.”

“You are the high priestess, Brigid, or are meant to be.  You see things; you know things without knowing you know them.  You clearly have the Sight that house Miyoo is famous for.”

“I am no leader.  You at least are a master bowman and the head of your house.  You rule others and rightfully so,” protested Brigid.

“If I am destined to be our people’s first king, then so be it.  I trust your Sight, Brigid.  I need your Sight to guide me.”

“Malvyn, I’m afraid.  I see things, I feel things – I do not understand.  A high priestess should understand.  A high priestess must be more than I am.”

“We all change, we all grow.  What if our meeting was not by chance, but by divine providence?  What if we are meant to guide our people to the stars?  You said last night before we retired that you were 

concerned about the readings from A672E92, that we have very little time to evacuate our planet.  This I well believe.  We need to evacuate and yet are in no position to do so – especially with both Cashmarie and Xing-li at each other’s throats.  We look to them to guide us through the vastness of space, to their expertise in handling both sailing ships and star craft and their knowledge of the greater universe.  And what do they do?  Quibble over territory and resources that very soon will be destroyed when A672E92 expands and takes this planet with it.  Brigid, listen to me and listen well:  I cannot do this on my own.  Even if the Great Council of Houses should summon me as soon as the negotiations conclude, I am not able to lead – not without you.”  Pulling his kirtle over his head and beginning to lace it closed he added, “I do not want to do it without you.  I am asking you, nay begging you to help me.”

“What do you need of me?” trembled Brigid.

“Marry me!  Stay at my side for all the yen-ars of my life,” pleaded Malvyn.

Tears of fear streamed down Brigid’s face, “I do not know you. It is not logical to accept a proposal with a stranger save by the command of my house.”

“Do you want me to go to them to ask for your hand?”

“We have work to do, Malvyn.  Cannot this wait until this evening?”

Malvyn pulled on his doublet and fastened it, whispering gently in her ear, “As you wish.”

Brigid met his eyes, “Thank you.”

––––––––
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“WHY DO YOU STILL REFUSE to concede my point, Lady Silmira?  We of house Xing-li are clearly the superior navigators.  We invest more in studying the stars than you do.  We know more about the universe than you do.  Concede my point and perhaps we can finally move on,” demanded Lord Admiral Horatio.

“I will concede nothing.  How do you rule yourselves?  By fear and terror?  What happens to the navigator who fails to obey a command precisely and uses her own judgment instead?” countered Lady Silmira, raising her voice.

“Perhaps more would be achieved by not trying to force each other to comply with the customs of your respective houses,” asserted Lady Brigid, her eyes flashing with annoyance as yet another shir-or of yelling started to grate on her nerves.

“Why do either of you need to agree on these internal matters at all?  They are irrelevant to your dispute.  Moreover, they distract everyone from larger issues that need to be addressed,” added Lord Malvyn.

“Such as?” contended Horatio.

“Such as the very real possibility that we have less than two hundred yen-ars before this world becomes inhabitable from the impending death of A672E92.  Yours are the houses most capable of leading us to safety.  Yet what do you do?  Worry so much about trifles in our present that you are willing to sacrifice all that we are or could ever be?  Is this logical, lord admiral?” confronted Malvyn.

“What makes you think our star is dying?” mocked Horatio.

“The lord admiral of house Xing-li is actually asking this question?” asked Lady Abbess Sareth with disbelief.  “If you really are unaware of our impending doom, then perhaps you never earned the honours you bear!  I earned my title through a lifetime of dedication in the healing arts and countless surgeries performed on our knights.  Surely one does not become an admiral of Xing-li without being expert at all manner of ship and star craft operations!”

“At last some sense is spoken!” cried Lady Silmira.

Lady Brigid drummed her fingers on the conference table, her mind almost visibly working through the math on a dozen variables.  Malvyn looked at her inquisitively, “What are you calculating?”

“I wonder,” articulated Brigid.

“What is it?” asked Malvyn quietly.

“What if? Hmm!  Lord Admiral, what do you consider the top three skill strengths of your house?” pondered Brigid.

Horatio looked at her blankly, visibly puzzled at the question.  Malvyn eyed him, “The question is valid, lord admiral.  Answer it!”

Horatio closed his eyes to think before answering, “Star navigation, efficient ship and star craft operation, and exploration.”

Malvyn caught Brigid’s train of thought, “And you, Lady Silmira?  What are the top three skills of house Cashmarie?”

“Trade, community, and interstellar communications, if I must pick three.  That does not make us inferior in navigation, ship operations, or any of skill required to effectively pilot vessels – across our world or across the stars,” asserted Lady Mariner Silmira.

“No one save perhaps Lord Horatio believes to the contrary,” observed Brigid. “But I am asking for reason.  Clearly both of your houses possess skills needed badly for an evacuation of our world and a successful migration to another planet where we may in time settle.  What makes sense to me is that we should play to the strengths of each house.  We are not separate countries, but one people.  We have a common government now; why should we not conduct ourselves as peers and colleagues, each of us depending on the other for survival?  Whether we claim it or not, that is exactly what we are, especially now that our peoples’ survival is at stake.  To that end I propose we put the greater good of our people to the forefront of our efforts.  These resources each of you have fought and killed over no longer really exist – or they will not in a generation.  Now is the time we prepare ourselves to evacuate.  Do we have star craft enough to carry every single person off world for a prolonged voyage?”

“No,” admitted Lady Silmira.  “I do not know the full numbers of Xing-lian star craft, but I estimate our current star craft fleet capable of carrying no more than two hundred fifty one thousand eight hundred and thirty five individuals  – less if we consider the amount of supplies we require for a journey lasting more than ten yen-ars.”

“It will take more than ten yen-ars to find a suitable home,” observed Horatio.  “So far there are no suitable planets in this region of space to settle upon.  Nothing in the A672 sector nor in any adjacent sectors.  Our people are adapted to blue-white stars; these tend to have short lifespans, meriting we locate a blue-white stellar system that is not too old, but not so young as to lack habitable planets.  This is far from an easy task.  Our needs are very specific.  I estimate a voyage no less than sixty yen-ars and perhaps up to three hundred yen-ars, unless our instruments improve in the detection of systems we do not yet know exist.”

“This is why we need you to stop fighting and work together.  No other house can match the expertise of either Xing-li or Cashmarie when it comes to interstellar travel.  You are true experts whose skills are called upon now to solve the problem of our survival,” declared Malvyn. “Can you not work together now towards evacuating our world and all that we need to survival a prolonged migration into the deeper universe?”

“I am willing,” declared Lady Mariner Silmira, “if the lord admiral will meet us halfway.”

“We are prepared to draft a contract equitable to all parties if both houses will sign it and agree to its terms,” offered Lady Abbess Sareth.

“One condition,” indicated Horatio.

“Name it.”

“That I command the fleet during the evacuation and be permitted to set our course away from A672E92 Quintus,” specified Horatio.

“For the first yen-ar of our voyage, I will agree to that.  But after the first yen-ar, all course headings must be approved by a vote of the Great Council,” countered Lady Silmira.  “No single house must be permitted too much power in this, let alone a single individual.  Command of the fleet and command of our people must remain separate matters lest too much power be weld by one person and through such power, corruption and despotism.”

Horatio snarled, clearly not liking Silmira’s condition, “I will concede to the condition only so long as the Great Council ratifies it.”

“Then we are agreed; let us draw up the papers and be done with this matter,” approved Malvyn.

Two beinors later, Lady Mariner Silmira and Lord Admiral Horatio signed the contract outlining the duties and responsibilities of houses Xing-li and Cashmarie towards preparation for and embarking upon what would eventually be called the “Great Migration.”  Among its many terms, both parties agreed to the construction of two dozen star craft from their house each capable of carrying no less than two hundred thousand passengers plus an equal number of square zhang 张 allocated per star craft for food, supplies, livestock, and other essentials, all of which were to be completed in less than five yen-ars.  The contract also specified creation of a sub-committee of the Great Council whose purpose was to oversee fulfilment of each of the one hundred eighty-two provisions enumerated within its contents.  Five beinors after Lady Brigid, Lord Malvyn, and Lady Sareth summited the contract, the Great Council ratified it 98 votes to 2, beginning the first of many yen-ars of preparation to leave A672E92 Quintus forever.

Five yen-ars passed.  Lady Brigid sat in her office adjacent to her apartment in the temple of Ainisil on the island of Ben-Ar, her eyes fixed on the data stream in front of her.  Touching the screen, she accessed a report detailing progress by houses Xing-li and Cashmarie towards preparing for the evacuation.  A line of text from Lady Mariner Silmira notified her that the Cashmarian star craft the Dolerin with its passenger capacity of over 400,000 and livestock capacity of up to two million mammals, fish, and birds neared completion.  Estimated time of completion was set for fifteen beinors from current date.  The Dolerin was the largest star craft completed in the history of A672E92 Quintus to date; if only they had five hundred thousand of them!  The door chimed.  “Come,” answered Brigid.

As the door opened, Lady Priestess Miriam stepped forward, her kirtle a rosy pink that appeared pale orange to tri-chromatic eyes.  Embroidered on her gown was the heraldry of house Miyoo:  a single waxing gibbous moon paired with a twinkling white star somewhat resembling the Xing-lian star heraldic charge.  Miriam strode confidently into Brigid’s office and leaned up against Brigid’s desk, intentionally obstructing her view of the data, “Why are you still here?  We have guests arriving from across A672E92 Quintus.  All the leaders from each house will be gathered at the festival filled with food, music, and tournaments.  There is to be a celebration:  the star craft Gilráne was finished an entire yen-ar ahead of schedule.  They say Lord Admiral Horatio himself will pilot it in a grand display!”

Brigid eyed Miriam with only slightly veiled annoyance, “I have no interest in celebrations, least of all those involving the so-called great and powerful. I have work to do.”

“You are not an engineer, Brigid.  This data you watch so diligently is not yours to monitor.  That task falls to the engineers of Xing-li, Cashmarie, and Slabi.  They are the professional scientists, not you.”

“I do not care.  I must know our people will be safe.”

“They will be, Brigid, but I sense there is a lot more to your avoidance of people than just worry about something we can only prepare for and not change.  Tell me.  I am your sister priestess.  I can help.”

“Can you make the dreams stop?  Can you calm my soul from this terrible foreboding?  I see things, Miriam. Terrible things.  I do not know how or why or even when.  But my soul is tormented.”

“What better distraction from such visions then than to be with people?”

“No – I can’t!  I cannot see him again.  Please, do not ask me to put myself where I will be forced to see him!”

“Him?  Who?  Brigid, you have not been the same since Honourable Lady Kendra sent you to arbitrate the peace between houses Xing-li and Cashmarie.  Did something happen during the conference?” reasoned Miriam.

“Yes.  Since I met him, my dreams and visions have only grown more intense, more frequent.  I see things of other times and places, even when waking.  Since he kissed me – “

“Who?”

“Lord Master Bowman Malvyn of house Balister.”

Suddenly everything clicked for Lady Priestess Miriam, all of her sister priestess’ odd behaviours and reclusiveness, “So that’s the answer to the riddle!  He did something to advance your powers, didn’t he?”

“Yes.  I mean no disrespect to the others, Miriam, but I have no control over these new abilities.  In private I’ve thought about objects and had them suddenly appear corporeally, as if by thinking about them I made them materialize.  Miriam, I am terrified.  Strange things happen around me that I just do not understand and am certain I do not want to understand. I...” Brigid began to weep hysterically. “Why me?  Why can’t She choose someone else?”

“You are called, sister.  There is no why, at least among mortals.  When She calls, we have but two choices:  to answer and obey of our own accord or resist and suffer until we can humble ourselves and do the right thing,” explained Miriam compassionately.

“I do not want this burden!” cried Brigid.

Miriam hugged Brigid tightly, “I know.  But you cannot escape it either.  You must meet this head-on and embrace who and what you are.”

“I do not think I can.”

Miriam rose, bringing Brigid up with her, “Yes, you can.  All it takes is the first step, as terrible and terrifying as it sounds.  Then the next and another and another and another until you are not only walking, but flying, free and true to yourself.”  Miriam led Brigid into her bed chamber and picked up a brush from her dressing table.  Gently and calmly she 

brushed, then braided and pinned up Brigid’s long dark hair.  Finding a surcoat from Brigid’s closet, she eased her sister priestess into it and fastened it together at the neck.  “Now, sister, you are ready.  Let us take the first step together.”  Brigid nodded nervously, and then followed Miriam to the festival outside.

Brigid and Miriam walked along the pathways radiating out of the main temple entrance.  On the south side of the grounds gathered a dozen archers from house Cashmarie.  As the ladies arrived, the mistress of the lists paused the current round so the ladies could cross safely.  As Brigid and Miriam sat down, her arm came down – the signal for fire when ready.  Nearest to Miriam and Brigid stood Lord Malvyn, his eyes stern and body tense with concentration as he fired the next volley.  This time, without the aggravation of the conference to distract him, his arrow landed clear and true in the heart of the bull’s eye; a perfect score.  Brigid tried to relax and simply watch him at his best.  Malvyn, for his part, kept his eyes and concentration on the task at hand, intentionally avoiding the spectators.  This was more than just about archery for show to him; it was about retaining control over house Balister and ensuring that his agenda of preparation for evacuation was fully carried out.  As the mistress of the lists declared the round over and for a brief recess while the judges tallied the scores, Malvyn lowered his bow and looked around, his eyes meeting Brigid’s for the first time in five yen-ars.  Malvyn put down his bow and walked over to Brigid and Miriam, bowing as he reached them, “How do you like the tournament, my ladies?”

“You shoot better when Lord Horatio is not grinding your nerves,” smiled Brigid, trying to avoid his eyes.

“It’s been five yen-ars; I am surprised you remember, Lady Brigid.”

“I remember more than you think,” countered Brigid.

“Why then avoid me?”

“I do not want my visions to come true, Malvyn.  It is nothing personal,” replied Brigid coolly.

“Nothing personal?  I fall in love with you, ask you to marry me, and instead of answering me you flee from my presence for five yen-ars?  How am I not supposed to take that personally?”

“Since that night together, Malvyn, my abilities have been completely out of control.  Do you really want to be around someone so cursed as I am?  I do not know what I am capable of now and I do not want to find out.  These things terrify me; the last thing I want is to hurt you, to kill you by accident.  I love you!” argued Brigid, unaware of her own feelings.  Suddenly aware of what she just said, she sank, almost fainting.

Disbelief and shock filled Malvyn’s face, “I-I-I did not know.”

Lady Miriam eyed Malvyn, “You are a great warrior, Master Bowman, but her courage is the greater.  You cannot imagine her torment; she has stayed away from everyone since the conference ended.  When we take vows as priestesses, Malvyn, we swear to do no harm to any living being – even food animals must be killed by those who have not taken vows.  She loves you, my lord; therefore, her vows compel her to avoid you as long as she lacks proper control.”

“Can you sense what she is experiencing?”

“Some.  Enough to know the chaos in her soul and mind.  This is not something a mind-healer can cure, my lord.  It is a battle of the soul that only she can fight.”

Malvyn knelt before Brigid and took her hand, kissing it, “Forgive me!  I did not know.”

“But I told you back then...your dreams, mine...” alluded Brigid.

“You are right; I should have listened better.”

Suddenly the herald cried, “Honourable Lady Kendra of house Gurun summons Lady Priestess Brigid of house Miyoo to come before her on the field of honour.”

Brigid trembled.  Lord Malvyn helped her rise and escorted her to the field where a gathering of twenty peers stood, Lady Kendra at their center.  Brigid knelt before the feet of the leader of the Great Council, “I here and obey.”

Kendra addressed the gathering, “Peers and nobles, lords and ladies from across our world, for four thousand yen-ars our people have been without a high priestess or high priest.  Not since the beinors of High Priestess Cordelia the Kind and her husband, High Priest Elendir have we been formally led by the wisdom of the goddess of many names known to us here as Ainisil.  This xiao-shir, that changes.”  Motioning to one of the gathered priestesses of Miyoo from the Great Council, a coronet was passed to Kendra who raised it up for all to see.

Malvyn raised his voice in interception, “Your Honour, may I?”

“As you wish,” consented Kendra, passing the coronet to him who lowered it upon Brigid’s head as she proclaimed, “Lady Priestess Brigid, in the name of our people I declare you high priestess and spiritual leader of all our people.”

“Your honour, before you salute our new high priestess, there is a question I would ask before her grace rises,” interrupted Malvyn.  Kendra nodded consent.  “Your grace, high priestess of our people, for five yen-ars I have loved you and needed you.  Now I declare that love before all and ask of you, my high priestess, for your hand in marriage.”

Brigid whitened and nearly fainted.  Why would he corner her with such a question in front of everyone?  Breathing hard and trying to adjust to the weight of the coronet on her head, she felt trapped; to refuse would be to dishonour herself. But to consent would be to throw herself headlong into the very foresight that frightened her most.  Hesitating for as long as she could, her eyes met Miriam’s.  In her head her she heard Miriam tell her, “You are the chosen of the goddess. When She calls, we have but two choices:  to answer and obey of our own accord or resist and suffer until we can humble ourselves and do the right thing.”

Panting, Brigid raised her eyes and met Malvyn’s for the first time in five yen-ars, “I will marry you, Malvyn of house Balister.”

Raising her up, Malvyn kissed her affectionately, then proclaimed, “Long live Her Grace, Brigid, High Priestess of Miyoo!”

In her head Brigid heard Malvyn’s voice merge with a dozen other voices, female and male, “Long live the king,” the cry merging with other voices crying, “Long live the Queen.”

Brigid cringed at the sound, her heart crying, “Why me, Lady?  Why choose me?”

Twenty beinors later, High Priestess Brigid married Lord Master Bowman Malvyn in a small outdoor ceremony on the very field where she was crowned high priestess.  In this, Brigid accepted her duty, even as her uncertainty made objects fly across the room around her.  As a precaution, Malvyn replaced Brigid’s crystalline decanter normally filled with nara wine with one of Beinarian silver for the reception.  A silver pitcher at least would not shatter so readily.

In consideration for Brigid’s lack of confidence in her ability to control her powers, Malvyn ordered both wedding and reception to include only their nearest relatives and closest friends, gentles whose affection for them would forgive telekinetic mishaps.  As the customary toasts began during the reception, Brigid tasted the mint-chocolate cocoa traditionally served for the toast, “It is too cold.”  Suddenly the cups bubbled, the temperature rising steady.  Brigid gasped.  The bubbling stopped.  Sipping the drink again, her mind noted the temperature greatly improved.

Five yen-ars passed.  In a small bed near Brigid’s bed in her apartment, a toddler fussed with the first rays of dawn.  Brigid rose to console her son.  The door opened from the adjacent apartment.  Malvyn appeared in the doorway, equally observant of their son’s inability to sleep, “Let me!”

“As you wish,” relaxed Brigid, laying down and closing her eyes.  Ugly, terrifying faces appeared in the fiery crimson blaze she saw, energy creatures of malice and hatred that tormented her when she tried to calm and control her powers.

The little boy seemed sensitive to his mother’s pain, “Help momma!  Monster bad hurt.  Help momma!”

“How do you know about the monsters, Tristen?” asked Malvyn.

“Momma!” replied Tristen.

“Brigid, does he have the Sight?”

“Yes.  He can see what I see, at least until he grows old enough to ignore it the way most people ignore these things,” answered Brigid, trying to meditate and quiet her spirit.

“Incoming call from Lord Wyne,” cried the computer nearby.

“Display,” commanded Malvyn.

“My lord!  At last I reach you.  You have been summoned to appear before the Great Council,” exhaled Lord Wyne with relief.

“When do they want me there?”

“Two shir-ors.  They say it is important.”

“When is it not important?” remarked Malvyn. “Any indicator what they want this time?”

“No, Sire.”

“Tell them I shall be there.  And Wyne, bring my heritage bow, the one I used to win the tournament the beinor of her grace’s elevation.”

“Yes, Sire, of course sire!” agreed Wyne nervously.

“Your Excellency, it is time.” alerted Lord Wyne, picking up Lord Malvyn’s ornately carved recurve bow, its pale, tawny wood shining from many yen-ars of reverential care.  This was a heritage bow, carefully preserved by each successive generation and used only when necessary to preserve its integrity.  Bowing as Lord Malvyn knelt; Lord Wyne gently guided the black bow string around Lord Malvyn’s right shoulder.

Lord Malvyn raised his grey eyes to Lord Wyne’s pale blue eyes, “Are you sure the Great Council asked for my presence?  Ours is not the oldest house, after all.  

Would not someone from House Gurun or even House Xing-li be better?  Their traditions are far older than ours.”

“My lord, I cannot claim to know the Council’s mind ... only obey their summons.”

Lord Malvyn nodded, “Very well then... shall we enter chambers?”  Lord Wyne bowed respectfully, and then opened the massive carved doors that opened into the Assembly Hall.

Not surprising to Lord Malvyn, the head seat of the council was occupied by Lady Kendra of House Gurun, her pale blue gossamer gown clinging to her petite frame. Kendra’s nearly black hair was neatly braided down her back, a practical style.  

As Lord Malvyn and his aid, Lord Wyne entered, Lady Kendra addressed the Great Council, “Delegates of our people, houses great and small, we have come here to confront the needs of our people in light of the danger presented to us by the impending death of our blue-white sun.  The findings of our best scientists from Houses Xing-li and Slabi are conclusive:  we have but a few yen-ars before our sun goes nova.  In those yen-ars we must evacuate.  Our council is well suited to the normal governance of our people.  Yet what lies ahead is greater than our traditional democracy can handle.  We need executive leadership to guide our people into the stars and to a new homeland, a new world where our civilization may yet thrive.  Lord Malvyn we have summoned you here as chieftain of House Balister.”

Lord Malvyn bowed, “How may I be of service to our people, Honourable Lady Kendra?”

“Over the past twenty-eight beinors we have debated.  We have chosen to create an executive for our people, a king elected by this Council who may, with the permission of this august body, transfer power to his best qualified offspring should he rule well until death.  You, Lord Malvyn, are childless, but your wife, our high priestess, is strong and wise, a credit to House Miyoo.  We therefore confer upon you the title of King and ask you serve as our chosen executive to guide us into the stars and into the great migration that is so key to our survival.”

“Wise counsellors, I am humbled by your choice.  As this is your will, I shall most conscientiously obey,” bowed king-elect Malvyn.

“So mote it be.” smiled Lady Kendra, pleased at their choice.

Twenty beinors later, the Great Hall of the Assembly glittered with pomp and circumstance.  Banners representing each of the noble houses of Ana, Balister, Cashmarie, Gurun, Miyoo, Shem, Slabi, Ten-Ar, and Xing-li danced in the gentle breeze in unity and pride from every window and through every corridor of the mansion-turned-government office building.  On the lawn in front of the mansion a simple stage sprawled with two thrones resting upon it.  Two steps joined the stage to the grassy meadow where benches lined up in three columns, enough to accommodate over two hundred nobles.  In front of the thrones stood High Priestess Brigid, her crimson gown twinkling with tiny iridescent diamonds sewn into the organza overskirt in contrast to the konyn wool of its bodice and underskirt.  Shawms played a triumphant processional as Lord Malvyn strode forward, his crimson cloak embroidered with the Balistrian heraldic bow.  High Priestess Brigid motioned for the assembly to sit, “Peers and nobles of A672E92 Quintus, you have chosen your king, the first king to rule in our society.  This coronation comes out of the great emergency that confronts our people; unless we leave this world forever soon, we shall perish with it as A672E92 dies and envelopes its planets.  Therefore, it is my solemn duty to install Lord Malvyn as our king that we may put aside our quarrels in the interests of survival.”  Brigid turned to Lord Wyne who ascended to the platform from a set of side steps.  Dutifully, Wyne handed Brigid the newly constructed crown for the Balister dynasty.  Brigid raised it over the now kneeling Lord Malvyn, “Malvyn, son of Cordelia and Gregory of house Balister, you are called to serve as our first king.  Do you promise to rule with mercy, wisdom, and compassion, putting aside the interests of any single house and committing yourself to service to all – rich or poor, healthy or infirm, powerful or weak, urban or rural? Will you swear to protect the innocent while punishing the guilty through justice, not vengeance, ever humble before that which is greater than all of us?”

“By my life or death, I so swear, forfeiting all I possess should I fail to uphold this vow,” swore Malvyn.

Brigid lowered the crown upon his head, “By the power vested in me as high priestess, I proclaim thee King Malvyn.”

King Malvyn rose, turning to all assembled while holding Brigid’s hand affectionately, “My people, I promise to serve you and serve you well.  As my first act as your king, I hereby elevate High Priestess Brigid to the rank of princess consort and claim our son, Tristen, as our heir.  Listen well to the words of her highness and her grace which are one and the same this beinor.  For hers is the greater power and the greater wisdom than any of us.  Hers is the greater burden than mine.  For foresight and insight is the gift of house Miyoo and of these, the Goddess has blessed her grace far more than any in our history.  Listen well and we shall survive that which comes soon.”

Fifteen yen-ars passed.  Finally, all was ready thanks to the wisdom and cooperative leadership of King Malvyn and Princess Consort Brigid.  With a clear directive and steady leadership, the peers and nobles of A672E92 Quintus re-doubled their efforts to evacuate their world.  With most of the star craft already launched and waiting between A672E92 Quintus and A672E92 Sextus, King Malvyn and Princess Brigid boarded the star craft Gilráne under the command of Lord Admiral Horatio.  With a roar from the Gilráne’s engines, A672E92 Quintus disappeared behind them.  In all, 80% of all manner of life was able to evacuate, including hundreds of thousands of species of flora and fauna.  On the bridge of the Gilráne, Brigid listened as Horatio expertly commanded his star craft as skilfully as his reputation, King Malvyn ever watchful of his conduct.  Looking back one last time, Brigid bowed in deference to the world that was their home and the goddess who gave birth to all.  With a tear in her eye, Brigid put her hand upon the bulkhead near the window next to her, “Goodbye!”
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The Poisoned Ground
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Chapter One:  The Poisoned Ground
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The city of Nan-li in the south-western continent of Xi-Nan Fang glittered dimly over the smog, its silver-white porphyritic granite glinting weakly in the blue-white light of B345A15, the Beinarian sun.  Two li 里 outside of the city of five hundred eighty-nine thousand residents, a thick cloud of dark smoke hovered over the massive strip mine run by house Ana.  

Lady Abbess Cara’s eyes widened from the back seat of her low altitude shuttle as Lord Knight Ronel expertly piloted the shuttle towards the mine.  Where clearly over six hundred thousand ancient trees once stood, only the barest of roots and twigs remained, turning the once lush forest into red-black barren wasteland.  Instinctively tears fell from her eyes.  

As Lord Ronel lowered the shuttle to the ground, parking it ten zhang 张 from the mine he noticed her tears, “Why do you weep, Your Excellency?”

“Can you not feel it, Ronel?  The air, the land, even the Amba Mederi Ocean from three hundred li 里 away – all that was good and healthy here is gone,” lamented Cara.

“Your Excellency, Lady Rachel is expecting you.  You did call this meeting with her at the mine, remember?”

“To verify the reports, yes, of course.  When we are done here, I want to meet with Lady Healer Gwyneth of house Gurun at Nan-li Central Healing Center. She is still head researcher investigating brown-eye syndrome, is she not?”

Ronel turned on his touch pad computer, looking up the information for Lady Cara, “I believe so, yes.  Will shir-or 5.25 be convenient?”

“Make it so,” commanded Lady Cara, disembarking from the shuttle and striding towards the mine entrance.

At the mine, Lady Engineer Rachel of house Ana waited sternly for Lady Cara’s arrival, annoyed that her rival in the Great Council insisted on inspecting her mine.  As Lady Cara reached her, Rachel offered the Anan gesture of respect half-heartedly, “Welcome to Nan-li, lady abbess of house Ten-Ar.”

Lady Abbess Cara offered Rachel the Ten-Arian gesture of respect, “Thank you for receiving me on such short notice.”

“Given the public accusations you made on the floor of the Great Hall of the Assembly, how could I refuse?” sniped Rachel curtly, leading Lady Abbess Cara into a compact surveying shuttle.  As Rachel piloted the small craft designed to navigate the mining strata, Cara took atmospheric and mineral readings with her tablet computer.  

Stopping Rachel every hundred zhang 张 to collect mineral samples from the only mostly stable back walls and floor, Cara studied the readings carefully, the occasional surviving root twig or nut making it into her sampling.  Each time Cara stopped Rachel to collect another soil sample, Rachel’s irritation grew, the flecks of brown in her grey eyes glowing as her anger increased.  

Finally, the survey completed, Cara aimed her computer at Rachel for a full medical scan.  Rachel growled at her, “What are you doing now?”

“Running a preliminary health scan on you,” answered Lady Healer Cara absentmindedly.

“You do not have my permission to examine me, healer.  I really do not care that you are the head of the healers of Ten-Ar or what your baby-sitting knights may think.  Call them all if you like; the law stands with me on this.”

“Lady Engineer Rachel, are you aware that you are dying?”

Rachel guffawed at her sarcastically, “Really?  What kind of Ten-Arian nonsense is this?”

“With all due respect, Lady Rachel, recognizing your position as one of house Ana’s representatives on the Great Council, how old are you?” 

“One hundred sixty-eight yen-ars, eighty-nine beinors – why?” growled Rachel.

“You have the body of a woman twice your age.  I am detecting early and middle stage cancers across your body’s systems, including two tumours in your brain and the beginning of lung cancer.”

“I am fine,” reassured Rachel.

“That is not what my scans indicate.”

“What scans?  You came here to verify reports you received at the last session of the Great Council!”

“I head the healers of Ten-Ar, Lady Engineer Rachel.  For over fifty yen-ars I have researched and healed countless patients across all strata of Beinarian society.”

“You know nothing about me – or my people,” asserted Rachel.

“We shall see,” challenged Lady Cara, taking her leave and heading back to Lord Knight Ronel.

––––––––
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“ARE WE DONE HERE?” asked Lord Knight Ronel as Cara approached him.

“I want to run some detailed scans on nearby foliage and walk through the nearest forest if there is time.  I have a theory, Lord Ronel; one that makes me very uneasy based on my readings so far this trip.”

“As you wish, Your Excellency,” complied Ronel, firing up the engines of the shuttle and expertly piloting it to accommodate Cara’s instructions.  

On the edge of a large forest consisting mostly of Nara, Kara, and nanla trees, Cara stepped out, Ronel guarding her carefully as the distracted healer worked.  

Overhead fabku chirped unseen until landing on a branch above them to dine on kara berries, their zygodactyl feet expertly positioning the choicest fruits on each cluster, dropping each fruit half eaten to forest floor.  A wild konyn hopped across their path to the fruit, munching greedily at the bird-harvested feast, its ears and long tail twitching as it listened for predators.  Ronel beamed at the beautiful sight.  Nature in all its magnificence lay around him.  

With fewer cities and industry, Xi-Nan Fang was one of the most beautiful places on the entire planet, filled with glaciers in the south-eastern polar region, glorious mountain chains, and spectacular canyons creating icy cold rainbow waterfalls and raging rapids to challenge even the best navigator from house Cashmarie.  Tourists from across Beinan flocked to Xi-Nan Fang to enjoy both its beauty and its many sporting opportunities.

A stream raged suddenly at their feet. A powerful salmon-like fish called a łosoś leapt and twisted into the air like a powerful gymnast.  

Twelve zhang 张 ahead of them, Lady Healer Cara spotted a small waterfall eight zhang 张 tall behind which she noticed a small cave.  Careful of her Ten-Arian crimson-edged kirtle gown, she collected water from the falls, scanning it with her computer before returning her equipment to the pouch on her belt.  

Smiling, she filled her hands with the water and drank deeply, Ronel following suit and satiating his thirst, “Dong-Bei has nothing like this!  I have never seen so much beauty, Your Excellency.”

“Forests are among the most beautiful places in all the universe.  They say other worlds have forests just as beautiful as this one – some even kol-based, not silizium-based as all life on Beinan is,” replied Cara, equally awed by the nature around her.

“Kol-based life?” puzzled Ronel.

“Yes!  Long ago we traded with a number of kol-based societies across a dozen galaxies – now such journeys are the stuff of legends,” mused Cara, her eyes darting back down to the readings on her computer.  Alarm filled her eyes, “Ronel – we must cut this short.  I must conference with Lady Healer Gwyneth immediately!

––––––––
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NAN-LI CENTRAL HEALING Center sparkled like a Beinarian diamond. 0.6 li 里 from the main entrance to the healing center stood a brand new “Central Nan-li Healing Center” stop on a prominent light rail line.  As Lady Cara briskly navigated the healing center, healers, patients, and healers-in-training all bowed respectfully as she passed.  Lady Healer Gwyneth intercepted her, “You said it was urgent?”

“I’ve finished my readings at and near the Nan-li argene mine,” scowled Cara.

“Is it as bad as reported:  thirty percent increase in atmospheric argene and two hundred percent increase in both bilast and dilast?” asked Gwyneth.

“No – the levels are in fact much higher since the last time we took readings.  But it gets worse:  without her permission I scanned Lady Engineer Rachel of house Ana, the one who keeps fighting Ten-Arian efforts in the Great Council to improve mining safety and protect the health of area residents.  Gwyneth ... I detected at least six cancers growing in her.”

Gwyneth halted, a sudden wave of vertigo collapsing her into a nearby chair, “Banumu Hehe help us!  I checked her medical records, Cara; there was no evidence of any illness five yen-ars ago when she came in for her last physical.”

“I have soil, water, and vegetation samples with me for the healing center lab to conduct comprehensive analysis, proof that our position as healers about the mines is correct:  we are on the verge of a major ecological disaster if we do not find a way to stop strip mining operations and restore the forests.  Nowhere should there be more than one bilast molecule per billion in our atmosphere.  At the mines the atmosphere is a full five percent bilast – enough to kill anyone not on special breathing gear.  But that’s not the worst news.”

“It gets worse?” stammered Gwyneth.

“The crude on site refining is creating atmospheric argene which is saturating everything.  We know from studies conducted by both Ten-Ar and Gurun since the Nan-li mine opened in BE 5300 over two hundred yen-ars ago that direct and unprotected exposure to argene destroys Beinarian helices, creating not just the surge in cancers we’ve both detected, but attacking our very retinal penta-chromatism, destroying two of our five retinal cone receptors.”

“How can anyone function with only three retinal receptors?  Such a condition would make an affected person all but completely blind in our atmosphere,” noted Gwyneth.

“Creating an epidemic of de facto blindness and creating the sort of massive under-class that could destroy our carefully-built constitutional monarchy. Back at the Ten-Arian monastery we call this disease ‘brown-eye syndrome.’ It attacks the eyes slowly for those newly exposed, but far faster on those born here.”

“Are you saying that with each generation born here and exposed to argene, the condition becomes locked into the helices, moving from generation to generation even after a person or family leaves this area?”

Lady Healer Cara gazed into Lady Gwyneth’s darkening eyes, “Yes. Primarily estimates indicate it may take several generations to fully correct the damage. But surely you know this – your eyes, my friend!  You have early stage brown eye syndrome!”

“I know.  But being healers we both know no permanent solution can come without the support of the Great Council.  If they will not listen to our data, to the results of over one hundred yen-ars of research – what then?  Cara, there are over five hundred eighty-nine thousand residents in Nan-li alone; hundreds of millions more across the north-western region of Xi-Nan Fang where they dig most of the mines – not just for argene, but countless other minerals.”

“Perhaps the lab will have some answers for us that our training as healers in chief of our respective houses cannot find based on the data at hand,” offered Lady Abbess Cara.

“I will have the lab run analysis right away.  Can you stay in Nan-li overnight?  I estimate it will take from six to eight shir-ors to run a comprehensive analysis – assuming no critical care patients arrive in the emergency ward.”

“Can you suggest a nearby lodging establishment with good food?”

“Lan-xing Ulen is not far away.  I understand they offer a rather palatable breakfast buffet, including Belarian waffles.”

“Belarian waffles?  Really?  Well then Lan-xing Ulen it is!” 

“Welcome to Lan-xing Ulen, how may I help you?” hovered a blue civilian droid.

“Two rooms, please,” answered Lord Knight Ronel.

“We have several room options,” offered the droid. “What perimeters should I search for in order to find each of you the perfect lodging?”

“I am Lord Ronel; my mistress is Lady Abbess Cara of house Ten-Ar.”

The blue of the droid’s skin brightened, “Dignitaries from Dong-Bei!  Well then I have a two-bedroom luxury suite available to your mistress for thirty tai-ors per beinor featuring two private bedrooms, a common living room, private access to global communication channels, and access to a small private garden.  You are the abbess’ knight protector?”

“I am,” affirmed Ronel.

“Do you still wish for two rooms or is this suite to your liking?”

“We will take the suite,” agreed Ronel, offering a triangular payment card to the droid.

The droid scanned his payment card, “Welcome to Lan-xing Ulen.  Please enjoy your stay.”

––––––––
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THE NEXT MORNING LORD Knight Ronel sat in silence with Lady Abbess Cara in the dining room, nursing a glass of kelan juice thoughtfully as the abbess relished a plate of Belarian waffles with kara berry jam and a hot steaming mug of the same minty hot chocolate traditionally served at formal occasions like weddings and royal court receptions.  

Clothed from head to toe in black with only a narrow band of Ten-Arian crimson adorning his modest trousers and doublet, he felt naked without his heavy, two-handed Ten-Arian broad sword, “Your Excellency, are you sure I should not wear my sword?”

“Why would you need to be armed, Ronel?  You think there is going to be danger at Nan-li Central?  It is a healing center, not a war zone.”

“With all due respect, Your Excellency, that healing center has you written all over it; you were the one who proposed its construction.  You were the one who insisted on it featuring twice as many research laboratories than the typical healing center.  That healing center is at the forefront of medical research for the region.  Yes, it services many of the poorest on our world – but it is clearly your work.  That makes you a target, especially here.”

“I am a healer, not a warrior.  Why would anyone want to kill me?  My heart is to end suffering and make our world worthy of its many blessings.”

“Healers know things that the rest of us do not.  That makes you a threat, Your Excellency.  But more than that – you are the ranking leader of our house, even above the Masters of Ten-Ar.  Theirs is a chorus of voices, but you speak with the strength of a single healing voice.” 

“If you feel so strongly about it, lord knight – by all means arm yourself as you see fit.  I want to avail myself of this delicious food.  Go back to our suite once you finish your meal and join me here.”  

As commanded, Lord Knight Ronel returned to their suite to find the abbess’ communications system flashing with an incoming message.  “This is Lord Knight Ronel,” he answered.

Lady Healer Gwyneth’s image appeared, “Lord Knight Ronel, I am relieved to find you still alive.”

“What happened?”

“An attack, my lord!  Twelve of our best healers and healers in training studying the samples her excellency collected last beinor were found murdered – bilast poisoning.”

“Bilast?  The abbess found high levels of bilast at the mine, did she not?”

“She did.  The data and samples are still here – thank the goddesses – but I fear for her – and myself.  Clearly whoever is responsible wants everyone to think this was some personal blood feud.  I do not believe it; these particular healers and healers in training were our top planetary experts on radiation poisoning and local ecology,” explained Gwyneth.

“Without which you cannot offer authoritative testimony in the Great Council if I understand the political situation.”

“Correct! Ronel, I am afraid for the abbess.  Can I meet both of you there with the data?  I do not feel comfortable transmitting it from here.  We have no clue who killed them or where they are; unless you disagree, I prefer to not provide an obvious path to your whereabouts.”

“I am supposed to meet the abbess in the dining room directly.  Can you meet us there?”

“I will try!” acknowledged Gwyneth.

––––––––
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“YOUR EXCELLENCY, BEHIND me!” screamed Lord Knight Ronel as he entered the dining room to Lan-xing Ulen, his trained eyes spotting the green light of a laser spear preparing to fire from across the room. Touching a button his belt, a protective force field expanded off his wrist right wrist as he drew his laser épée from the scabbard also holding his heritage broad sword. With an intensifying low hum, the triangular-pyramid-shaped tip laser spear discharged a green-blue plasma bolt at Lady Abbess Cara, barely missing her with a barrage of sparks as she ducked beneath her table and crawled towards and behind Ronel’s force field shield. 

Undaunted, the attacker crept behind the cover of the hot-breakfast bread bar before aiming again.  With lightning reflexes created by a lifetime of rigorous training Ronel deflected the second plasma bolt off his sword, the bolt ricocheting into the finely tiled floor, charring it.  

With Cara still crouched behind him, Ronel charged towards the attacker, his left arm slashing towards him with his épée against every rule taught to the knight by his mentors. The attacker cried out in pain as the épée hit his right forearm with a gush of blood.  Ronel, now close enough to see into the attacker’s face, noticed brown flecks in what appeared to be a young man’s eyes. 

Turning off his laser épée for the xiao-shir, he wrestled the laser spear away from him with precise blows to the arm and wrist.  The spear rolled away harmlessly, its tip fading out. 

Anger flashed in Ronel’s eyes as he subdued the attacker, “Why! Why are you trying to kill us?”

“Our jobs.  She would close the mine.  My wife, my children – without jobs from the mines, we will all starve to death!  Please!  My life is not important – but my babies scream with hunger!” wept the miner.

“She built the healing center to help you – why do you not see it?” cried Ronel.

“What good is a healer if you die of hunger?  We do not need more healers.  We need food.  The food grown around here is no good no more.  Is poison to my babies.”

“He’s right,” answered Lady Healer Gwyneth, her tablet computer in hand along with a pouch containing the samples Cara collected the previous beinor. “The crude refining at the mine has released such toxic levels of argene into the air and soil that locally grown food is no longer safe to eat.  Proper refining from a better and more expensive facility could do much – but not nearly as much as re-growing the forests themselves.

“What ‘er ye sayin’?” asked the miner.

“The strip mining is giving you work, yes, but the way house Ana conducts the mine is poisoning everything within a four hundred li 里 radius  –  including, I fear, coastal marine life.”

“But we are more than three hundred li 里 from the ocean!” protested the miner.

“Yes, yes we are.  Yet food is brought in from the Amba Mederi Ocean.  From the raks and fish served on the table to the sea vegetation that is normally so nourishing – nothing grown here is safe to eat,” explained Gwyneth. “We are all dying from argene radiation poisoning.”

“Poison or not, food is food and we a’nt got none to ‘at.”

“I fear that is on purpose, my lord.”

“I ai’ no lord – just a bloke who canna bear the sounds of my children hungry.”

Convinced her life was no longer in danger, Lady Abbess Cara rose, “There is more going on than just irresponsible mining practices.  Come with us – bring your family – we will take you to the capital city in Dong-Bei where you can find work 

doing something safer than this and where your family will never go hungry again.  I swear to it as abbess of Ten-Ar.”

“His Majesty will see you now,” hovered JDP5, King Gareth’s personal droid.

Dressed in her most formal Ten-Arian crimson gown, Lady Abbess Cara bowed her head respectfully towards the droid before entering the king’s private office.  Inside, King Gareth fixed his grey eyes onto a series of reports flashing across his tablet computer.  Cara bowed deeply to him, “Thank you for seeing me this beinor, Your Majesty!”

Gareth’s eyes met her, catching his breath for a moment, “You are ... most welcome.  Excuse me, you are?”

“Lady Abbess Cara of house Ten-Ar.  We have not met, Your Majesty, unless perhaps you personally attend sessions of the Great Council.  I have – created many enemies there.”

“You are the Ten-Arian healer advocating for safer conditions for the poor and disadvantaged, are you not?”

“Your Majesty, the health and well-being of all Beinarians is at risk.  When I received reports on my desk beginning in BE 5493, I dedicated myself to better understanding and helping people sickened by the strip mine near Nan-li City.  I petitioned for and you granted permission for houses Ten-Ar and Gurun to jointly build Nan-li Central Healing Center with its state-of-the-art research facilities and laboratories.  Now, after many yen-ars of research and the hard work of healers across both our houses, the data is conclusive.”

“Is this the data in front of me now showing a strong link between de-forestation and both atmospheric bilast and argene levels?” asked King Gareth.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“I see here a recommendation for the re-planting of the nara forests along with other complimentary species designed to reclaim soil displaced by mining operations, is that correct?”

“My liege, if I may be so candid:  it is my contention not only that the mines are creating this new, sight-taking disease called ‘brown-eye syndrome,’ but these irresponsible mining practices are behind much of the latent misery in the region, including widespread hunger. 

“If we simply switched these practices for slightly more expensive, but many times more ecologically responsible and efficient measures, we most likely will be 

able to not only stop brown-eye syndrome before it creates multi-generational mutations and damage to our helices, but reverse the obvious poisoning of the local population.  I have, in fact, one with me whom I beg you to take into your personal service so that he and his family may leave Nan-li forever,” petitioned Cara.

“This is the one who attacked you with a laser spear?”

“Yes.”

“You do not begrudge him?”

“He is poor; he thought killing me was the only way to feed his children.  Please, Sire, have mercy on him!”

King Gareth rose, eying her, “I will on one condition.”

“Name it.”

“You join me for dinner.”

“And after dinner?” suggested Cara shrewdly.

“Go or stay as you prefer.  I hope you will choose to stay tonight – or at least return that I may know you better,” suggested King Gareth, his mind already undressing the abbess.

Lady Abbess Cara curtsied, “As you wish.”

––––––––
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THE GREAT HALL OF THE Assembly stood stately against the stormy sky.  In the upper atmosphere, a massive hurricane more than ten thousand li 里 in diameter raged violently, filling the lower atmosphere with thunder, lightning, and hail that tumbled more than fell from tumultuous turbulence. It was as if the planet itself were at war with different parts of itself, broody and contentious. 

Dodging the irregular-sized hail stones, Lady Abbess Cara tried in vain to prevent her carefully braided black hair from falling out of its pins holding it into a matronly style.  Her hair, like the storm, preferred chaos this morning.

With an entourage of healers and all ten Masters of Ten-Ar at her side, equal delegates to the Great Council, the abbess felt confident her appearance before the Great Council would persuade her peers to choose wisely on behalf of the poor even as her mind drifted to the night before in the king’s bed, nine beinors after the king’s initial invitation.  Was she wrong to allow King Gareth to seduce her?  Fighting what she knew was the inevitable biological inclination to meditate on her first experience with man, she breathed deeply, hoping the night before would not show to others, but suspecting any royal appearance in council chambers might trigger an instinctive response.

As two master knights opened the heavy wooden doors separating the offices beyond with the main council chamber, Lady Cara’s resolve and focus returned.  Taking their customary places in the massive chamber, the abbess felt a certain pride as she crossed the granite floor mosaics telling the story of the Great Migration to Beinan before turning her attention to Honourable Lord Horatio of house Xing-li, the current chair to the Great Council, “Lords and Ladies of the Great Council, I declare this session convened.”

Lady Abbess Cara stepped forward, her tablet computer ready, “Your Honour, may I address the Great Council?”

Lord Horatio bowed respectfully, motioning to the abbess to the podium, “The chair recognizes the abbess of Ten-Ar.”

Cara stepped forward to address the council from the podium, “Honourable Peers of Beinan I come to you as abbess of Ten-Ar and the duly elected healer in chief of the healers of Ten-Ar, long recognized as the most skilled of all Beinarian healers. A crisis lays before us, one of our own making.  In Xi-Nan Fang, hunger ranges, the local food supplies poisoned needlessly. With the loss of great forests to strip mining operations and crude on-site refining, the land can no longer buffer against the 

radiation emitted by argene. Making this misery worse, the refining process releases the nerve toxin bilast and its nearly insidious isotope dilast, killing and maiming indiscriminately.

“But there is hope, my friends.  Small adjustments in mining and refining operations paired with more ecologically responsible practices across Xi-Nan Fang can clean the air, the soil, the water.  Simply planting more nara trees throughout each town and village can provide critically needed nirlar to the air, protection against argene and the argun ore from which it comes, and nara fruit harvestable by all who are hungry.  Simple food forests and parks can change our planet in dramatic ways – if we have the courage to do what is right.”

Lady Engineer Rachel of house Ana rose, clapping sarcastically, “Bold words, healer!  But at what cost?  Our jobs?  Our wages?  From the safety of the Ten-Arian monastery, these offered resolutions must sound like the perfect fix to what you see as a problem.  I for one see the economic consequences of these proposals as far worse – coming from the king’s whore, no less!”

Lady Cara felt trapped.  Did the king seduce her just to undermine her position?  Before she could answer, the Honourable Lord Horatio stepped forward, “I move we dismiss Her Excellency’s proposals as a Ten-Arian conspiracy to cripple our economy.  What say you, shall we dismiss these charges against argene mining?  House Ana?”

“Yeah.”

“House Cashmarie?”

“Yeah.”

“House Xing-li?”

“Yeah.”

“House Miyoo?”

“Nay.”

“House Gurun?”

“Nay.”

“House Slabi?”

“Yeah.”

“House Shem?”

“Yeah.”

“House Balister?”

“Yeah.”

“House Ten-Ar?”

“Nay.”

Lord Horatio stood proudly, “The ‘yeahs’ have it.  Resolution against argene mining dismissed six votes to three.  There will be no further debate on this matter.”  

Shock filled Cara’s heart – shock and foreboding as she quietly left the council chamber unnoticed.  The Great Council would not even hear her evidence!  How could they care so little for the poor, for the suffering?  Knowing she was used by the king to undermine her credibility, a thought crept into her mind:  what if the greater power for change lay not in her position as the leading healer for her world – but in 

the bedroom of the king himself?  Though she did not love King Gareth and resented his lustful temperament, her heart quivered.  Could it be that her best chance to serve might be in sacrificing herself to his lust in order to attain the power she needed to change her world?  Saddened by her vision, a single tear fell – for her people, for her future as the king’s de facto whore – and for all the suffering she knew would come of this vote.
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Chapter Two: The Healer Consort
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Lady Abbess Cara woke in King Gareth’s bed, small bruises all over her body from the king’s aggressive lechery.  In pain from what felt like an endless series of sexual encounters, she carefully crawled away from the sleeping monarch, finding her pale blue tunic and skirt rumpled not far from his first hasty and painful conquest.  Fearfully she dressed quickly, finding her slippers and only half securing them to her feet as she half ran out of the king’s apartment.

The king’s personal droid, JDP5 intercepted her, “You were not given leave to go, Lady Cara.”

“I am abbess of Ten-Ar, representative of house Ten-Ar on the Great Council, and healer in chief of our world.  No one – not even the king – vetoes my movements.”

“Want to stake your life on that?” asked the droid coolly.

Cara thought about the night before, the way the king viciously battered her.  Anger filled her eyes, “Yes!  Now get out of my way; I have duties to perform.”

“Your duty is to the king.”

“No!  My duty is to house Ten-Ar and my patients,” glared Cara, walking briskly to the palace healing center.

“What happened to you, Your Excellency?” cried Lady Healer Gwyneth of the healers of Gurun.

“The king,” answered Cara simply, collapsing onto a diagnostic bed.  

Dutifully Lady Healer Gwyneth scanned the abbess, “How did he?”

“You really need to ask that?”

“Your Excellency – Cara – how much longer must you tolerate this?”

“He is the king! He does it because he can.  He knows I hate him – but he also knows our laws are not strong enough to protect me against him.  Where the king’s bed is concerned he may use, abuse, or hurt whomever he is concerned; no woman may refuse him without risking certain death! If he decides to marry me or make me his official mistress, even in that, I do not have the right to refuse.  I must comply.”

Lady Healer Gwyneth raised a soothing laser regenerator over Cara’s bruised and sore muscles, “Resistance is not futile, Your Excellency.  There has to be a way to put an end to this – before he impregnates you, kills you, or both!”

Cara sighed, “How fares the research at Nan-li Central Healing Center?  Please tell me the plague is under control!”

“You are planetary expert in these cancers and in brown-eye syndrome in particular, Your Excellency.  Long before this tyrant Gareth came to the throne, you lead the way in studying this.  Without you directing the teams on site, the research suffers.”

“Idiots!  Do not they understand that unless we stop this epidemic our entire government is at risk?  The people will not tolerate inaction while they suffer.”

“Then perhaps we can make it the king’s problem – but only if you do the last thing I know you want to do...” alluded Gwyneth.

“... become his princess consort,” finished Cara.

“Yes,” affirmed Gwyneth. 

“But how?”

“Remove from his eyes his desire – then most certainly his need to possess and control will override his interests in casual play.”

“But what if removing myself from court simply shifts his lecherous eyes to another?”

“Then you gain your freedom!”

“Aye – I do!” agreed Lady Abbess Cara.

––––––––

[image: ]


“HIS MAJESTY CALLS INTO his court, Lady Healer Cara, Abbess of Ten-Ar,” cried the herald, five beinors later.  On the royal throne, the tall and black-haired King Gareth lounged expectantly, the Beinarian ruby and diamond heraldic Gurun crown light on his head.

Lady Healer Gwyneth approached his throne instead with a deep bow.  King Gareth rose sternly, “Where is the abbess of Ten-Ar, healer?”

“She is gone,” said Gwyneth simply.

Gareth’s grey eyes burned fiercely, “Where?”

“Nan-li Central Healing Center, Your Majesty.  After leaving Your Majesty’s presence she received a dire report from the Ten-Arian monastery summoning her there.”

“She dared?”

Gwyneth raised her eyes, meeting the king’s, “With all due respect, Your Majesty, she is neither your wife nor your declared intended bride.  Without such, a healer’s priority lays first with her house, then to you, Sire.  Of course, if Your Majesty were to proclaim her as yours, she would be recalled in order to pursue other duties.”

“Very well then.  Hear me, Peers of Beinan:  I declare Lady Abbess Cara, Abbess of house Ten-Ar to be my betrothed.  Here, in this throne room I shall wed her in twenty beinors, that being beinor 175 of yen-ar 5545 of the Beinarian Era.

––––––––
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“YOUR EXCELLENCY, DID you hear the news?” cried Lord Healer Ailín hastily, barging into the laboratory where Lady Abbess Cara sat, her eyes fixated on readings from a sub-atomic microscope.

Lady Abbess Cara brushed back a lock of her long black hair that picked that xiao-shir to fall out of her meticulous long braids, “Lord Healer Ailín, what is wrong?”

Ailín bowed, “Your Excellency, King Gareth has just declared in open court that you are to marry him in twenty beinors.  An order just came through:  you are recalled from here to seal your betrothal in the king’s bed.”

“Is it not curious, my friend, that the king should do this without consulting me or even without my awareness of his intent?”

“It is not for me to say, Your Excellency.  I am but a humble healer in service to you and the vital work you commissioned here.  The people of Nan-li must not suffer simply because this tyrant Gareth was the only surviving son of King Dylan.”

“Tell me again why Princess Lilian is not our queen?”

“King Dylan declared her a bastard, that it was Lady Darah to whom the king was betrothed, not Lady Alexandra, even though Princess Lilian was born to Lady Alexandra only two shir-ors before King Gareth was born to Lady Darah,” answer Ailín.

“And, speaking as a trained healer, what does that tell you medically?”

“The only way two children could be born of the same man  by two different women only two shir-ors apart would be for them to be conceived only xiao-shirs apart – usually with some sort of medical assistance to stimulate ovulation and ensure both conceptions resulted in pregnancy.”

“Correct.”

“Your Excellency, you must return to Hejing; my brother Liam will finish this for you.”

“Lord Knight Liam is going to finish my analysis?”

“Your Excellency will be pleased to hear that since you left us he completed his studies as a healer.  He is now that rare Ten-Arian accepted to both the healers and knights of our house.”

“Is he?” pondered Cara thoughtfully.

“Yes!  You did not hear?”

Cara’s mind raced, “No.”  Pacing she turned to Ailín, “Ailín, would you ask Lord Knight Liam to accompany me to Hejing?  The king will want to avail himself of me right away, knowing him.  But after the king has finished – I have need of a man who is both healer and knight, one able to liaison for me here medically while protecting me.  Surely his majesty will not deny me a princess-consort’s right to a knight-protector!  I would feel safer guarded by one of our own than by a man of the king’s choosing.”

“And your analysis on the new data?”

“Are you able to work on it in my steed?”

“W-yes, of course.  I am now here long enough to begin to suffer from the disease.”

“And Liam?”

“With all his studies?  He’s as grey-eyed as Your Excellency.”

Lady Abbess Cara hugged him gratefully, “Make this so for me, please.”

“As always, I am at your service and to the service of our great house.”

––––––––
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“YOU SENT FOR ME?” ASKED the strong and athletic Lord Knight Healer Liam, kneeling before Lady Abbess Cara in front of the low altitude shuttle prepared for her.  At his right thigh hung his Ten-Arian schlager sword, a one-handed civilian sword with a civilized edge carefully weighted to balance perfectly in the palm of its knight.  

Curly black hair rippled down the knight’s head, a circlet of Beinarian silver with a single Beinarian star sapphire at its center sparkled regally.  A Ten-Arian crimson heraldic cloak draped over Liam’s body as naturally as it did twenty yen-ars ago when Liam took his vows elevating him to knighthood.

Pleased by the sight, Lady Cara raised his chin, compelling him to meet her eyes, “Thank you for honouring my request, lord knight.”

“I am at your service if you will have me.”

“Will you swear to serve me, Lord Knight Liam as my knight-protector?”

“All that I have, all that I am, is yours to command.”

“And if I should command you to my bed against the vows to the king he compels me to take?”

“A vow under compulsion is no vow, Your Excellency.  The law may call you his wife, Your Excellency – but if your heart should fall on another of any house or even me, I vow to enforce the choice of your heart – not the lechery of this tyrant.”

“I thank you.  Rise now, lord knight, and serve me as best you may.”

Lord Liam rose ceremoniously, kissing her hand at first, but then kissing her lips, “With this kiss I vow myself to you – from this beinor until death.”

At the kiss, Cara found her breath taken away for a xiao-shir before returning the kiss, “I receive your service – from this beinor until death let our fates be bound together.”

––––––––
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LADY ABBESS CARA AND Lord Knight Liam arrived in the middle of the night at shir-or 11.5.  As Cara expected, the king wasted no time enforcing his will on her while Liam, standing guard just outside, heard first the scream of another woman, then Cara’s cries of passion and pain.  The healer in Liam trembled at his abbess’ sacrifice while anger flared at the king’s disgraceful violence against her.

Suddenly the door between the king’s bed chamber and the antechamber where Liam watched flew open as Cara, naked, bruised, and bloody collapsed in front of him.  Liam threw his cloak over her protectively, kneeling and brushing her hair away from her face, whispering, “What happened, Your Excellency?”

“Cara – I am no abbess now.”

Despite Liam’s desire as a knight to avert his eyes, the healer in Liam instinctively looked directly at her, scanning for wounds, “What happened, Cara?”

“Lady Healer Gwyneth is dead; he raped her in front of me, then cut her throat before – before – he took me then threw me away, calling me an ungrateful whore – and telling me to go to whoever’s bed I desire – he plans to continue tonight with me.”

Liam wept, putting his arms around his abbess, the cloak falling away from her, exposing her further, “What can I do for you?”

“Kill me!  I am nothing now.  I am not worthy of anything but the pyre.”

Liam kissed her lips tenderly, protectively, “Do not talk like that. By my life or death, Your Excellency, I am yours!”

“Be done with it then,” cried Cara, “I am naked; have your piece of me.  You want to.”

“What I want is a laser regenerator so I can ease your pain.  I am a knight of Ten-Ar, Your Excellency; it is against our code to treat anyone, most of all the abbess we’ve spent our lives worshipping as the beautiful embodiment of all that is good about our house, as anything less than a daughter of the goddess.”

Cara looked up into his eyes, “You really admire me?”

Liam grabbed his fallen cloak, wrapping it around her tightly before lifting the abbess into his arms and carrying her towards one of the beds usually reserved for royal guards.  Turning down the covers, he lowered her down onto the matrass, and then covered her with the bed’s soft blankets, “Rest while you can, Your Excellency.  I will sleep in the bed next to yours and watch over you.”  Cara nodded as Liam laid down, barely out of arm’s reach, his sword against his body, ready to be drawn if need be while he slept.”

In the next room, King Gareth slept contently, the sheets still soaked with Gwyneth’s blood.  At sunrise, he found Cara in the small bed Liam placed her upon.  Disrobing, he threw the blankets off Cara and seized her, this time less painfully.  Pleased at the apparent audience of Liam in the next bed, King Gareth’s shrewd mind shifted tactics, his changed touch now drawing out an instinctive passionate response from his prey.  Against her will, Cara responded to the difference, aware Liam could see and hear everything.  Satisfied at last at his performance to both of them, Gareth kissed Cara as he let his body fully finish, “If this is what it takes to draw that out of you, then let your knight witness our matings, Abbess.  Ten-Arian, I assume?”  Cara nodded, afraid to speak.  “Good!” King Gareth met Liam’s eyes, “One beinor I might give her to you, lord knight.  Until then, you will just have to watch me dine on what I deny you.”

Nineteen beinors later, King Gareth kept his promise.  In a small ceremony in the throne room, a priest of The Shemai called a sacerdos conducted the simple wedding of the king and Cara, the choice made specifically to irk Ten-Arian devotion to the Beinarian triple goddess.  In a gown of Ten-Arian crimson and with crimson-clad Lord Knight Liam serving as her honour attendant, Cara felt relieved the king chose to sanctify their union with prayers to The Shemai, the Beinarian creator god, instead of her goddesses.  

Like most Beinarians, Cara believed the idea of a single, male creator god to be utterly illogical.  With the rituals performed, she felt King Gareth drag her to his bed – with a command for Lord Knight Liam to stand guard just beyond the sheer curtains. 

Stoically Liam watched Gareth seal his bride, not bothering to take off her wedding gown until he heard her respond to him passionately.  With his audience obviously unable to ignore him, the king unlaced her gown and pulled it over her head. Finally, after more than a shir-or of continuous sex with Cara, the king raised his voice “You may go, lord knight.  Tell the court I did not force her and declare her ‘Princess-Consort Cara’ with all the privileges of the royal consort.” King Gareth looked into Cara’s eyes, “You only respond with pleasure when he is in the room and can watch me have you, you know.  Do you love him?”

“I barely know him.  He is a noble knight of Ten-Ar and an honour to our house.”

“He wants you; I can see that in his eyes, way his gaze relishes certain parts of your body, especially the perfection of your breasts.  I am tempted sometime to give you to him for a night like the whore I know you to be – but then, that might provoke a different response out of both of you.”

“I am not your property – nor your whore.”

“But you are.  Oh, you may raise a vote in the Great Council, Cara, but it will not pass.  The men of other houses simply cannot respect you given your sexual history.”

“You are the only man to have me, Your Majesty.”

“So far; that will change I think if ever you grow bold enough.  On that beinor, I will show you a darkness that you have not tasted, even in my revenge for your disobedience into heading to Nan-li when you obeyed my summons.  How can I sire children upon you if you keep putting yourself in a war zone?”

“You enjoy forcing yourself upon me; nothing gives you more pleasure.  So why the lovemaking when you clearly prefer rape?”

“The sounds of your pleasure as I have you, the way your body involuntarily writhes with ecstasy as I force you into craving me makes him jealous!  That, Cara, is more satisfying to me than killing your friend.  Watching you lust for him and he for you, then conquering you in front of him, making your body lust for me as your pleasure cries fill his ears, the sweat pouring down your breasts as I satisfy you ... I am willing to suffer seducing you if that means your every cry of joy and pleasure of the flesh torments you both to the very soul!”  Cara met his eyes with hers, rage seething inside her.  Gareth smiled, opening Cara’s legs and positioning himself to strike, “Well, with that achieved, time for me to have some fun!” King Gareth laughed as he toyed, each sensation of her physical pain encouraging him across the next full shir-or.  By the time he let her rest from his game six new bruises covered Cara’s arms and legs.

––––––––
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BEINOR 197 ARRIVED with Princess Cara feeling too ill to rise from her bed in the consort’s spacious apartment.  At the far side of the bedroom, Princess Cara installed a personal space for Lord Liam, including a modest but comfortable bed and space for many of his belongings, including some essential medical scanners and tools.  

Pleased at Cara’s thoughtfulness towards his rival, King Gareth transferred his sexual conquests from his bed to hers, mindful her protector would watch.  As shir-or 3.5 arrived without the princess rising, Lord Healer Liam raised a medical scanner over Cara, his heart heavy at the readings.  Cara opened her eyes weakly, “What does the scanner indicate, Liam?”

“You are with child, a son.”

“So much for my resistance to him!  Forgive me!”

“What is there to forgive, my liege?”

“Wouldn’t you rather he be yours?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Honour.  You are his majesty’s wife.  But more than that, you do not love me; you never chose me with your heart.  I could never be with someone who does not love me.”

“And if I asked you to – “

“You will not.”

“What makes you so sure?  Can you think of a better vengeance against him?”

“Because you are honourable too.  Revenge is a poor reason for anything, most of all sex.”

“I hate what he does to me, the way he uses me, forces my body to respond to him when it suits his twisted ...”

“Stop feeling guilty about that, Cara!  Pleasure during rape does not change the fact it is rape.  Oh we clothe this in politics and rhetoric about a king’s so-called rights, making excuses for his lack of concern for your desires, let alone your health.  It is easier to claim that as husband, king, and liege lord he owns your body than confess the inalienable rights of each person to her or his own flesh, including and especially one’s own sexuality.  But this I believe with all my heart:  no one owns another, least of all another’s sexuality.  Every person born in this universe is born with the right to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to every sex act experienced in that’s person’s life.  Never have I heard you say ‘yes’ to him; even at your wedding, you were never asked if you agree to marry him!  Any time a person has sex with either a person too young to consent or without providing explicit consent – that is rape!  Nothing changes that.  You are, in my heart, as if he never touched you.”

“That is not correct, Liam.  On BE 5545, beinor 7 I went to his bed of my own accord.”

“Why?”

“Beinor 8 was the vote in the Great Council concerning my research findings.”

“That was not consent, Cara.  As your knight protector, I looked at the security recordings from the night of beinor 7.  He blackmailed you into taking your clothes off for him before commanding you to submit to him.”

“Submitting to him like a whore, you mean.”

“You are no whore, Your Highness.  He forced you into that; he feels entitled to do whatever he wants.”

“What do I do?”

“Announce the pregnancy to court – after that, I do not know.  But though it takes yen-ars, I shall help you escape this, Cara.  I promise.”

––––––––
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FORTY BEINORS PASSED.  All around Princess Cara, the court buzzed with news of her pregnancy.  A festive atmosphere filled the court sharply contrasting against Cara’s own ambivalence.  Inside her heart a dark cloud deepened.  What was she except for king’s official whore-wife?  Isolated in the palace and cut off from every Ten-Arian except for Lord Knight Liam, Cara felt lost and hopeless, trapped into living her life with and for the person she hated most and forbidden from everything and everyone 

that mattered most to her.  Against her better medical judgment as abbess of Ten-Ar, she started to drink, taking advantage of the court’s habit of never volunteering information to the king, not even to gain his favour and patronage.

At shir-or 8.45 Cara obligingly joined the king for the evening meal, Lord Knight Liam noticeably not at her side.  Worried, Cara asked a steward to fill her chalice with nara berry mead, drinking deeply before a second steward filled her plate with the roasted meat of a young male konyn.  As she started to eat Liam appeared suddenly behind her, “My liege a word, please?”

Rising, Cara acknowledged the king, “Excuse me, Your Majesty.” 

Liam led her to an adjacent antechamber, “Forgive my absence; I received a coded message from the Ten-Arian monastery.”

“What?”

“There’s been accident in Nan-li.  They need you there, Your Excellency.  They command you to go there.  We need your medical expertise.  More than two hundred lives are at stake!”

“Prepare my shuttle and ask the stewards to discretely pack some clothing and other essentials for me.  We leave within the shir-or.”

––––––––
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FIERY PLUMES FILLED with red-black smoke rose from the inferno over what looked like a war zone. Sirens filled the air, along with fire controllers and rescuers from across Xi-Nan Fang.  In front of them, a twenty-story apartment building in ruins, half of its structure collapsed into an enormous sink hole.  Twenty-five zhang 张 from the perimeter set up by law enforcers, ten healers-in-training evaluated injuries at the mobile healing center setup for the purpose, treating minor injuries and moving more serious injuries into waiting ambulances which zipped in and out from the traffic lanes above, each headed for Nan-li Central Healing Center just one li 里 away. 

Following the directions of a law enforcer, Lord Knight Liam parked their low attitude shuttle close to the mobile healing center, Lady Abbess Cara already scanning the scene with her computer.  Disembarking, she headed for a patient being transferred onto a diagnostic table, “I am Lady Abbess Cara, healer-in-chief of house Ten-Ar.”

A late middle-aged man two hundred eighty-five yen-ars old with dark brown eyes reached up to her, his face, arms, and legs covered in blood, “There was no warning!”

“What happened?”

“A rumble – then smoke – people screaming, running to escape before most of them falling dead in front of me.  I-I rushed down the emergency staircases; all the elevators were down!  Debris kept hitting me, but I kept running – all the way from the fifteenth floor!”

A healer-in-training handed Cara a dermal re-generator which she gently moved over his wounds, “You are going to be fine.  I do not detect any serious injuries – just these cuts and bruises.”  With a steady, patient hand she set the regenerator to first disinfect the wounds, and then stop the bleeding with a sealing layer.

“I did not breathe that smoke; I fear my neighbour – nice lady too – was not so lucky!”

“Your eyes are brown – did you work in the mines?” asked Cara, intentionally distracting him from the slight discomfort of the wound sealing pass.

The man shook his head, “No – I am house Croften – we will not go anywhere near that mine.  House Ana runs it!  They do not much like we Croften folks.  My wife – she was house Skeinera – made beautiful handmade tapestries like our ancestors used to on A672E92 Quintus.”

“Where is she now?”

“I do not know.  She headed out for some shopping with our daughter – wanted some more roving from that new konyn breed – you know, the one with the fur that is black at the base and white near the tip?  Some special new kind of konyn the breeders developed.  I used to raise konynen before I moved to Nan-li for my wife’s job.  Gentle, sweet animals!  They do not even mind the sheerings three times a yen-ar.  Nicest animal on Beinan!” remarked the man.

“Leave your information with my assistant here; we will make sure your wife finds you,” instructed Cara.

“Thank ‘ee,” nodded the man as Cara re-joined Liam waiting for her nearby.

Cara whispered to Liam, “What did you find out?”

“There was a collapse at the mine; some sort of accident sending a shockwave through an area fault-line – right through the center of that apartment building.  This far from the mines, no one thought to build for earth-quakes.  Nan-li is not exactly near any tectonic plate boundaries,” reported Liam.

“My patient indicated a bilast plume hit the building; killing an unknown number of people.”

“That makes sense; there certainly is enough bilast trapped in the rocks around here.  If the miners hit a bilast pocket – “

“Yes, I agree.  The effects would be devastating.”

“So what next?”

“We help stabilize these patients – then have a nice talk with Lady Rachel of house Ana about activities at her mine,” directed Cara.

For one point three shir-ors Lady Abbess Cara and Lord Healer Liam cared for what felt like an endless stream of patients.  The moons rose high over their heads.  Finally, at shir-or 11.3 the last casualty emerged from the building, her body visibly shaking from both the night cold and the claustrophobia of her ordeal.  Tired, bloodied by the emergency work, and hungry, Liam and Cara took headed for the healers’ chambers on the top floor of Nan-li Central Healing Center for some badly needed rest.

––––––––
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DAWN BROKE OVER THE horizon in Nan-li City, filling largely empty overnight light rail trains with bleary-eyed commuters still trying to wake up.  Dressing, Lady Abbess Cara took the elevator down from the healers’ overnight chambers to check on 

the injured.  Liam’s brother, Lord Healer Ailín greeted her, “Your Excellency, you made it!”

“Yes – Liam and I stayed late into the night at the mobile healing center, stabilizing and treating as many as we could.”

“I thank you!”

“Status report, please,” commanded the abbess.

“Two hundred residents from the apartment building are still too injured to be released.  Six hundred were treated and released either here or at the mobile healing center.  Readings indicate every patient was exposed to dangerous levels of bilast, even those with the most minor abrasions.  Of the two hundred overnight inpatients, one hundred seventy-five are on nirlar respiration therapy,” reported Ailín.

“That many?”

“Yes!”

“Well then, I really do need to speak to Lady Rachel about the mine.  No doubt she will be as elusive and hostile as the last time we spoke.  I suppose if I were dying from multiple cancers I would be unpleasant and defensive as well.  Denial is quite powerful!”

“Of course.”

“Please upload your analysis to my tablet computer.  I will need to show her our data.  Maybe – just maybe – I can get the sort of meaningful information out of her that we need to better help these people.”

“One more thing, Your Excellency.”

“Yes?”

“Every one of the people on nirlar respiratory therapy has irreversible brown eye syndrome.  They are trichromatic now; the gene for two of their five retinal cone receptors is gone.  Neither they nor their offspring for generations to come will see proper again, not until natural selection can restore those genes to their helices,” advised Ailín.

Lady Abbess Cara fell back a step, as if kicked in the stomach, “I – thank you!  That is most helpful.”

––––––––
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TWO SHIR-ORS LATER Lady Abbess Cara and Lord Knight Liam trekked the outskirts of the large strip mine just outside of Nan-li.  From three levels down, Lady Engineer Rachel climbed the slope up to them, “You asked to see me?”

Lady Abbess Cara extended to Lady Rachel the Ten-Arian gesture of respect, “Yes!  What happened here?”

“Here?  What makes you think the sinkhole in the city has anything to do with this mine?” asked Rachel, pretending to be concerned.

“There are fifty dead with two hundred more in critical care, most of them on nirlar respiratory therapy.  Sinkholes do not just happen, least of all sinkholes releasing large amounts of bilast. What happened to release so much bilast into that apartment building?”

“What makes you think the mine has anything to do with it?”

“Do not play ignorant with me, Lady Engineer Rachel; we’ve traced the sink role to a fault running straight into this mine.  Did you know about the fault’s location?”

“Sure, of course.  But the presence of a fault hardly guarantees any sort of seismic activity.  More than eighty percent of fault zones remain inactive for thousands of yen-ars; there was no reason to believe mining the argun ore deposits would have any effect elsewhere,” defended Lady Rachel.

“Unless there were bilast pockets in the rocks, pockets that, once disturbed, vented along the fault lines, triggering an explosive sinkhole large enough to destroy an apartment building and spewing bilast into the area,” countered Cara. 

“What makes you think that?” evaded Rachel.

“More importantly, why do you refuse to help me?” asked Cara.

“What do you want me to say?  You want a confession to some sort of conspiracy to kill those people?  There is none.  We were just doing our jobs, digging argun ore and other valuable minerals out of the ground so it can be processed and used in the power plants that generate the electricity that no one across the planet wants to go without,” defended Lady Engineer Rachel.

“There are safer ways to do that.”

“Oh?  So now you are not only a healer and one of the heads of house Ten-Ar, but an engineer too?” scoffed Rachel.

“What about nara trees?  They filter out the toxic effects of both bilast and argene radiation.  Nara trees offer wood for construction, berries for food, habitat for animals, and shelter from storms.  Instead of cutting these trees down, you could at least plant them!”

“I’m a miner, not a forester!”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning she will not help us,” interpreted Lord Liam.  “Nor, I suspect add any information to what we already know from the sinkhole itself.  There is nothing in it for her, no profit.  If we were willing to bribe her with, say, ten thousand tai-ors, she might tell us what we need to know.  Instead, I suspect you have a greater incentive to stay quiet, Lady Engineer Rachel.”

Rachel acted pacifying, “Look I do not want anyone to get hurt.  But I must look out for our miners. These women and men work hard, endanger their lives every beinor.  And it is not as if they are paid all that well for the risk they take on.  They really are not.  They deserve a lot better than they get.”

“On that, we are agreed.  But surely the addition of more safety precautions can only help the miners – and the residents of Nan-li,” entreated Cara.

“At how many tai-ors per shir-or of work?  Do you realize how much more power companies would have to charge for electricity?  Everything would go up – from the price of commuter rail fares to home heating to fuel for low altitude shuttles.  It takes electricity to transport food from farms to markets.  Our entire society runs on argene and you want to make it much more expensive for everyone?  You say you want to help the residents here?  Then leave us alone, let us run our businesses the way we see fit.  We do not want more regulation.  We just want to do our jobs – and keep as many workers as possible,” insisted Lady Engineer Rachel.

“Believe me, I understand!” plead Cara. “But how can you not care about conditions in those mines?  Is it not worth spending a few tai-ors to extend their lives?”

“You think I want them to die, to get sick?” cried Rachel.

“No – which is why I am asking you to make some small changes to help them do their jobs better.  Surely you understand that strong and healthy workers do better work and faster work than sick, tired, and injured workers!”

“You do not understand, Princess, we just do not have the money.”

Lord Knight Liam paced, studying the ground around him, “What if the supplies were donated?  If it costs you nothing, would it not be in your advantage to do as we suggest?”

Lady Rachel glared at them, “I will think about it.”

––––––––
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AS THE SUN ROSE BLUE-white in an unusually clear sky, Cara and Liam took an early mid-day meal at a quiet café specializing in food from the city of Belarn in nearby Dong-Nan Fang.  Placing their orders for Belarian cocoa and kara berry slatkos at the front counter, they chose a small secluded table where they could talk privately. “Do you think there is any chance at all Lady Rachel will take up our offer to pay for the safety upgrades?” asked Liam, sipping on his Belarian cocoa.

Lady Cara sprinkled some powdered sugar onto her plate of three slatkos from a shaker on the table, “That depends on exactly why Lady Engineer Rachel and the other leaders of house Ana are refusing to make conditions as safe as possible for the miners – and for residents of the entire Xi-Nan Fang continent.  We saw at the mobile healing center just how many ordinary folks in Nan-li are sickened by the mine – without working anywhere near it.  The genetic breakdown and cellular mutations caused by the argun ore dust released by the mine affect every living being.  Lady Rachel herself is sickened with numerous cancers – but she denies the connection between how she feels physically and her job.”  Cara picked up a slatko and took a bite, “I have never understood how or why this is so.  Perhaps I should take some classes with some of the mind healers.”

Lord Healer Liam took a bite of one his slatkos as well, “I know some of the mind healers; amazing women and men.”  Liam picked up a linen napkin to wipe off a tiny line of berry juice that burst out of the slatko during his bite, “But even they, I think, would be hard pressed to fully explain to either of us why some people would rather die in denial than do anything to preserve their own lives.  Even if Lady Rachel were to admit she’s dying, there would be nothing any healer could do to help her without changes in her lifestyle and environment.  This poisoned ground is killing her – and everyone else. I – “

A tone from Liam’s computer barred out suddenly. Liam touched the screen to stop the noise.  A holographic projection of Liam’s brother, Lord Healer Ailín beamed out of the device, “Liam, are you with Lady Abbess Cara by chance?”

“Yes,” answered Liam, his voice trailing off defensively.

“I just received an urgent message from palace in Hejing.”

Liam pointed his computer at Cara, enabling Ailín to speak to her. “What is the message?” asked Cara warily.

“King Gareth is greatly vexed at your,” Ailín paused to find a more diplomatic word for the king’s fury, “disobedience to his will.”

“I am abbess of Ten-Ar, healer in chief and a member of the Great Council.  My loyalty is first and foremost to my house and to the liberties our people hold most precious,” affirmed Cara.

“I know that, Your Excellency!  There is not one healer from any house who will disagree with you.  Your vows to heal and help outweigh the whims of a king abusing his power and operating well outside his constitutional limits.  The people stand with you,” agreed Ailín.

“But?”

“But the king has made it quite clear what will happen if he does not see you in his private apartment within the beinor.”

Cara met Liam’s eyes resolutely, an anger welling deep inside her, “I know what he will do; no doubt the messenger did everything to bully you into communicating now with me.”

“Yes,” confessed Ailín indirectly.

Liam looked at her protectively, “What will you do?”

“Ailín, I want you to ignore the message.  Tell the healing center that absolutely no one is to communicate with the palace until or unless I authorize it in person and only in person.  If he sends an in-person messenger, you will tell the palace you had technical difficulties.  We are house Ten-Ar, not slaves to a tyrant.  It is time we all stopped quivering and asserted ourselves as such.  For what is a king or queen of Beinan except an elected ruler of the Great Council?  As house Ten-Ar we shall use our power as one of the oldest houses to unite our people and end his reign of terror!” commanded Lady Abbess Cara resolutely.

“What if we cannot get the other houses to impeach him?” asked Ailín fearfully.

“Then we get what we deserve.  All tyrants fall when the people unite.  If we fail to unite, then we become conspirators with the tyrant.  No bully can withstand a united opposition.  We will stand together or we will perish separately.”

“So be it,” agreed Ailín, disconnecting the transmission on his end.

Liam put away his computer, “Now what do you want to do?”

Cara entwined the fingers of her left hand playfully in his right hand, “Rebel!”

The next morning Cara woke up in Liam’s strong, powerful arms in his bed, smiling for the first time in a very long time.  Liam kissed her forehead, “You know this is treason, Your Highness.”

Cara turned and faced him, “You were the one who taught me that rape is rape; that force or blackmail of sort – political, emotional, physical – is still force.  I never consented to him.  Last night was my first real time.”

“And what do you think of your decision?”

“I could not be happier in my life.  Except for the legal part I would – “

“Say no more, Cara.  I do not care at all about that.  Politics are irrelevant to me.  I am just a simple healer who has learned how to protect himself – and those he cares about.”

“You are not worried about complications to family life my legal status creates?”

“I am much more concerned about the danger you are still in and how we can best get you to total and complete safety.”

“We are on the other side of the planet; I feel pretty safe here, especially in this chamber!”

“I am glad.  You deserve whatever happens life can bring you.  If I may play a small role in helping you find that for yourself – I am forever at your service!”

“Thank you!” Suddenly a fierce stabbing pain filled her.  Instinctively she cried out.  

Liam jumped out of bed and reached for a medical scanner, “Oh no! No!”

“What’s happening to me?”

Liam handed the scanner to her, allowing her to see the data for herself, “We have to get you to surgery!”

“Cannot we handle this here?  If we head down to the emergency ward, the palace is certain to find out!”

“I will not risk your health or your life over what King Gareth may or may not do!” cried Liam, dressing himself quickly and handing Cara her kirtle.

“I suppose you consider yourself healer in chief in this room?”

“The patient does not get a vote; let’s go!”

Fifteen xiao-shirs later and fully sterilized, Lord Healer Liam finished his treatment of Lady Abbess Cara from a medical bed in the surgical ward, “Computer.  Let the record show that the pregnancy of Lady Abbess Cara of house Ten-Ar has self-terminated.  Analysis shows miscarriage caused by a combination of primary and secondary bilast toxicity.”  Liam tried to control his mixture of tenderness with his professional frustration, “Why did you consume wine and mead after you knew you were pregnant?  I have absolutely no doubt you knew what would happen if you did that!”

Cara averted his eyes, “Of course I did. The bilast in wine, meads, ales, and so forth is deadly to us – but rarely consumed to toxic levels.  The drugging effect – different story.”

“No unborn child can survive bilast toxicity, especially in the first half of the pregnancy.  You knew that before you took that first drink!” scolded Liam gently.

“You said so yourself; I never consented to be with him.  What is the value of a life conceived out of rape?”

“Many people are born out of sadness and pain.”

“But is it fair to anyone to be born at all when the making is filled with violence or fear?  Every child must be born of love.  Every child must be wanted upon birth.  There is no way I can want a child of his Liam – especially now I know what ...” Cara wept, shaking at the memory of her time with Gareth.  Shame crept inside her – and confusion.  She knew now she was worth far more than Gareth said.  She now wanted far more than what Gareth offered her.  And she knew as a healer than intentionally exposing her child to secondary bilast toxins was against everything she believed in and was raised to believe in.  Did she will her child to die – or was the miscarriage the goddesses’ way of freeing her from more slavery and cruelty from Gareth?

Sensing the battle waging inside Cara, Liam softened towards her, taking her hand and caressing it tenderly. “I am sorry I was so insensitive towards you just now.  I am both healer and your protector.  Sometimes the Ten-Arian code of honour interferes with my better instincts as a man – a man who cares deeply for you.”

“Do not apologize for being a model Ten-Arian, Liam.  In your place, I might have said the same thing to such a patient.”

“But I am not just a healer helping out; when I made love to you last night, I meant every bit of it.”

“As did I.”

Liam knelt before her, still holding her hand, “Well then there is a question I must ask you.  Do you choose me with your heart?  Will you be with me?”

“Mind, body, and soul!” smiled Cara.  “Let our fates forever be entwined.  You, my perfect knight and I, your princess!”

“Princess you are; there is a royalty to your soul, my dear!  May I always honour you, all that you are!”

Cara and Liam defied King Gareth, staying in Nan-li and continuing to work at the healing center.  Together they invented the eye drops and contact lenses used for generations after to prevent brown eye syndrome.  Their inventions protected their eyes and prevented them from losing their sight to brown eye syndrome – in themselves and in their daughter Gwawr born on BE 5547, beinor 124.  Though the king continued his cruel ways, the love between Cara and Liam offered the abbess the strength to endure and continue her work.  In the yen-ars that followed, “Cara” became the most popular name given by Ten-Arian healers to their daughters in memory of her extraordinary life.  Other abbesses of Ten-Ar would bear the name “Cara.”  But few would ever achieve so much under such tribulations as she who dared defy the tyrant king.
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The Great Succession Crisis
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“Your Majesty, are you sure you want to do this?” asked Lord Knight Elendir of house Ten-Ar protectively, his red-fielded heraldry barely visible among the steam and smoke of only recently extinguished fires.

“What else can I do?” replied Queen Anyu.  Against her will tears filled her eyes from more than just the toxic bilast in the air.  At 58.67 cun 寸 tall and a mere forty yen-ars age, the fair skinned and grey eyed adolescent queen felt the weight of her journey heavily.  How many died in this war of vengeance and why?  Her mind struggled to find the answers as she carefully navigated the dangers of her half-destroyed royal office adjacent to the sovereign’s personal apartment. Against her will her hand caressed the remains of the same conference table her mother Queen Constance so often sat at and where the queen gave permission to her to study with the engineers of house Xing-li, training that saved her life even more than the countless shir-ors mastering fencing.  

At length, the noble Elendir whose own journey of loss and pain in this war exceeded hers managed to activate the interstellar communications system.  Finding a single chair among the ruins, he dusted it off for her and helped her sit down, “Is there anything further I may do for you, Your Majesty?”

“Wait a shir-or, then send for my husband and children, please,” commanded Queen Anyu politely.

“You do not need to send this message now, Your Majesty.  There is so much that needs to be done.  We do not even know how many are dead yet!”

“We will mourn, Old Friend.  But right now I owe those who preserved my life an explanation. Maybe I did not have a choice – or not much of one – but I still lied.  Allow me to make amends.  I will never see these people again; I do not wish to part without telling the story to them.”

Lord Elendir nodded, his own heart heavy, “As you wish.”  Bowing, he left the queen to attend to taming the chaos around them.

Saying a small serenity prayer in her mind, Anyu steadied herself before raising her voice to the computer, “Computer, begin recording and transmit to coordinates 23978 by 29458 by 5492. This is Queen Anyu to my friends and loyal allies throughout the known universe.  My greatest apologies for not writing sooner.  Many of you know of some of my adventures during my exile.  Few of you know what happened after I returned home nor of the history behind my story.  Forgive me for my many deceits during my exile.  If I had revealed my true identity my life most certainly would have been in greater peril than it ended up being.

“Much has happened to me since my return home.  Much remains to be done.  But one thing is for certain:  with hard work and determination we shall rebuild and restore the beauty of Beinan to its former glory.  The road is long and hard.  But now I have ascended to my mother’s throne, I have little doubt the lessons of my exile will serve my people well.
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