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Chapter 1: The Price

 


Torl awoke to the sound of the communications
unit beeping relentlessly. The ident screen indicated it was I’lle,
so he opened the communications channel.

“What’s up I’lle? Did I sleep in?”

“No, Sir, it is only .18 lunar. I am sorry to
wake you, but N’Jill is convinced that you need to attend to this
matter immediately. She is not prone to overreacting. So I agreed
to wake you.

J’Irle has discovered that you commuted Lia’s
exile and has scheduled a press conference for .25 lunar; N’Jill
believes it will be a full assault on your integrity. N’Jill has
called a meeting of your advisors, including the ones on your
personal staff, and is requesting that you and I join them at the
Council’s Chambers.”

“Wake Lia, and ask her to join us, I will
meet you two in 20 minutes for breakfast. We will watch the press
conference here, and then meet with N’Jill and the advisors. Let
Irnla know that we will be going to the Council’s Chambers
again.”

“Yes Sir.”

He closed the communications channel and
cursed. It had been less than 8 hours since he filed the paperwork,
and J’Irle not only knew he had done it, she was actively trying to
turn it into a fire storm. Well, what did he expect; he was still
an unproven outsider who jumped into the highest level of politics
in the realm.

As he used the refresher and dressed, Torl
automatically began running through the focus exercises he had
learned as a child. The exercises were designed to bring him back
to a state of pure logic based mental focus, so he could figure out
how to handle the situation without emotion causing errors.

By the time he reached the conference room
they used for eating meals, Torl was completely focused and
absolutely calm. I’lle was already there waiting on him, and she
had obviously ordered their morning meal because serving staff came
out with three plates of hot Yorel eggs and Plox strips. I’lle was
already pouring three mugs of steaming caf, and directed the staff
on the placement of the three plates.

“Good day, I’lle. Are we still on schedule to
be in our new home today?” Torl had purchased a house outside of
the city using credits he had accumulated or acquired in various
accounts in the witch hunters realm after I’lle arranged to sell
those accounts to the spy outreach services for almost twice as
many Free Colonial System credits. He expected that the government
would eventually begin to pressure him to move into the properties
set aside for the First Seat of the High Council, but for now, he
would have his own home with his own people around him.

“Yes, sir. The movers are probably preparing
to pack up your room as we speak, they have already packed mine. By
the end of the day, I expect us to be fully moved in. Irnla cleared
the security plan, and has assigned a group of the secret service
staff to continuously sweep grounds. Taarl is in charge of
monitoring the security systems. Most of the staff have configured
their quarters, and seem quite satisfied with the facilities. The
comp system has been installed and setup and your office has been
configured to Lia’s specifications, since you were not available to
decide on the configuration. Seala has had a room near yours
configured to her desires, and tried to get Lia to select one as
well, but she declined saying that it was time the two of them
moved back to her home, which incidentally is not far from yours.
Url thinks that they can manage security for both properties with a
single staff because they are so close together.”

“That is excellent news. Ah Lia, welcome to
the party. I’lle tells me that you are ready to take Seala and
return to your home. Have you spoken with Irnla and Url about the
timing, so that they can see to the security?”

“Good day, sir. Yes, I think we should get
settled and get Seala enrolled at the university. I spoke to Irnla,
though and she asked us to stay at your place until she can get
more staff hired. She said the secret service will only work to
protect you, they are not willing to support my security needs. So,
I guess you will be stuck with us for a few more days, if that is
ok.”

“That is wonderful news to me. Not that I
want to keep you from settling back into normal life, it’s just
that you two remind me that there is more to life than work, and
help me to relax. I will greatly miss that when you do return to
your home.

I assume I’lle told you that my political
adversaries have decided to drag you into the mud to try and get
leverage with me?”

“Yes, sir, she told me that Councilwoman
J’Irle is leading a smear campaign against you for commuting my
exile. I am sorry to have caused you trouble. How can I help?”

“We both knew that there would be a political
price for my decision to grant your request. I know how to deal
with the likes of J’Irle unfortunately, the first step in dealing
with her is most likely going to involve letting her spout off for
a while, without response. I need to work on other things of
greater importance first. The downside of that is that you and
Seala will be exposed to some harassment by the press. I need you
two to lay low and not give them anything to report.

I had hoped that it would take a while for
them to discover the decision, so that we could have the masters
more organized and I could have solidified my political base. But I
did not honestly expect it to be so. We will just have to plow on
while I let them think they have control. I need to get the
advisory board set up. I would be honored if you would lead my
advisory board, and we will need at least two other masters,
preferably three since you will be advising the First Seat. Will
you accept the lead role?”

“Sir, are you sure that is advisable, given
the current political climate around my presence here?”

“I think it is more than advisable, you are
one of the best political minds in the universities, and if they
are focused on the connection between you and I, they may be more
susceptible to missing a couple of pot holes I will put in front of
them, if you know what I mean?”

“Sir, I think N’Jill will have a problem with
this approach. She is very loyal, and is taking this attack on your
integrity very personally. If you are going to do this, we should
at least let her in on what you are doing.”

“No, I’lle. She is a known quantity, I need
her to act exactly the way she would if I really were doing
nothing, J’Irle is not a fool, she would not miss a variance in
N’Jill’s reactions. You are an unknown quantity, and I need help
monitoring N’Jill’s attempts to correct things for me. We are
playing for high stakes here, and I am going to need your help to
win this one.”

“Yes sir, I see what you mean, but it still
seems rather unfair to use N’Jill in this way.“

“It is, and I will owe her an apology when
this is all over, but I cannot risk a mistake this early in the
process. Please work with her as closely as possible.”

“Yes sir, I will do my best.”

“Lia, will you take on the lead role for my
council of masters?”

“Yes sir, have you decided on the other
members?”

“No, I was hoping to give that task to you
and Flarr. I honestly felt a little strange about choosing any of
the advisory council. It normally would be the local masters
choosing among themselves, but as the senior master on planet, I
felt it important that the team be headed by one of our most
accomplished masters, and Flarr would bring religious fervor rather
than logic and political savvy as the leader. Flarr will be much
more valuable heading efforts to rebuild the structure and honor of
the mastery.”

“I understand sir, and thank you for your
trust, I hope that I will be able to live up to your expectations.
I will get with Flarr today to discuss the other members of the
council.”

“Sir, the press conference is queuing up.” As
I’lle spoke, vid screens appeared and he could see Councilwoman
J’Irle approaching a podium.

She was a tall well-built woman in her later
years. Her hair was almost silver, offsetting bright green eyes
beneath light brown eyebrows. She had a strong jawline and a small
gently sloping nose. She would most likely be described as handsome
rather than beautiful, but there was a clear air of authority
wrapped about her like a robe. She would be noticed in any crowd.
She stepped up to the podium and waited for the press to be seated
and get quiet. There was a large number of the press present for
this early in the day. Torl could see that there were perhaps as
many as a hundred members of the press attending in person, and the
monitors showed hundreds more attending virtually. She must have
had her people priming the press for hours.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the press, I have a
short statement, and then will entertain questions relative to the
information in the statement only.

As you all know, a man by the name of Torl
arrived a few days back with evidence that indicated he was a
direct descendant of Rhea and Teal, the Firsts of Tali. He claimed
the First Seat of the High Council based on this evidence, and I
stepped down from the position as is required under the law.

What you likely did not know was that his
arrival was made possible by the traitorous acts of a bureaucrat by
the name of Lia who, while serving as the watch commander for the
outer rim, used equipment designed to protect the Free Colonial
System from detection to contact this Torl, leaving a power trail
that any witch hunter could have followed directly to us.

Due to her long service with no previous
incidents and the extenuating circumstance that her daughter was in
Torl’s company, she was allowed to resign her position and accept
exile to Sharing Three, with an agreement not to take any position
that had anything to do with communications or security for the
realm. This was an extremely generous punishment for a crime that
put the entire realm at risk.

What I did not know at the time I agreed to
the resignation was that she apparently has some form of
relationship with Torl. I can only guess what such a relationship
would consist of. Because of this relationship, and to show that he
believes he and his people are above the law, yesterday, Torl
acting as the First Seat of the High Council, commuted the exile
demanded in the resignation agreement, and allowed Lia to stay here
on Sharing Six. It has come to the attention of my office that he
intends to put her in charge of security for the realm as well,
putting us all at risk again.

I would not normally dream of such a thing,
but I believe the high council may need to impeach and remove Torl
from the First Seat of the High Council in order to ensure the
safety of the realm. We cannot allow anyone to be above the law of
the realm, and it is inconceivable that we would tolerate such
blatant thumbing of the nose at that law.

I intend to bring charges and enlist the aid
of others in the high council to begin the process of impeachment
against the man who claims descendancy from the Firsts of Tali. The
safety of our realm and of each member of the Free Colonial System
must come first.

I will now take questions, beginning with
Aalaw of the Colonial Free Press Association.”

A short dark skinned man in his later years
with curly white hair, a broad nose and large full lips spoke
up.

“Madam First Seat, er.. Councilwoman J’Irle,
we all know of your long record of service and dedication to the
security of the Free Colonial System. I understand that you cannot
reveal the source of your information on the plans of Torl to
appoint this traitor to be in charge of security. Do we have time
to wait for impeachment to prevent this egregious violation of our
national security needs?”

“I am just a Councilwoman now Aalaw. I don’t
believe he will dare make that appointment now that it has been
revealed, at least not until he thinks that the people have
forgotten the security breach that allowed him to come here.”

“I am sorry, Councilwoman, it’s just that I
still think of you as the First Seat. Thank you for answering my
question.”

“Next will be Dumas of the Aleron Daily
News.”

“Madam… er… Councilwoman J’Irle, thank you
for shedding light on this traitorous act by the newcomer Torl. Is
there some way to force him to reinstate the exile of the traitor
Lia? Or is he indeed above the law in this instance?”

“Dumas, thank you for remembering that I am
no longer the First Seat of the High Council. Unfortunately, there
is no way to force Torl to reinstate the exile. However, he is not
above the law, the high council can and must impeach him and remove
him from the First Seat of the High Council for the safety of the
realm.”

“Thank you again Councilwoman for bringing
this near criminal act to our attention.”

Ten other handpicked members of the press
were called upon to ask questions that were phrased to highlight
the fact that J’Irle was the former First Seat of the High Council,
and to sound as though she was a hero for bringing this astonishing
act to the attention of the people, encouraging her to pursue
impeachment to protect the people of the realm. Each member of the
press called upon became more blatant in their disrespect for Torl
and Lia, calling them traitors and demanding that they be punished
in some way, to prevent them from endangering the citizens of the
realm as was clearly their plan.

Finally, nearly 30 minutes later, the so
called press conference ended with a standing ovation for
Councilwoman J’Irle as she left the podium.

“Well, she certainly knows how to put on a
show. My guess is that she will continue to press this issue and
will cite political interference as a reason for not having filed
charges or begun the process of impeachment, until she has whipped
up enough public outrage to allow her to get the impeachment
proceedings started. She has no legal grounds, but might be able to
use the court of public opinion to push some of her colleagues into
siding with her. There is an outside chance that she might even get
enough support to pursue the impeachment process. Without evidence
of any crime, she cannot win the impeachment, but she could
dramatically improve her political power base as the champion of my
opposition.”

“Sir, we need to know how Ganz is going to
react to this press conference. He will not be happy that she
upstaged him on this one. If he supports the cause, or tries to
push the envelope further, you could be in for a long and ugly
battle.

I don’t think he will support J’Irle because
it would strengthen her and widen the gap between their political
influence circles. I don’t think he can afford to sit on the
sidelines and wait to see what happens, so he will probably
approach you to see if you wish to acquire his support. There will
be a price to pay for that support, but it might be preferable to
allowing J’Irle to go unopposed.”

“Thank you Lia, I’lle, what do you
think?”

“Sir, I agree that Ganz is the key, but I
don’t think he will jump in until he determines where the greatest
political advantage is for him. If J’Irle succeeds in impeaching
you, he will have to deal with her again having virtual total
control over the high council. With you in office, he is nearly on
even footing with her. I think if we leave it to him to decide
where he wants to be, he will likely support you, even if you do
not give him concessions.”

“If you two ever align yourselves against me,
I am in trouble. Thank you both. I tend to agree with you both that
Ganz is suddenly a very important player. If I were in his
position, I would milk the situation for as much influence as I
could. Most likely, I would approach some of the smaller coalitions
and try to get them to unite to oppose J’Irle and try to win favor
with the First Seat in the process. He could come out of this as
the most powerful coalition in the high council, if he plays his
cards right.

Well, we should probably get to the council’s
chambers and meet with N’Jill and my advisors to see if they have
insight to the issue that we have not considered. Is Irnla ready
for us?”

I’lle spoke on her communicator, and then
responded that everything was ready. Just then, Irnla walked in, in
full dress uniform.

“Sir, we are ready whenever you are.”

“Ok, let’s go.”

A few minutes later, they arrived at the
private offices of the First Seat of the High Council. N’Jill was
waiting for them and escorted them into the office of state, a
large conference room that had been used to host many dignitaries
and give many speeches over the years. It’s high walls and vaulted
ceiling were all covered in the most exotic woods imaginable inlaid
in patterns, with the seal of the First Seat directly behind the
chair of state at one end of a very large conference table, around
which nearly twenty legal and political advisors stood awaiting his
arrival. They hurriedly rearranged themselves to make a seat
available for Lia next to the seats they had left vacant for N’Jill
and I’lle. Torl walked directly to the chair of state, and waited
for N’Jill, I’lle and Lia to reach their seats.

“Good Day everyone, thank you for assembling
this early.” As he took his seat, he continued. “Please be
seated.”

He waited for everyone to take their seats.
As they did so, the serving staff brought everyone their favorite
morning drinks, and set out several trays of sweet breads, before
leaving the room and closing the doors.

He nodded to N’Jill, who took charge of the
session.

“High Councilor, I trust you listened to the
press conference?”

“Yes N’Jill, Lia, I’lle and I listened to it
before we came to the council chambers, thanks to your alerting us
to the issue.”

“Excellent High Councilor, I gathered your
political and legal councilors to provide you with the best advice
we can give regarding the unfortunate situation. Some of the
options that may need to be presented could be viewed as somewhat
offensive to Lia, are you certain that you wish her to be here for
those?”

“Lia is the head of the council of masters
that will be advising me on all issues of policy, and I value her
political skills as well. I believe it is important for her to be
here and provide her insight as well. We both understand that some
options presented might include recommendations that could have a
negative impact on Lia or myself, and I do wish to hear those
recommendations, not just the ones you think I wish to hear. I do,
however, expect that those options will be presented with diplomacy
and the respect due to a Kre Master and advisor to the First Seat
of the High Council.”

“Very well, High Councilor. I think we should
begin with the legal advisors, and get their assessment of the
charges leveled against you. Let’s begin with the Head Councilor
for the First Seat, G’All.”

A small bald, dark skinned man in his late
years, with a mousey face and small beady eyes, looked up from a
stack of plasti sheets he had been studying.

“High Councilor, I wish that you had
consulted with my team and I prior to deciding to commute the exile
of the individual in question. That being said, I have found
numerous precedents including two from the time Councilwoman J’Irle
served as First Seat of the High Council. From a purely legal
perspective, you were well within your rights as the First Seat of
the High Council, and you did not even create a precedent that
would have any repercussions on the legal system as it exists
today. Further, I believe that the statements made by Councilwoman
J’Irle and several members of the press today constitute Liable and
Slander, and you would have a very good case, should you wish to
proceed with a civil suit against them.”

“Thank you G’All. You are right; I should
have consulted with you and your team. I did consult with my
private legal team, but I should also have consulted with you.
Thank you for your opinion.

Does anyone on either of the legal teams have
an opinion that differs from that given by G’All?”

No one spoke up.

“Do any of you have anything to add to this
legal opinion?”

H’Erl nodded, indicating that he had
something to add. He was a large, nearly round man in about his
50th year, with skin the color of a deep tan, and large
intense brown eyes beneath permanently furrowed brows. His large
sharp nose sat above a stern mouth with almost no lips. If he ever
had a moment when he was not serious, everyone would be shocked.
Torl believed that telling the man a joke would be a complete waste
of time.

“H’Erl, what do you have to add?”

“High Councilor, my esteemed colleague G’All
is correct in his analysis of the legality of your actions and of
the potential for a Liable and Slander suite. I believe that there
may also be a criminal offense committed by a couple of members of
the press as they suggested that you should be removed from office
through ‘any means possible.’ In my legal opinion, that fits the
definition of Inciting Treason. I believe that you would be within
your rights to have Quintel of the Salaal Free Press, and V’Ancel
of the Iridian Press Agency arrested and charged.”

That comment caused a ripple of discussion
among the political advisors around the table, and a couple of the
attorneys present also had short discussions following the
statement. Torl looked at G’All, who nodded agreement with H’Erl’s
opinion.

“That is a very interesting possibility,
H’Erl. I tend to believe that the press should be free to express
their opinions as openly as any other member of our society, but I
also, believe that they did intend to Incite Treason with their
comments. We should probably consider this option, even if we do
not allow it to go to court, as a discouragement of this type of
irresponsible behavior. Thank you. N’Jill?”

“High Councilor, I wish to thank the legal
team for taking the time to meet with us today, I know that several
of them have pressing duties elsewhere, and recommend that we allow
them to leave to attend to those duties.”

“I agree, N’Jill. We will be discussing
political options for the remainder of the meeting, so any of you
who are not interested in those matters may return to your other
duties, with my gratitude for your assistance today.”

The entire legal team stood almost as one and
left the room. Torl smiled within, forcing legal and political
advisors to listen to one another was like mixing oil and water, it
was possible, but took a lot of effort for very little return.

“Ok, N’Jill, what is next on our agenda?”

“High Councilor, there are almost as many
political opinions as there are advisors here, so we should
probably just go around the table and let you hear from each of
them in turn. Let’s start with W’Inz.”

A short pale woman in her middle years with
short dishwater blond hair, surrounding a pinched face, with
intense bright green eyes, a narrow pointed nose and a small mouth
that appeared to be permanently pursed in a look of disapproval,
looked up as though she were surprised to be called upon.

“High Councilor, the simplest way to put this
to rest would be to reinstate the exile and end all contact with
Master Lia. That would defang J’Irle quickly and this would blow
over in just a couple of days. Obviously, you would be
acknowledging her political power, but you would not be facing
impeachment any longer.”

“W’Inz, how long have you been a political
advisor?”

“High Councilor, I have advised several
council members, including the last First Seat over the past 5
years.”

“What did you do before you started advising
politicians? You might want to consider returning to that career.
If I were to reinstate the exile and end all contact with Lia,
every council member on the high council would view me as someone
who will capitulate immediately to any political pressure. That
action would be the equivalent of political suicide, and given that
J’Irle wants nothing more than to have me removed from the First
Seat so that she can return to that position, it most likely would
not stop the move for impeachment. Do you have any other
advice?”

“High Councilor, I am sorry that you do not
see the wisdom of my advice. Alternatively, you could break contact
with Master Lia, and negotiate with J’Irle to get her to back off
of her position, in return for your support on some of her
initiatives.”

“No. Let’s move on to the next advisor. Brin,
what do you think I should do?”

A tall man about his 50th year,
with curly dark brown hair, blue eyes and a small curved nose above
a generous mouth that appeared to be in a permanent smile, looked
up from the vid screen he had been monitoring public opinion polls
on.

“High Councilor, I, like G’All wish that you
had consulted with your team here on the First Seat’s staff, but I
do understand that you inherited this staff from one of your most
significant political opponents and therefor likely did not trust
us to keep the issue private. I wish that I could tell you that you
were absolutely wrong, but I believe I would have taken the same
approach myself.

With regard to the situation you find
yourself in now, I agree with you that giving in to J’Irle would be
a major political mistake. She is a political shark and if she
smells blood, she will attack. My advice would be to contact Ganz
and find out where he stands, I think he will avoid supporting
J’Irle because he has almost as much to lose as you do if she wins
this political battle. He would have liked to make the first move
against you, but he will not willingly allow J’Irle to regain the
First Seat. If he is going to oppose her, you may want to just lay
low for a while and see how it goes. There is no chance of a
successful impeachment if those two oppose one another. I would
recommend creating some political distance between yourself and
Master Lia, if you can find your way free to do so. You can always
bring her back into your confidence after this blows over.”

“Thank you Brin that is indeed constructive
advice. Do we have anyone in Ganz’s camp that we can ping to find
out which way he is leaning? I would rather not allow him to think
he has leverage with me, just to find out if he is going to support
me in this?”

“High Councilor, we do have a person in
Ganz’s camp, but she was recruited by J’Irle, so I am not certain
that we can count on her providing accurate information. We do have
a person on Councilman C’Arl’s staff that I personally recruited.
It is likely that Ganz will consult with C’Arl before making any
move. If you don’t want to make contact yourself, I can reach out
to my contact there, and find out if she can find anything out for
us.”

“That would be excellent. If I have to I will
contact Ganz personally, but I would prefer to find out without
making that move. Any other advice?”

“The only other political move I can come up
with, High Councilor is for you to use the assassination attempt by
Aarl, who is well known as J’Irle’s right hand man, to accuse her
of attempting to kill you. Given that she failed at that, she is
now trying to assassinate you politically. Making that statement
publicly could diffuse the entire issue, at the very least; it
would create some distracting noise.”

“That too is astute advice, thank you Brin.
Ok, K’arz, what advice do you have for me?”

A tall woman in her early years with long
curly black hair framing a beautifully gentle face with brown eyes
a small flat nose and full lips that would entice any young man’s
heart, smiled eagerly at Torl.

“High Councilor, much as I hate to admit it,
I think Brin’s advice is better than that I had planned to give. I
will share my ideas, but I think that Brin gave good advice.

I had planned to advise that you send Master
Lia to work with the universities in the other solar systems to
further your plans for the universities and keep her out of the
lime light for a while. Come out and endorse or replace the current
secretary of security to put an end to that rumor.

Then I would have advised that you begin
dealing with the smaller coalitions to create a political support
base among those who dislike J’Irle.”

“Thank you K’arz, there are some constructive
options in there for me. Do you have any other
recommendations?”

“Yes, High Councilor, I believe it would be a
good idea to let it leak out that you view Seala as a daughter and
could not willingly exile her with her mother based on her mother’s
understandable career sacrifice to protect her daughter. As we
discussed before you made the decision, let it be known that you
made the decision to commute the exile so that Seala could remain
near you.”

“That is excellent advise again, K’arz. Thank
you. Ok, H’Ana what would you recommend?”

An extremely muscular woman of average height
and build in her early years, with short brown hair, hazel eyes, a
pug nose, and full lips nodded at him.

“High Councilor, all the advice given by
K’arz and Brin is excellent, and you could not go wrong listening
to their advice. My advice is based on what I think you as a strong
politician in your own right, would want to do.

You have established yourself as a strong
leader who is extremely intolerant of disrespect and unwilling to
back off from any attack. Based on that, I recommend that you take
one of two tracks. Either remain silent and proceed with your
agenda, allowing J’Irle to distract herself with this attack, until
you have the evidence to charge her officially with attempted
assassination, or have her undercut politically. Or come out with a
direct attack in return, citing her disrespectful handling of your
arrival, the disrespect she has shown consistently for the masters,
and the fact that she was the one who initiated the exile that you
commuted. Show that she has done everything in her power to oppose
you since you arrived. Explain to the public that since you do not
have any children yet, J’Irle is your heir, and she will do
anything to regain the First Seat. Bring her integrity into
question.

Either way, I believe you should do as K’arz
recommended relative to using Seala’s relationship to you as the
obvious reason for your commutation of the exile.”

“Thank you H’Ana, those too are great
suggestions. Any other advice?”

“No High Councilor, I have no other advice at
this time.”

“Ok, I think I have a plan for how I would
like to proceed, but before I run that plan past you all, I believe
we have one among us that is not truly on our team.

W’Inz, I thank you for your service to the
leadership of Free Colonial System. I recommend you apply for a
position on J’Irle’s staff, but I have no further use for you on my
staff. You are relieved of duty effective immediately. N’Jill
please have her escorted from the premises.”

“Yes sir. W’Inz, please come with me.”

As they left the room, the serving staff
reentered to refill drinks and the sweetbread trays. A few seconds
later, N’Jill returned, the serving staff left and the door was
closed.

“Alright Brin, see what you can find out
about Ganz’s plans. K’arz and H’Ana please start the process of
pushing out the information on my relationship with Seala.

I need J’Irle to remain focused on other
things while we make some changes in the relationship between the
government and the masters of the universities. I have a number of
political priorities that will be easier to implement if she is
distracted.

Let’s let her think she is winning, but
monitor the situation. If she really does start to gain ground, and
the possibility of a successful impeachment becomes realistic, then
I will have to respond to the attack, but for now, I think we are
better off to have her think I will allow her to pursue the
impeachment unopposed.

Brin, if we have someone in her camp, I would
be very interested to hear if she suspects we are planning
something else.

Anyone think that this is a bad
approach?”

“High Councilor, that sounds like a good
approach, I do have a couple people in J’Irle’s camp, and I will
see what we can find out. You should know that she keeps her cards
pretty close to her chest, even her staff may not know if she
suspects something.”

“Thank you Brin. Anyone else?”

The staff appeared to all accept his
approach, based on their smiles and nods. No one had any other
comments on his voiced plan, so he thanked them and ended the
meeting.

Once the advisors all departed, he got up and
closed the door once again. Having decided to let N’Jill know of
his approach as I’lle had recommended, he wanted to seek their full
input.

“What do you three think of my approach?”

“High Councilor, I don’t like the idea of
allowing this assault on your integrity to continue, but I do see
the wisdom of allowing J’Irle to be distracted by her own ambition
while you accomplish other goals. I have spent many years upholding
the honor of the office of the First Seat of the High Council, and
I take it personally when someone attacks that honor.

I will support you whatever you decide to do,
but please do not allow this assault to go on too long.”

“Thank you N’Jill, I appreciate your honesty,
and your loyalty. I promise to put an end to J’Irle’s attack as
soon as I can do so without risking the more important goals.”

“Sir, I think you should seriously consider
the advice several of your advisors had about sending me away.
H’Ana’s suggestion about having me take your plans out to the other
universities was an excellent idea. It serves both the goal of
keeping me out of the spotlight and the goal of reorganizing and
rebuilding the mastery.”

“I appreciate your selflessness Lia, but
Seala needs you, and I think you will be invaluable in rebuilding
the mastery here on Sharing Six. I also believe that I will be in
need of your advice as I attempt to rebuild the majesty of Tali
here in the Free Colonial System. We do need to send an ambassador
to the other universities, though, H’Ana is right in that. We need
to figure out who is the best fit for that role in the coming
days.”

“Sir, I am with N’Jill on the issue of
allowing the assault on your integrity to continue. I understand
that you are trying to create something great here, but I have
difficulty understanding how the cause can benefit from allowing
this assault to continue.”

“Thank you for your sincerity and your
concern, I’lle. I am honored to have two such dedicated assistants
who care so much about my reputation. Please trust me to do what is
best in this situation, J’Irle wants me to fail at everything I
attempt, so if taking a few hits to my pride will keep her occupied
and out of my way while I rebuild our heritage, then we must take
advantage of that.

Thank you all, you are my most trusted
political allies, and I need your support to succeed. I promise to
limit the damage as much as possible.” Torl sent I’lle and Lia back
to the hotel to deal with the move and coordinate with the masters,
while he stayed on in the council’s chambers to continue evaluating
staff and reorganizing the executive branch.

It was after the mid-day meal before he could
leave the council’s chambers and prepare to meet with the senior
masters to evaluate where their skills needed to be enhanced in
preparation for the promotion testing he had scheduled for the end
of the month.

He was late enough returning that he did not
even have time to tour his new home, instead he had Irnla take him
directly to the workout center.

 



Chapter 2: The First Testing

 


When he walked into the workout center he saw
that Flarr, Lia, J’Lin, and Lynl were already dressed in the unique
gi of the university, and were stretching out. He looked around the
facility, realizing that he purchased and moved into a house
without ever actually visiting it and seeing the facilities first
hand. He was pleasantly surprised to see that the facilities were
in pristine condition as they had looked in the virtual tour. There
was a large fully appointed weight section, three workout rings, a
cardio center with treadmills, stair climbers, stationary bicycles,
ski machines, basketball and racquetball courts and several other
focused workout facilities, a large area covered with mats, ropes
and workout bags of all sizes and types, and he remembered through
those double doors at the other side of the facility was a large
swimming pool, hot tubs, whirlpools, climbing walls, and a large
indoor grassy field with weight sleds resistance bands and numerous
other training facilities. There were two large locker and refresh
facilities, and even a massage and first aid center. The previous
owners had been fitness nuts, and that was one of the biggest
attractions the home had held for him.

“Good day, my friends. Welcome to my home. I
hope I did not keep you waiting long.”

“Good day Srin Master.” They spoke formally
and in unison, bringing a smile to Torl’s face. Masters were much
harder to work with than initiates, but they did tend to cling
firmly to formality.

“Ok, you all appear to be ready to go, so
let’s not waste time. We will begin with one on one sparring. Flarr
and Lia ring one, J’Lin and Lynl ring two. Irnla, referee ring one,
Url ring two. I will observe both from the judge’s loft.” He
climbed the steps to the judge’s loft, a raised platform that
allowed him to view both rings from above, and which had vid
screens for viewing the rings from all eight sides.

The masters entered their assigned rings and
prepared to spar.

Irnla started Lia and Flarr first, and they
did not waste any time feeling each other out. Flarr struck
immediately with a lightning fast series of punches and kicks which
Lia adeptly blocked and countered. The full speed, all out,
combination of kick boxing, karate and judo continued for a full
three minutes before Lia shot a successful takedown, and the two
went to work on the ground.

In the other ring, the action was not quite
as fast and furious, but J’Lin and Lynl were evenly matched as
well, and they also began with a flurry of action using all the
stand-up skills at their disposal, finally, J’Lin shot a successful
take down, and very rapidly wrapped up an arm bar submission. She
had a distinct speed advantage on the ground it appeared. That was
to be expected given Lynl’s chosen order. He would most likely be
very dominant when they got to the power dual session. His stand-up
though was very impressive for someone who had chosen mastery of
the power over mastery of the body.

Torl returned his attention to ring one.
Flarr had a significant strength advantage that he was attempting
to press on Lia, but her speed and skill was exceptional, and he
was having great difficulty trying to hold on to her long enough to
exert his strength advantage. At one point it appeared that Lia
would be able to submit Flarr as she took his back in a very slick
move where she faked an attempt for an arm bar and slipped around
behind him as he countered the arm bar. Flarr was able to flex his
neck muscles and use his strength to pull her arms away from his
neck, and she eventually switched back reestablishing side control.
They went through move after move in constant motion for the full
ten minutes with neither one of them establishing clear dominance.
When I’lle called time, Torl ruled it a draw and complimented both
of them on their exceptional skill.

“Ok, switch opponents, Flarr remain in ring
one, Lia ring two.“ J’Lin went to ring one to take on Flarr,
probably thinking that it would be better to deal with his strength
advantage right now while he was a little tired from a full
sparring session with Lia. And Lynl stayed in ring two, where his
best chance would be to keep the fight standing up, in Torl’s
opinion. Lia was exceptional on the ground.

Again, I’rnla started ring one first, and
again Flarr attacked instantly with his lightning fast punches and
kicks. J’Lin was very good and managed to block and counter most of
his strikes, but some got home and she was quickly bruised and
battered, and looking for a take down. Flarr was ready for her shot
and locked in a front headlock as soon as J’Lin shot and the match
was over in seconds.

In ring two, Lia attacked with the same
ferocity Flarr had used, and had Lynl backed against the ropes
immediately, where she picked him apart and knocked him unconscious
with a spinning round kick that he partially blocked. This time
both matches were over in less than two minutes.

“Ok, we will give Lynl a few minutes to
recover before we do the final matches. Let’s go through some
katas, since everyone here should know them, we will begin with the
Kre katas. Spread out on the mats and begin when you are ready.

As expected, Flarr, Lia and J’Lin executed
perfect, precise kata forms moving smoothly from one to the next.
Surprisingly Lynl was nearly as perfect and precise. Torl was
forming a new level of respect for the mage; he clearly was not
exclusive as many of his order were. Lynl would be able to defend
himself effectively with or without the power.

“Ok excellent. Let’s return to the rings and
complete the last round of sparring, Flarr in ring one with Lynl,
J’Lin in ring two with Lia.” They returned to the sparring rings
and once again I’lle and Url started the matches.

This time Lia changed strategies and
immediately pushed J’Lin into the ropes. She worked the clinch,
executing a rapid succession of knees and elbows, scoring
frequently and quickly knocking J’Lin out without allowing her to
execute any offense at all. The match was over in less than ten
seconds. Torl made a mental note not to assume that Lia would fight
in the traditional form of stand-up followed by takedowns. The
unorthodox approach had completely thrown J’Lin off balance, and
Lia had the killer instinct that made sure she pressed the
advantage to victory.

In ring one, Flarr allowed Lynl to press the
attack, and just countered until Lynl started to tire, then
executed a very quick takedown with a slick move into a darce choke
for the submission. It was very clear who the dominant martial
artists were, Lia and Flarr had completely dominated the other two.
Neither J’Lin nor Lynl would have any difficulty with a street
thug, but J’Lin needed to improve her skills here if she were going
to test for Lar Master, since that was one of the core skills of
her order.

“Very good, thank you I’rnla and Url.
Alright, let’s return to the katas. We will progress to the Lar
katas now.” Again Flarr, Lia and J’Lin executed perfect, precise
kata forms moving smoothly from one to the next. Lynl watched them
and tried to emulate the forms, but clearly he had not practiced
the Lar forms. This was not really an issue since it was not
required of his chosen order, but Torl would recommend he work on
them anyway. Torl had experienced rooms where the power colors were
absorbed into the walls, if you were caught in such an environment;
you had better be able to defend yourself without the use of the
power.

“Ok, that concludes the martial arts portion
of the evaluation, everyone take a moment to get some water and
calm your minds. We will begin evaluation of weaves and
extrasensory talents in 3 minutes.” As the masters all went to the
benches and retrieved their water bottles to take a quick drink,
Torl turned to I’rnla and Url.

“The next minute of testing is going to
involve using some somewhat dangerous weaves; I would recommend
that you two take turns in the room, neither of you staying too
long. Whether in the room or not, make sure you keep your shields
up. Where is Taarl?”

“He is on escort duty with Seala, keeping her
away from the testing area, sir.” Contact him and let him know that
we are beginning the power portion of the testing, and he and Seala
should keep their shields firmly in place for the next hour.
Contact the other power users on site and give them the same
instructions. “

“Yes sir.” Irnla began relaying the
instructions over her communicator as she indicated Url should take
the first watch inside, and walked out of the workout room. Torl
knew she would be just outside the door, and listening intently
while she watched the portable security monitor. She felt
personally responsible for the near successes of the assassins sent
to kill Torl. He knew that there was nothing more she could have
done, but she did not accept that. It made her exceptional at her
job that she took it so personally.

The masters reformed, and he began the
evaluations again.

“We will begin with the healing weaves. I
want each of you to perform the weaves for mending broken bones,
torn muscles, ripped tendons, bleeding wounds, and repairing
cauterized wounds, in that order. Hold each weave until I have
approved it, and then move on to the next. Begin whenever you are
ready.”

Very rapidly they all four had the first
weave ready. Torl evaluated each weave and found them all to be
clean and correct. As he completed examining each he nodded to the
master who created it and moved on to the next master. He continued
the process through each weave by each master. They all had perfect
weaves.

“Ok, let’s move on to the more complicated
healings. We will start with the fifteen cancer weaves, followed by
the seven circulatory weaves and the nine nervous system
weaves.”

As he worked through the cancer weaves he had
to make minor adjustments to two of Flarr’s weaves, one of Lia’s,
and six of J’Lin’s, but as expected, Lynl had all the weaves
perfect.

They all had the circulatory weaves down and
perfect, but again he had to make minor adjustments for Flarr, Lia
and J’Lin on one of the nervous system weaves. Overall, their
skills would have made the most accomplished physician jealous, and
they were certainly up to expectations for testing for their next
mastery.

“You all did very well. Lynl your weaves are
excellent as they should be given your chosen order. Nice job. Ok,
let’s go through them all again, this time do each weave as quickly
as you can, check each other’s work and proceed when one of your
peers has approved the weave. Begin now.”

While he spoke, Torl drew deeply on the power
colors. As they began performing their weaves, he began attacking
their shields, and using telekinesis to pinch and prod them as they
worked. He was pleased to see that none of them displayed surprise
or alarm. They focused on the task at hand and worked though their
weaves with less errors than they had made in the first run.

This was an unorthodox testing method that
the monks had used on him constantly when he was teen, to slow him
down to the same speed as his peers. As he got older, the method
had less and less effect, and the monks gave up on it by the time
he was in his twenties. In the process though, he had learned he
could mess up his peers by doing it on them even after they were
adults. He was impressed that this group of masters was not
susceptible to such tricks.

“Very good. Next I will have you go through
the weaves for ….. He went through the various weaves needed to
perform a variety of tasks from broadcasting and eavesdropping to
transporting and teleporting. A couple of times he even had to
correct weaves for Lynl as he went through all the weaves that
would be expected of a Mir Master. Several were completely
unfamiliar to all four of the masters and he had to demonstrate
them, but each time the masters quickly absorbed the new weave and
added it to their skill set.

“Alright, the final test using the power
colors is the wizard’s dual. Just as in the sparring, deadly weaves
are only to be displayed, not applied. I do not want anyone
seriously hurt here. If you are not prepared with the counter for a
deadly weave, or don’t know the counter, call a submission. I will
be watching, but I trust you all to be on your honor as well. This
time, let’s begin with Flarr and Lynl in ring one and Lia and J’Lin
in ring two.” Once they were all back in the sparring rings (using
the rings was mostly symbolic, this work would all be done with the
mind, although it was allowed to use physical attacks to distract
an opponent), he signaled that they should begin.

Flarr and Lynl matched up well. Lynl pressed
the attack using his greater command of the powers to put Flarr
completely defensive for a period, then Flarr used some Miir level
skills to flip the roles and began a strong attack of his own,
pushing Lynl into a defensive posture, and they went back and forth
constantly for the full ten minutes.

Lia and J’Lin were not quite as well matched.
J’Lin jumped out of the gates with a full attack, but Lia handled
it quite easily and countered quickly with a full suite of Lar
level skills completely overwhelming J’Lin. In just over two
minutes, Lia had J’Lin desperately throwing up various defenses in
a predictable cycle. She struck with a deadly weave, and J’Lin had
to concede that she had no answer for the weave.

They rotated, and Lynl faced J’Lin while Lia
faced off against Flarr. Lynl made very quick work of the
demoralized J’Lin, while Flarr and Lia went for nine minutes before
Lia surprised Flarr with a deadly weave that Torl recognized as
being from the Nar skills. She wove it imperfectly, but it was done
well enough to be deadly, and Flarr was embarrassed as he had to
concede. Torl noticed that both Flarr and Lynl worked on the weave
as soon as the match was over. Neither had seen it before it
appeared.

They rotated again, and Flarr faced J’Lin
while Lia faced Lynl. Torl was pleased to see that J’Lin had
composed herself and was prepared again when he started the third
round of sparring. J’Lin was outmatched, but defended herself well
and took Flarr to the five minute bell before he caught her off
guard with a deadly weave.

Meantime, Lia and Lynl were in an all-out
battle, pulling every weave they knew and throwing it with all the
power they could harness. Lynl had command of a couple more weaves
than Lia, but she clearly had a greater capacity for the power, and
she eventually worked Lynl into a pattern and caught him off guard
at nine and a half minutes with the same deadly weave she had used
to defeat Flarr.

“Very good everyone. Before we proceed, let’s
take a brief moment to look at the weave Lia used so effectively
today. Lia, would you please perform the weave again.” Lia
obediently performed the weave, and he showed her how to adjust it
to be perfect.

“The way she did the weave initially is
indeed deadly, but can be blocked by a lesser skill using this
weave.” He demonstrated a Kre level displacement weave and they all
nodded.

“When done properly,” he nodded at Lia who
reproduced the weave perfectly this time.

“You must use this weave or one of the
derivatives that are taught at the more senior levels.” Again he
demonstrated the proper weave, and all four of the masters did
their best to copy it. He went from one to the next correcting
their weaves until they all had it mastered. He then had them all
perform the offensive weave and he and Lia assisted the others
until they all had it mastered.

“Good, Lia that was an excellent move, where
did you learn that weave?”

“Thank you Srin Master, I read about it in
the university archives a few sols back and have been working on it
ever since. It is much easier to learn when someone who knows it
shows you how though. Thank you, again.”

The three other masters all nodded to her in
respect and echoed her thanks to Torl for showing them the correct
form of the weave and its counter.

‘Ok, take a short break and then we will work
through the extrasensory skills. Once we have completed that
testing, we will adjourn for evening meal, and then I will have you
take the skills tests for your respective areas of intellectual
mastery. Once you finish those tests, I will speak to each of you
about where I feel you are with your training and set a plan for
helping you reach the next level of mastery.”

As they all walked back to the benches to
take a break and drink a little more water, the other masters
crowded around Lia asking her about the archives she had read, and
what other skills might have been buried in those archives.

Torl was again pleasantly impressed with
their professionalism. Lia had defeated two masters, who would have
been expected to defeat her in such a contest, and they held no
grudge at all, they were just interested in where she had found the
knowledge she used to defeat them. Very commendable, indeed.

It would appear that he had three senior
masters who were all ready to test for the next level of mastery,
and four who had the requisite mental and emotional stability for
movement into the most senior levels of the mastery. All would
improve as he worked with them, he was quite pleased.

A couple of minutes later, he had them all
working on various extrasensory skills. Here Flarr was dominant. He
was skilled and strong in telekinesis (the ability to move
objects), telepathy (the ability to read minds), and psychic push
(the ability to place thoughts in another person’s mind). Even Torl
was unable to match Flarr’s abilities with telekinesis. All four of
the masters were able to read each other’s minds when they had
their shields down, and Lynl and Flarr were both able to
successfully plant ideas in the minds of the women, although both
women recognized the ideas as being foreign to their personalities,
and rejected the ideas. Lia was the only one who had controllable
clairvoyance accurately predicting numerous random occurrences,
such as credit chip tosses and communicator traffic. They all
reported the ability to sense dangerous events before they
occurred. Each had skills sufficient to support their mastery
levels and the mastery level above their current rank. Torl gave
them all some exercises designed to enhance their control over the
skills they had, and then he released them to go to the refresh
units and prepare for the evening meal.

While they hit the refresh units, Torl took
the opportunity to have I’lle and Irnla show him around his new
home, leaving Url to escort the masters to the dining hall. He had
seen most of the facility in the virtual tours, but Irnla had
enhanced the security systems, and I’lle had taken the private tour
of the hidden inner ways that had been built into the home as an
extra security feature.

As they took Torl through the inner ways, and
explained the unadvertised features of the facilities, he scanned
the buildings with the power, testing the feel of the place as well
as its structure, foundation and surroundings. Eventually, they
emerged back into the main hallway to the dining facility and he
concluded that the home was an excellent choice.

He also felt Irnla had made it as secure as
was possible with such a large facility and her limited staff and
resources. He told them he was very pleased with their work, and
thanked them for handling everything for him.

When they reached the dining facility, the
masters were already there waiting on him, and he could smell the
aromas of a meal that was cooked over real fire rather than created
in a regeneration unit, the scents seemed to say welcome home. He
joined them as Seala and Taarl came in for their meal.

Seala would not be denied and came over to
sit between he and Lia as they relaxed and ate a leisurely
meal.

After the evening meal, the masters sat down
at terminals and took an extensive test that he had customized for
each of them to test their specific intellectual expertise. All
four performed exceptionally well, with each missing less than one
percent of the questions. Flarr finished first, so Torl began with
him.

“Master Flarr, your skills are exceptional,
you have clearly been working on your Mir mastery skills and I
think you are ready to test for that level of mastery. I would
advise working a bit more on your Mir level weaves, and it would
not hurt to spend some time working with me on your jujitsu. Of
course we will work together on all the skill areas over the coming
years, but in preparation for testing at the end of the month, I
would focus your efforts there. You most likely would pass the
tests today, but I like my masters to be clearly above the line in
all their skills when they get promoted.”

“Thank you Srin Master. I will work on the
areas you specified. I am very grateful that you have accepted me
as a student, and I will do everything in my power to prove myself
worthy. Thank you again, Srin Master.”

“You are welcome, thank you for accepting me
and working with me rather than against me. We have a great deal of
work to do to rebuild the greatness of Tali.”

“It is a pleasure to serve, Master.” Flarr
bowed and took his leave, returning to his home for the
evening.

“Master Lynl, I will speak with you next.”
Lynl came over and bowed.

“Please be seated. Master Lynl, your skills
are exceptional, I especially want to compliment you on having
attained such a high level of skill in the martial arts. I have met
many in your order who refuse to study them at all. I can tell you
that your choice to study the martial arts is indeed a good choice.
I have personally experienced areas where the walls absorb the
power colors, rendering skills with the power colors ineffective. I
sincerely hope that you never experience such environments, but it
is an excellent idea to ensure that you can defend yourself if you
should. With regard to your order required skills, I believe you
are ready to test for Lar Mastery. You should spend the days
between now and the test date working on your defensive weaves.
Your skills are adequate there, but clearly you have greater
mastery in your attack weaves. If you were to face me in a dual, I
would work to put you on the defensive immediately to take
advantage of the lesser skills you have there. Again, I believe you
have the skills required to attain the Lar Mastery, but I like for
my students to clearly exceed all requirements when seeking to be
promoted.”

“Thank you Srin Master. I appreciate your
critique and I do agree with your evaluation of my weaknesses. I
will work on my defensive weaves relentlessly in preparation for
testing. Thank you very much for allowing me to become your
student. I will do all that I can to be worthy of you.”

“You are welcome, thank you for your support
of the work we need to do to rebuild the greatness of Tali. We have
much to do and I will continue to rely on the senior masters to
help me accomplish the goal.”

“It is a pleasure to serve, Master” With that
he too bowed and took his leave to return home.

“J’Lin, please join me next.” J’Lin came over
and following the example of the other two; she bowed and waited
until he asked her to, before taking a seat.

“Master J’Lin, your skills are exceptional, I
am especially pleased with your command of the power color weaves.
We need to work on your skill in all areas, but you are much closer
to Lar Mastery with the weaves. I am going to ask you to forgo
testing this cycle to allow you to work on your martial arts, and
your weaves, but feel confident that we can have you ready to test
for Lar Mastery by the next testing cycle. I recommend that you try
to schedule some time with the other three to work on your martial
arts, you have all the basic skills, but need practice reacting to
the actions of others. I will work with you in both areas, but
unfortunately I will not have as much time available to help as the
others.”

“Thank you Srin Master. I appreciate your
critique and do agree with your evaluation. I will get with the
others to schedule time to work on my skills and look forward to
working with you as well. I sincerely appreciate you allowing me to
be your student. I will work my tail off to be worthy.”

“You are welcome. As I have told the others,
we have a lot of work to do to rebuild the greatness of Tali, and I
will continue to rely on the senior masters to help me accomplish
this goal. Thank you for supporting me in this.”

“It is a pleasure to serve Master” She bowed
and took her leave to return to her home as well.

“Last, but far from least, Lia please join
me.” Lia came over following the form of bowing and waiting to be
asked before being seated.

“Master Lia, I am extremely impressed with
your skills. Your mastery of the martial arts and the power color
weaves is well beyond my expectations. I believe you are not only
ready to test for Lar Mastery; you may be near to Mir Mastery. We
will work together to refine your knowledge of the Mir weaves, and
enhance your command of the extrasensory skills, in preparation for
testing again next cycle for your Mir Mastery. I believe your
skills are already above the level required for Lar Mastery so
would recommend you immediately begin focusing on the requirements
for Mir Mastery.”

“Thank you Srin Master. I will work on the
areas you specified. I am truly honored to be your student, and
will work hard to be worthy. Thank you again, Srin Master.”

“You are welcome. We need to talk about
another area while we are alone here. I believe we should have
Seala test for initiate. She is quite young for that position, but
her skills with the power color weaves are already near to those of
a Jin Master, and I would not want to stunt her by holding her
back. What do you think?”

“Sir, I agree, I was hoping to speak to you
about that. She appears to be very knowledgeable in the comp arena
as well; I assume both came from traveling with you.”

“I did work with her in both areas as we
traveled here, although she spent quite a bit of time with Jaselle
on the ship as well and may have picked up some comp skills working
with her. The power color skills I intentionally enhanced due to
our situation on the trip, but she had considerable skill before I
even met her. You should have seen the storm she was about to
unleash on the witch hunters when I intervened. She is very
powerful naturally, and someone instructed her before I came into
the picture. In any event, I recommend that we steer her toward the
Miir order initially. She should study the martial arts, but she is
not likely to get her martial arts skills up to the same level as
her power color skills any time soon.”

“Sir, that makes sense to me, provided we
encourage her to work toward skills that will allow her to move to
the Iial order in the future.”

“Agreed. Now, given her age, she is likely to
begin thinking we are complete idiots who only want to ruin her
life pretty soon, so I recommend that we ask I’lle to work with
her. I think I’lle will successfully test for Jin Master at the
same time as Seala succeeds in testing for initiate, so it could be
a long term relationship with I’lle taking her on as an apprentice
following the testing. If I’lle should fail to stand as Jin Master,
then we should look to the youngest of the Jin Masters to try and
get someone who can be viewed as a friend.”

“Sir, your logic is good again, but while I
trust I’lle implicitly, I’m not so sure about Sharl and Argle, the
two youngest of the Jin Masters. Let’s just hope that I’lle can
demonstrate her skills appropriately and attain the mastery.

We really should rescue poor Taarl from her,
I think she has a little bit of a crush on him, and he has had to
watch over her for hours already this evening.”

An image of Taarl, a lean athletic man in his
early years with sandy brown hair and azure eyes came to Torl’s
mind. Taarl had a slightly oversized pointy nose, and wore a full
beard surrounding his full lipped mouth. He wore his beard trimmed
to just above stubble length and shaped it to accent his jawline
and cheeks.

He supposed that Seala might find Taarl
attractive. Being five or six years older would likely increase the
attraction for Seala, but he doubted that Taarl would be attracted
to a girl Seala’s age. Taarl would be much more likely to be
attracted to someone like I’lle. They probably should rescue
him.

“Do you have time to sit with us for a while?
Seala complains that you spend too much time dealing with the
beaurocraps.” There was a twinkle in Lia’s eye as she used Seala’s
term for everyone in the government. Torl smiled and wondered if he
were now a beaurocrap to Seala.

“I probably should
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