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Chapter 1: S’Gol

 


RinSon watched as the security team swept out
from the huge battle cruiser that served as the executive yacht for
the First Seat of the High Council for the Free Colonial System.
The last time the First Seat of the High Council had visited S’Gol,
his mother had not allowed him to be present. There had been a lot
of turmoil at that time and she said she feared that there might be
trouble. Since that time, First Seat Torl had completely solidified
his position having fought and won battles, both political and
physical against all those who opposed him.

The High Councilor was also a Srin Master,
and clearly the most powerful and skilled master in the realm. The
story of his defeat of X’Aan and his allies in the master’s
challenge had reached near legendary status. And now he was
returning to S’Gol to host a mastery testing session. It was
rumored that Seala, the high councilor’s daughter would be taking
her first test for mastery in this session, so it was possible that
the High Councilor or his wife Mir Master Lia would be judging some
of the Jin mastery sessions this time.

RinSon might actually get the honor of being
judged by one of them. He had been ecstatic when his mother
pronounced him ready to test for the mastery just this last month.
Now with Seala testing as well, he was even more excited.

Finally, a lean athletic man with sandy brown
hair and azure eyes stepped out of terminal gate and signaled to
the security staff that had been inspecting the terminal. They
immediately formed up around the gate and stood at attention. That
had to be Kre Master Taarl head of security for First Seat Torl.
The First Seat would be coming out shortly.

A few moments later a tall lean man with
bright red hair walked out, accompanied by a beautiful, tall woman
with long auburn hair that bounced as she moved her head. They were
even more impressive in person than in the vids he had seen. High
Councilor Torl and his wife Mir Master Lia stood regally
acknowledging the roaring applause and cheers of the assembled
masters and diplomats who had been able to get permission to attend
the arrival event. As the cheers began to die down, Bora, RinSon’s
mother and the First Seat of the High Council for the Si’ile Solar
System walked over to personally greet and welcome the two most
famous people in the realm. But RinSon didn’t see her greet them as
he was struggling to keep his heart from climbing out of his
chest.

Walking out of the terminal gate was the most
beautiful girl he had ever laid eyes on. A rather short young woman
with shoulder length auburn hair, large round turquoise eyes and a
perfectly proportioned body, seemed to glide across the floor
toward the High Councilor. She was escorted by a short muscular
woman with a dark space tan and bright blond hair. That had to be
the High Councilor’s daughter Seala and the woman escorting her was
clearly Kre Master I’lle the High Councilor’s assistant.

RinSon found himself pushing his way to the
front of the crowd in an attempt to get closer to this vision of
beauty. He remotely heard grumbling and comments about him not
being the First Seat yet, but people moved out of his way and
allowed him to work his way forward until he was in the front of
the crowd and pressed against the retaining rope that had been set
up to keep people from wandering into the High Councilor’s security
zone. Now he could see Seala’s face more clearly, she had a
perfectly shaped button nose and full red lips that glistened in
the light. They were turned up in a beautiful smile as she looked
around the room scanning the audience. Then his heart stopped as
her eyes met his for just a moment and he was certain she nodded at
him. He found himself pushing against the retaining rope.

Then it was over, she had moved on scanning
the rest of the room. RinSon relaxed a little, pulling back into
the appropriate position for one in the front row, where he was no
longer pushing against the retaining rope. They would be here for a
week and he would almost certainly be introduced to this beautiful
woman as they hosted the High Councilor and his family for the
evening meal today.

The speeches and posturing went on for quite
a while, but RinSon didn’t notice, he was enchanted by the vision
of Seala sitting next to her mother, listening intently to what was
being said….

…Seala struggled to maintain the posture and
countenance that was required of the daughter of the High
Councilor. It was always so strange when she attended these events
and saw so many people fawning over Torl and her mom.

It was crazy to think that they had become so
popular. She remembered when she and Torl had arrived that her
mother was under house arrest, and scheduled to be exiled. Torl was
hated for having claimed the First Seat of the High Council,
unseating a very well-known woman by the name of J’Irle a
descendant of a member of the high council in Tali.

Officially she had been descended from a
fourth of Tali while Torl was descended from the firsts of Tali.
Seala later found out that her mother had also had a valid claim to
the position as she was a descendant of two of the seconds of Tali.
She still did not understand how someone became a first, second,
third or twenty third of Tali, but it was clear in the constitution
that the more direct the descendancy from the highest position in
Tali, the stronger your claim to the First Seat. And no one alive
had a higher claim than Torl.

Still, he had been under attack for the first
couple of years and those attacks had gotten more and more
aggressive until they peaked forcing him to call out the military
to put down an executive family from one of the wealthiest
corporations in the realm.

Since then, things had really calmed down,
and their lives could almost be called ordinary, except for all the
fawning and positioning that went on when they attended public
functions.

She had been really excited when Torl and her
mom sat her down and told her that she was ready to test for the
mastery. A chance to get away from Fleron and travel to a planet
she had only read about in her geography courses.

Near the middle of what was now the Free
Colonial System, the Si’ile solar system boasted three populated
planets. Si’ile 5, known locally as S’Gol was the capital planet of
the solar system. It was a medium sized blue planet known for its
beautiful mountains and large freshwater seas. Seala hoped that
there would be time to do some touring while they were here, but it
was clear that their first priority was the testing. I’lle had
worked her mercilessly since Torl had given approval for her
testing, and Seala had no intention of disappointing or
embarrassing her friend.

Mercifully the speeches came to an end, and
they were allowed to leave the terminal, boarding travelers for the
trip to the state house where she and her mother would be given a
tour while Torl had to go meet with the High Council and give
another speech. Eventually they would all meet up again and proceed
to High Councilor Bora’s private estate for a state dinner. Seala
had done her research and learned that Bora had a son a couple of
years her senior who would be taking his first mastery test as well
this session. She thought she had spotted him in the crowd at the
terminal, but there were so many people there, she could have been
mistaken. The vids she had been able to pull were all a couple of
years out of date, so he could look a lot different now, but if
that had been him in the crowd, he was kind of cute. At least there
would be someone her age to speak with at the event, and it didn’t
hurt that he would be testing this cycle too.

Hours passed as they toured one historically
significant site after another. At the mid-day meal, they were
joined by a group of senior masters from the solar system who spoke
at length about the preparations they had made to accommodate such
a large testing session. After the meal they were taken on a tour
of the facilities at the local university where they would be
spending the majority of the next six days.

Seala made special note of the location they
identified as the area where first time initiates would be testing
and the locations of the testing schedule displays. They had
divided the facility into sections according to the level of
mastery of the candidates, working from first time initiates all
the way up to the Mir and Nar masters.

The entire realm would be watching this
testing session as Nar Master H’San would be testing for Srin
mastery. He would be the first to do so here, since the settlement
of the Free Colonial System. Even in Tali, such a feat was not
common, now it was an event worthy of realm wide media attention.
Add to that the fact that there were three Mir Masters testing for
Nar mastery and you had the stage set for S’Gol to become known in
every household across the realm. The masters were very excited
about the opportunity to host such an event, and clearly S’Gol had
spared no expense in its preparations.

Even I’lle seemed impressed with the
preparations, and she was as thorough and detail oriented as anyone
Seala had ever met. As they rode back to the capital to join up
with Torl and Bora, I’lle and her mom repeatedly complimented the
senior masters on their thorough preparations. This would be an
event to remember.

They reached the capital building just as
Torl and Bora walked out. They got into the First Seat’s private
traveler and led the way to her estate where they would have their
evening meal. It was just outside the capitol center sitting on a
hill with a clear view of the capitol center. It was a very large
estate with at least seven different buildings surrounding a
courtyard that boasted a large round fountain and a huge array of
colorful plants. Seala thought it was prettier, if a little smaller
than their home on Fleron. As they got out of the travelers they
were greeted by High Councilor Bora’s family and most trusted
friends. Among them was the young man Seala had seen at the
terminal when they first arrived, and he was staring straight at
her as she got out of the vehicle. He was pretty cute, with his
black curly hair and deep brown eyes. He was a powerfully built
young man just slightly taller than herself with a smile that
wouldn’t quit.

Seala smiled at him and nodded just before
she was whisked off to a series of introductions eventually
including him. His name was RinSon and he was heir to the First
Seat according to his proud mother. He had her smile, but otherwise
he looked like a miniature version of his father who was a huge man
with tree trunks for arms and a smile so gentle that you instantly
forgot how intimidating he looked.

When she was introduced to RinSon, he
stammered a little but eventually got out the formal greeting
required of one heir when meeting another of equal or higher
station. Seala smiled at him and spoke the formal words as
required, but then added “I understand you will be testing for the
mastery this cycle as well. Perhaps we can talk about that over our
evening meal.”

“Uh, yeah that would be great. Um, I mean
yes, I would like that.”

Seala did not miss the glare his mother shot
at him as he seemed to stumble over his words. He did seem to be a
bit clumsy at the moment, but the glare indicated his mother had
expected better of him, so he was probably not slow witted, just
thrown off by her brazen attempt to ensure they were seated near
enough to talk. She turned to Bora and spoke directly to try and
diffuse the situation.

“Please excuse my forwardness; it is just
that I am so happy to note that there will be someone near my age,
with similar interests to speak to this evening.”

She was suddenly all smiles and gentleness as
she responded.

“Oh, you are such a sweet thing. It is no
problem at all. I am certain RinSon will appreciate the opportunity
to speak to someone his age as well.”

She made a hand signal, and the serving staff
jumped rapidly rearranging the settings, presumably to move the two
of them together. Seala turned back to RinSon and with her back to
his mother, she winked at him, and he smiled back at her. Such a
sweet smile, she really hoped he was more of a conversationalist
than he had shown so far.

Seala nearly jumped out of her skin when
I’lle poked her in the ribs with a pointy elbow and leaned over to
whisper to her. “Nicely done, you little flirt. Now he owes you
too.” Seala was completely thrown off balance. I’lle thought she
was flirting with RinSon? I mean he is cute, but her flirt with a
guy before he showed interest in her? Not likely.

They were shown to their seats, and sure
enough RinSon was directed to a seat directly across the table from
her where they could speak to one another easily, but there was a
proper distance separating them. I’lle was on one side of her and
her mom on the other, while RinSon’s father sat on one side of him
and the secretary of something or other sat on the other side of
him. Torl and Bora of course sat beside one another at the head of
the oval table, surrounded by councilmembers and senior
masters.

Seala remembered there being a brief tense
moment as Bora attempted to send Taarl and his staff out of the
dining hall, and Torl and Lia both responded instantly that the
security staff would stay or they would leave. Bora clearly was not
used to being questioned and fought to maintain her composure as
she sought a way to save face. In the end, Torl smoothly did it for
her, apologizing for having failed to explain that while he was
absolutely certain they would be safe here in her home, he could
not make an exception that might then be demanded of him in places
where he could not be as certain of his safety.

Bora completely understood, and waved off the
entire issue as Taarl signaled to his staff and everyone relaxed
once again.

“Like daughter, like father. You two are
the best I have ever seen at diffusing tense situations.”

Seala smiled with pride. “Thank you I’lle,
as old as you are that probably includes a lot of people.”

“Watch yourself Seala, I can still whip
your butt in the sparring room, and I might just have to do it more
thoroughly if you keep calling me old. I am only a few years older
than you.”

Seala smiled again and giggled quietly. She
glanced over at I’lle and saw that she was fighting to keep from
laughing as well.

“You two going to let me in on the secret?”
RinSon’s melodic tenor floated across the table, catching Seala
completely off guard. She had almost forgotten he was there.

“Sorry, I was just teasing her because her
husband has to stand guard while she sits in comfort enjoying a
state meal.”

I’lle quickly looked over her shoulder at
Taarl to make sure he did not hear the comment, then she poked
Seala in the ribs again, eliciting a squeak.

Now RinSon was laughing quietly. Seala
laughed too and then I’lle. Then RinSon told a story of having to
perform lookout duties while his older step-sister snuck into the
kitchen to steal them some treats from an event just like this one.
They had gotten the treats but were caught eating them when their
mother’s assistant had to run back to the office to get something.
They had not been patient enough to hold onto the treats until they
were back to their quarters and had been sitting in the hall eating
away when the assistant came out and nearly fell over them. As it
turned out, they had taken enough that a couple of the guests ended
up getting a different dessert at the last minute. They had been
grounded for a week over that one.

They talked, and laughed through much of the
evening, with I’lle eventually leaving their conversation to listen
to the political conversations going on at the other end of the
table. When the evening was over and it was time to head back to
the star port, Seala found herself somewhat saddened that she had
to leave the company of this very pleasant young man. She had
really enjoyed hearing his tales of mischief, besides he was kind
of cute.

Seala was pleased to see that RinSon looked
sad to have the evening end as well, he promised to look her up
after their testing sessions tomorrow. And she said that she would
like that very much.

As soon as they were all in the traveler and
the door was closed, I’lle started giggling and asked her how it
had gone with the cute boy.

“What cute boy? Seala are you holding out on
us?”

“It was just conversation mom, nothing more.
And he isn’t really a boy; he is 19 years old and studying at the
university.”

“19? That’s a little old for you don’t you
think.”

“Come on Torl, I’m almost 18 years, besides,
like I said, we were just talking.”

“Almost 18 years? You don’t turn 17 until the
end of this week. How is that almost 18? For just talking, you are
sure getting defensive. Maybe I should speak to Bora. It is RinSon
we are talking about, right?”

“No! You can’t. Please don’t embarrass me
Torl. I’m not a little girl anymore, you and mom both keep telling
me I am a grown woman and I should act like one. Please don’t treat
me like a little girl now.”

Torl could not hold it in any longer and
burst out laughing loudly. Lia joined in and soon they were both
wiping tears from their eyes.

“Don’t worry sweetheart, he won’t talk to
Bora. RinSon is a very nice young man. You should be aware though
that Bora hopes to marry him off to gain political advantage with
one of her rivals, so he may not be available to you.”

Torl was still laughing as he responded.
“Perhaps we should marry Seala off to him, I’m sure Bora would jump
at the chance to link up with us.”

Seala reached across and smacked him in the
arm. “Just leave us alone, we are just friends. I don’t want to
marry him.”

She turned and glared at I’lle who was wiping
tears from her face as well. Even Taarl was grinning ear to
ear.

“Relax Seala, they are just teasing you. You
have the best parents in the world, they would never dream of
interfering with your happiness.”

I’lle was right of course, Torl and her mom
were just teasing her. Why was she so susceptible to the teasing
though? That was really unlike her, she would have to take some
time and analyze this, once she was alone of course.

“I know, I know. Hope you are all enjoying
yourselves at my expense. I guess I should just be grateful that
you waited until we were away from his home, before you
started.”

Lia put her arm around Seala and hugged her
gently. “Sorry sweetheart, but you have to admit you encouraged us
to keep at it.”

“And I should not expect mercy from my family
and closest friends, is that it?”

“Not when it comes to boys, no. Especially if
they are 19 years old.”

She smacked Torl’s shoulder again, and he
feigned a broken arm, while his eyes twinkled with mirth.

When they got back to the ship, I’lle told
her she needed to come to the gym to work on her forms before the
testing session tomorrow, so she rushed back to her room and
changed into workout clothes before reporting to the gym.

Not surprisingly her mom was already there
working with Torl on some advanced weaves. She was testing for the
Nar mastery just a year after accomplishing her Mir mastery. If
Seala didn’t know better, she would think her mom was being given
special treatment. Well, in a way she was, Torl spent a lot of time
working on techniques with her because she was his wife and
therefore a target. He spent an equal amount of time working with
Seala on techniques for the same reason, only the fact that she was
apprenticed to I’lle who insisted on perfect form had prevented her
from already testing for and achieving the Jin mastery. She had
skills way beyond Jin Masters she knew, and I’lle and Taarl had to
spar with her because no one more junior could give her enough of a
challenge.

Seala performed her stretching routines and
then began working her forms. She was well into the mid-level Jin
mastery forms when I’lle and Taarl came in and began stretching. By
the time they had finished stretching she was well into the Kre
mastery forms and still I’lle did not come over to monitor her
progress. It was not until she began working on the Lar mastery
forms that I’lle finally stepped in and corrected a couple of her
techniques. Clearly she had been watching, just not actively
engaging until errors were made. When Seala had successfully
completed all the Lar mastery forms, I’lle had her start over and
run through them all again.

Once she had completed all the forms three
times, I’lle relented and asked her instead to work her way through
the required weaves. This time Seala made no errors in the Jin, Kre
or Lar mastery required weaves. The power colors were her strongest
area, followed closely by the extrasensory skills of telepathy,
telekinesis and now teleportation. She had worked herself
relentlessly in the extrasensory skills since she was kidnapped,
and even developed teleportation as a strong skill. Had she fully
developed those skills earlier, she likely would have been able to
escape on her own rather than have to wait for Torl to send the
military in. She was determined not to be caught unprepared again
and it showed in the maturity of her skills.

I’lle had her spar with Taarl next and she
pushed him pretty hard before his superior strength finally
overwhelmed her. She could not continue to block his strikes
without eventually wearing down. She had worked on avoidance
techniques and had made a great deal of headway until he learned
her moves and started taking those away with combination strikes.
The disadvantage to working out with the same two Kre masters was
that they learned all her moves and countered them. Of course the
opposite was true as well, she knew their tendencies and strengths
and worked her knowledge to advantage. Still, she needed to come up
with something that would give her an advantage if she ended up
sparring one of them in the testing.

She had been working on some alternate sweep
moves and a few new fatal strikes with Torl. She might have to use
some of those moves if she met them in the testing sessions, so she
had avoided using them in any sparring sessions up to this point.
Now would be a good time to see if she could set the moves up
properly though.

In the second round, she went through a
series of her standard moves and then through a couple of different
combinations which would set up one of the fatal moves Torl had
been working with her on. It worked, Taarl moved exactly as
expected, and Seala made a mental note, no giving away her
technique for a sparring match win here, she continued using less
common combinations and set him up for another move, it worked too.
The third sequence failed to achieve the desired result and he
slipped in behind her technique and neatly secured a rear naked
choke for the submission.

She hadn’t seen that coming, best to find
another method of setting up that technique, but she did take the
time to rerun the sequence of events and identify the slick move
Taarl had used to catch her. That could come in handy.

Round three went very similarly, as she set
Taarl up for sweeps and fatal strike combinations then backed off
and moved on to the next, eventually getting caught with a counter
she had not anticipated. She logged the experience in her strategic
memory and thanked Taarl for taking the time to work with her on
her techniques.

“You did very well Seala. You nearly caught
me several times with the new combinations you used this time
around. You are getting better at a much faster pace than I’lle and
I; it won’t be long before you are the master and we the
students.

I am curious though, why did you keep working
to get my stance narrowed without making a move for the take
down?”

“Master Taarl, I was trying to prepare for
the testing. I know you are much stronger than I am on the ground,
so it would have been counterproductive to execute the take downs,
but I need work on setting them up, so I thought it would be a good
idea to work on that during our match. If you were not so much
stronger than I am, I probably would have worked on executing the
takedowns.”

“No one will ever accuse you of lack of
preparation. Good job, I think you will do very well in the testing
tomorrow.”

“Thank you Master Taarl, I hope you are
right.”

“Ok Seala, I think you are as prepared as we
can make you. Have a good rest period and run all your techniques
through your mind in the morning to prepare. Tomorrow you are
scheduled to perform martial arts during the first session of the
afternoon. Then you will have power colors testing in the first
session of the evening. After that, I recommend you take your
written tests so that your mind is clear and focused for the
extrasensory skills tests day after next in the first session of
the day. Remember since you will be going through the first time
tester’s brackets, your sessions are likely to be much longer, and
you will be tested until you either fail a test or reach the limits
of your knowledge. I expect you to perform all your techniques
perfectly as is befitting the child of the only known Srin
Master.

I know you will do well. Good luck.”

I’lle gave her a quick hug to soften the
lecture a little. But she was a hard task master, and Seala did not
want to have to explain why she had failed to perform a technique
less than perfectly.

“Thank you Master I’lle. Thank you both for
training me so thoroughly. I will do my best to be worthy of your
training.”

She bowed formally and left the sparing area
to go and watch as her mom performed more and more weaves under the
watchful eyes of Torl. She had progressed even more quickly than
Seala over the past few years, and now had great difficulty finding
any masters willing to spar with her in either the martial arts or
the power colors. Even H’San avoided martial arts sparring sessions
with her. Torl and Colonel Carmel seemed to be the only two who
would always spar with her mother now.

Seala watched her form a very complex fifteen
layer weave with what appeared to be some form of a power
separation weave at the base. Several of the weaves had been
hidden, and Seala knew she would never be able to reproduce the
weave and could not have prepared for all the nesting even if she
had been able to see them. What she usually did while watching was
try to find one of the weaves that she could see and learn its
technique. This evening, she focused on the series of quick form
displacement weaves. Her mother and Torl were both masters of
distraction and strategy. The displacement weaves made nested
weaves appear to be coming from another source and could be very
useful in distracting an opponent and putting them off center.

The series her mother was using in this set
of nested weaves were very simple and took very little power or
effort to form. Clearly the idea here was to distract her opponent
with a large quantity and variety of lesser weaves leaving them
unprepared for the final nested weave which would separate them
from the power colors. It was smart. How did she plan to start the
sequence?

Wow, that was smart too. It was all started
with a shield, so the opponent would activate the weave themselves,
very efficient. If you could get this prepared before the start of
a sparring match it could turn the tide for you at a critical point
in the match.

Seala started building her own nested weaves
using the shield as the outer weave and hiding her other weaves
under the image of a shield strengthening technique. She went seven
levels then added a complex marker weave. A power separation weave
would be more useful in a sparring match, but the marker weave
would be more useful in day to day activities. She could tie this
weave off and use it as a protection weave on her locker during the
testing. It was common for students not testing to try to pull
tricks on those who were testing.

This would be a nice surprise and the earlier
nesting of telekinetic punches would keep the prankster off balance
while she marked them. The marking would be pretty embarrassing for
those who tried to play a prank on her. She used the weave Torl had
remembered as being on the women’s locker room when he was a child
on Tali. Only instead of just putting an L on their forehead, she
spelled out LOSER in bright pink.

Seala giggled a little at the thought of
seeing some of the bullies at the university walking around with
that marker on them.

Her mom and Torl had wrapped up and were
watching her intently when she looked up.

“What?”

“That weave is very well done. I particularly
like the use of the shield strengthening method as a cover; I will
have to add that into one of mine. Why go to all that effort to a
hide marker weave though?”

“Just practicing mom, in a sparring match I
would obviously use a more significant weave at the base, but I
thought this might be funny as a locker weave since there are a few
people who might wish to mess with me during my testing.”

Torl nearly fell down laughing, and Lia had
to smile herself at the innovative solution to the campus
bullies.

“Remind me not to try and pull tricks on
you.”

“You would never get caught with such a
simple weave Torl, but thanks for the compliment anyway.”

“Ok, young lady. It is time for both of us to
find our sleep stations, tomorrow will be a very busy day.”

Seala went back to her sleep station and
crawled in. It would be a busy day, and she was very excited about
finally testing. After about an hour of lying there thinking about
the coming day, she finally had to use the calming techniques she
had learned to relax and find sleep.

Early the next day, Seala awoke filled with
excitement. The day had finally come; she would test for the
mastery today.

She quickly went through her morning routine,
constantly running through the calming routines to maintain her
center, and finally got to the dining hall where the staff was just
beginning to prepare the tables for the morning meal. She was
surprised to see her mom already there, sitting at their usual
table.

Seala walked over and sat down next to her
mom, noting the look of focus in her eyes. She was clearly going
through techniques in her mind trying to make sure she was ready
for the grueling tests that would begin today. Seala decided that
her mother had the right idea and calmed her mind focusing on the
techniques she would be tested on. She went through the martial
arts techniques first going over them several times before moving
on to the weaves and then the extrasensory skills techniques. As
she completed going through all those techniques she once more went
through the myriad of questions she had been using to prepare for
the written testing.

Once she had gone through all the questions a
couple of times in her mind, she refocused on the table and was
surprised to see Torl and I’lle had joined them. Her mom was still
focused and the other two were sitting quietly waiting for her to
finish her review before getting down to the business of the
morning meal. She saw I’lle waive off the serving staff twice
before her mom regained focus seeming a little startled by the fact
that they were already seated at the table.

“It is good to see that the two of you are
taking the testing seriously. I have absolute confidence that you
will both do well, and your concentration today is evidence of
that. How about some breakfast now?”

“That would be excellent, my love. I believe
I am a little hungry. How about you Seala?”

“I could eat something. Visualization is
almost as taxing as performing the techniques.”

They all laughed a little and Seala noticed
I’lle signaling for the serving staff to come over, as Taarl joined
them.

“Good day everyone, sorry I am late. Lots of
preparation on such a busy day. It looks like you will all start
the day in different locations so I had to call in some additional
staff to handle the ship security. It appears that the hosting
masters wanted you four to be mingled with local masters at least
for the beginning of the process.”

“Yes, I spoke with the master’s council
yesterday and they expressed their desire to have us spend as much
time as possible mingling with the other masters. I tend to agree
with the concept, although it will have to be modified somewhat as
I fully intend to be present for some of Seala’s testing, and I
have to be present for portions of Lia’s. I would guess that Lia
feels the same way about being present for at least some of Seala’s
testing sessions, but overall, we will all four be spread out for
the greatest political advantage. You might as well work your
schedule to accommodate that as a regular part of the routine while
we are here.”

“Yes sir, already done.”

“Anyone who thinks I will be missing any more
of my daughter’s testing sessions than absolutely necessary is
sorely mistaken.”

“I’lle can you coordinate things for us? Tell
the masters that we will attend their social events within reason,
but the schedule must be modified to allow us to attend as much of
our daughter’s testing as possible.”

“Yes sir, I will have it arranged by the end
of the morning. The first session is mostly introduction and
process anyway, since you will not be judging, that should be of no
consequence. Her first actual testing is martial arts in the second
session of the afternoon. Of course, initial testing sessions tend
to run long, so you may have to leave some of the session early to
make it to your next obligations. Will that be okay?”

Both Torl and Lia begrudgingly acknowledged
that they could live with that stipulation, but both wanted to be
free for the final session regardless of how long it took.

I’lle indicated she would do her best to
arrange the final session so they could both be present for the
entire thing. Then she turned back to Seala, putting on her
master’s face once more.

“Remember to follow all the protocol, it
would be good for you to run all the questions and the correct
answers through your mind a few times before you get called before
the judges.”

“Yes Master I’lle. I will prepare as you
advised. Thank you.”

I’lle nodded approval and excused herself as
she headed off to make the arrangements Torl and Lia had asked her
to make. Taarl, excused himself shortly after and went back to
double check their security one more time.

Torl did his best to reassure them both
before their tests. Finally it was time to go to their designated
testing areas, and they rode over to the university together. Seala
was dropped off first near the area where she would begin her
journey into the mastery, and then the traveler whisked off toward
her mom’s beginning session. They would both view Torl’s opening
remarks on vid screen as they had to begin their sessions
immediately following that statement.


Chapter 2: The Testing

 


Seala reached the great room where the first
time testers were gathering, and saw the high platform where the
judges would sit for the introductory ceremony. Each initiate would
be announced into the room one at a time and would have to walk
down the long isle and climb the stairs to present themselves for
testing. There would be formal words, and then they would join the
other initiates kneeling at the side of the platform, seeking their
center while they waited for the formal instructions and then the
formal end of ceremony. Officially that was when the testing began,
but I’lle had made it clear that the ceremony itself was the first
test and she had to be perfect in her execution and her calm.

She stepped back and found her place in the
line of initiates. She was pleased to note that she was near the
middle of the line, just three initiates behind RinSon, who looked
very nervous as he glanced up at her. She smiled reassuringly and
sent calming whites to him as she passed.

Just seconds after she had taken her place in
line behind him, the distinct three raps of wood on stone signaled
the official beginning of the ceremony, and she saw a door open on
the other side of the hall as initiates rushed to move into their
places in the line.

Seconds later, five masters wearing colors
indicating their rank exited the room and walked across the hall to
enter the great room. Two Kre masters, one Lar, and two Mir masters
would be on the judges panel. It seemed a little strange that there
would be two Mir masters, normally initial testing sessions were
judged by no more than one master above the Lar level and often
none above the Lar mastery. She wondered if that was because RinSon
and she were testing this time.

Vid units came down and they could see Torl
walk out on to a stage in front of a large crowd. He gave his now
famous rebuilding a legacy speech, encouraging all masters to get
involved in government and all government officials to seek masters
councils to aid them. As soon as the speech was over, the first
initiate was summoned into the great room.

Seala felt a thrill when the first initiate
entered and the door was closed behind her. It would not be long
now. She exerted her will and refocused herself running through the
ceremony that I’lle had drilled into her. As RinSon was called, she
began centering herself in preparation for walking the aisle.

An eternity later, her name was called and
she stepped forward, knocking twice and waiting for the summons
from inside. When it came, she opened the door, entered and closed
the door behind herself. Then she started walking down the aisle
not daring to look to either side. She knew there were a lot of
people watching the ceremony, but she must remain focused.
Eventually she reached the stairs leading up to the platform in
front of the five masters. She climbed the steps and stopped when
she reached the top step. She waited several seconds before the
senior master addressed her.

“Initiate Seala, step forward and be
counted”

“Yes master, I am initiate Seala, and I wish
to be tested for the mastery. I have studied under Kre Master I’lle
and am prepared according to the rules of the mastery.”

“You previously declared for the Miir order,
we understand that you wish to change orders. Which order do you
wish to be tested for Initiate Seala?”

“Yes master, I wish to change to the Iial
order following the path of my father Srin Master Torl.”

“You realize that this is the most difficult
of the orders to achieve mastery in? Are you certain you wish to
take this path on your first testing?”

“Yes master, I am certain.”

“Very well then, once all the initiates have
been included, you will begin with the martial arts. Join the other
candidates and wait for our instruction.”

She bowed formally and moved to join the
other initiates kneeling and achieving focus as they waited in a
most uncomfortable position on a very uncomfortable wooden
platform. It was nearly an hour later when the last initiate was
instructed to join them. Then the group was broken into three
groups, the first group would test on the power colors first, the
second (including both Seala and RinSon) would test on martial arts
first, and the third group would begin with the extrasensory skills
testing. They were told where to go for their first session and
when to be there, then they were dismissed.

Seala remembered to perform the formal bow
and wait for the masters to depart before leaving her place on the
platform. She was shocked to see that several of the other
initiates had simply walked off once they were dismissed, and she
saw one of the masters taking notes. The testing had not begun in
earnest, but several initiates had already received their demerits.
This would be a very long testing cycle for those students.

As they walked out of the great room RinSon
came over to walk out with her.

“Hey Seala, it’s pretty exciting isn’t it. I
didn’t expect to have so much difficulty staying focused, but I am
really excited. How about you?”

“I have to admit I have been having a little
difficulty achieving center. It will probably get better once we
start the actual testing. Can you believe those initiates that just
walked out when we were dismissed? I saw one of the masters making
notes as she watched them leave.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t want to have to explain to
my master that I forgot something so fundamental. He would say that
it reflects on him, and make me do bear crawls for an hour while I
repeated the process over and over.”

“I’lle would likely have me repeat the
process for a year before I could even think about asking to
retest. She demands perfection in every aspect of the mastery. As
she constantly reminds me I am the daughter of the only Srin master
in the realm so I have to set an example.”

Seala rolled her eyes and they both broke out
laughing.

“I can’t believe that sweet woman we laughed
with the other day could be that bad, but then my master is pretty
pleasant too when he is not teaching.”

“Do you suppose we will get that way when we
achieve mastery?”

“I hope not, but I have seen it. My mother
seems to have an on/off switch when it comes to the mastery and
politics. When we are alone, or in an informal setting, she is lots
of fun, but she becomes a complete stick in the mud when we are in
a political situation or when one of the masters is present.

I thought she was going to chew my head off
for stammering the other day in front of your dad. She said I
embarrassed her.”

“I’m sorry; I probably caused that by being
so forward in asking to have you sit near me. I just wanted to have
someone who was near my age with similar interests to speak to. You
know how boring those state dinners can be if you are surrounded by
those seeking to gain political advantage by being pleasant to
you.”

“No, I should have been able to keep my poise
regardless of what was happening around me or who I was meeting. It
is not your fault at all. Thank you for saying so though, it did
seem to calm my mother somewhat.

How did your parents take it?”

“They never mentioned it, other than to tease
me about wanting to sit near you. They, of course, intimated that I
just wanted to get to know you.

No offense, but that is just not my
style.”

“None taken. But I have to say I was happy
that you pushed the issue. I found the evening quite pleasant. You
and I’lle are fun.”

“We have a little time before our first
testing session. I thought I would go over and watch my mother
test; I think I’lle said mom would be doing martial arts in the
third hour of the morning session. Do you know where section Alpha
One is?”

“Sure, I would love to see someone testing
for the Nar mastery. It will most likely be very fast and
entertaining. Come on, I know a shortcut to get us there more
quickly.”

Seala paused just long enough to tell her
security escort that they were going to take a shortcut to the
section where her mom was testing, and then joined RinSon.

“Are they always with you? Mine are usually
only along when I go out of the secured facilities.”

“I cannot remember the last time I left my
room without security following me. It used to bother me, but I was
careless once and got kidnapped. Torl had to send the military in
to rescue me that time. Ever since then, I have done my best to
help them do their job.”

“That’s right, I did hear about that. It was
several years ago, right after the High Councilor took office, when
there was still a lot of resistance to his rule. Did they hurt
you?”

“Nothing serious, it was mostly
psychological; they hit me with a confuser and kept me isolated
from the power the whole time. They didn’t allow anyone to speak to
me, and of course I got bruised up a little in transport. But
overall, I felt pretty fortunate, no beatings, no abuse; I was just
isolated and kept helpless. I’m determined that will not happen
again.

Back then I was focusing all my energy on
using the power colors, everything else seemed unnecessary, I could
do so much with the power colors, why did I need to develop the
other skills? But when you spend an extended period of time
isolated from the power colors, you come to appreciate all the
other skills much more.”

“I bet so; I cannot imagine being separated
from the power colors for an extended period of time.

My master put a power separation weave on me
a couple of times when I was not paying attention, and it was very
unpleasant, but he released the weave quickly restoring my access
to the power colors. I don’t know what I would do if I couldn’t
feel them for an extended period.”

“It wasn’t fun. I wish I could say it was the
only time I have been separated from the power, but there are other
methods to do it as well. You need to develop all your skills just
in case.”

“Now you sound like my mom, bossy. You are a
little cuter; granted, but still bossy.”

Seala smacked him in the arm and he feigned
serious hurt while smiling at her with a glint in his eyes.

“And violent too. Remember we both have to
test in martial arts shortly, let’s not hurt one another between
now and then.”

Again he smiled and Seala found herself
smiling back at him.

“We’re here. Your mom should be in that gym
right over there.”

They went over and entered the gym through
the audience entrance, and worked their way down to a place where
they could clearly see Lia performing a complex kata. Seala looked
over at the judge’s panel and saw H’San with a couple of Mir
masters on either side of him. They were watching intently as her
mom performed what Seala recognized as the final Mir mastery kata.
They were late to the testing, but in time for the Nar mastery
katas.

Lia finished the Mir mastery katas and
launched into the Nar mastery katas, with a pause only long enough
to signify that she had complete one kata and was beginning the
next. The Nar level katas were much more exciting with a lot of
flying forms and even a couple of teleportation cycles in the final
form, and Seala and RinSon thoroughly enjoyed them.

When she was finished, RinSon whispered to
Seala excitedly.

“Wow, that was incredible. I have never seen
anything like that before. Your mom is really good.”

“Yes, she is thank you. You should see Torl
go through his kata though, it makes the Nar level forms look kind
of simple and slow.”

“Really, I don’t see how it could be better
than what we just saw, but I will take your word for it.”

H’San stood and faced Lia, who turned and
bowed formally to him.

“Master Lia, we congratulate you on
performing all the required kata perfectly. Your use of the
alternate kata using the teleportation techniques was equally
flawless. Take a few seconds to gather yourself while we arrange
the sparring sessions. Your first session will be with multiple Mir
masters as opponents.”

“Thank you master. I am honored to continue
at your leisure.”

She bowed again and moved to a corner of the
ring, kneeling and visibly centering herself once more.

“Wow, she has been doing kata for over an
hour, and she looks like she hasn’t even broken a sweat yet. I will
be soaked with sweat before I complete the required katas and we
only have about fifteen minutes of them.”

Seala saw that two of the judges had moved
down and were joined by another Mir master who had just arrived as
they walked into the ring opposite her mom. There were two men and
a woman in this round, and her mom had to score against them all to
continue on to the next level of the testing. She had seen her mom
defeat larger groups, but with the limited number of masters at the
Mir level, she had never before seen her mom face three of them at
once.

H’San announced the match, introducing the
masters who would be opposing her mom, and then introducing her mom
as the applicant.

Lia bowed to her opponents and moved to a
ready position while they did the same, then H’San started the
match.

Seala watched breathlessly as her mother
moved around the ring like a leopard stalking it’s pray. One of the
masters moved in with a series of kicks, followed closely by a
second performing a sweep. Lia neatly jumped over the sweep,
throwing a superman punch at the first assailant at the same time.
She scored with the punch and swiftly performed a heart thrust,
stopping with her fingers touching the first master’s body in
precisely the correct position. The master had to acknowledge
defeat and pull back from the match.

In just a couple of seconds, the odds had
improved significantly, now it was just two to one. But the other
two masters moved in as though they had practiced working as a
team. One came in high, the other low and they went for the take
down, hoping to overpower her on the mat. Lia performed a neat
summersault to the side avoiding both of them and coming up on her
feet behind them as they nearly ran into the ropes. She performed a
sweep on the one who had gone high, and caused her to fall on top
of the master who had gone low.

Lia moved in quickly securing a rear naked
choke on the female master with both of them on top of the male. He
pushed himself over exerting his significant strength and managed
to escape the pile, but the female master could not hold on long
enough and had to tap out before he could come at Lia’s exposed
back.

Lia quickly released the hold and rolled to
her feet coming up just out of reach of the remaining master, now
the match took on a much more traditional form with both of them
trying the other’s defenses and trying to locate a weakness that
could be exploited. Finally, the remaining master decided his best
chance of defeating her was to get her on the ropes and use his
strength advantage, and he hit her with a barrage of punches, kicks
and elbows pushing her steadily toward the ropes. Seala knew he was
making a fatal mistake by the way that Lia was allowing him to push
her back. Her mom had seen something in his approach and was
playing along until she saw the opening she wanted, then it would
be over.

He started to smile a little as they neared
the ropes, and then suddenly Lia made her move, blocking one of his
elbow strikes and coming underneath with a turning round kick,
followed by a spinning back fist and a high knee. The master went
limp before he hit the mat, and Lia moved in instantly prepared to
strike more, but the referee moved quickly to stop the match.

It was over, just over 9 minutes of the first
round, and Lia had make it look easy taking only a couple of
glancing blows while eliminating three of her peers. Seala looked
over at RinSon with a proud smile on her face and saw him staring
in shock at the ring.

“Oh my god! Remind me never to cross her. Did
you see the way she reeled him in then just destroyed a much larger
and stronger opponent? I mean you hear that it can be done, but he
was a Mir master, same as her, how could she be that much better
than him?”

Seala just smiled but she felt the pride
rising up in her chest once more.

Back in the ring, Lia had performed a healing
weave and laid it on the master she had just defeated. Then she
helped him to his feet before bowing to the three masters and
thanking them for taking the time to assist her with her test.

They all three bowed respectfully and turned
to leave the ring. Lia turned to face the judges and bowed formally
once more.

“Master Lia, congratulations on your quick
victory. Prepare yourself for the next test; you will be facing a
Nar master in the next round.”

“Thank you master, I am honored to continue
at your leisure.”

She bowed once more then turned and went to
her corner where she again kneeled and visibly centered herself
once more.

Seala could see H’San moving down to the ring
as the two Mir masters who were judges returned to the judge’s
stand. She was surprised to see Torl walk in at that moment and
move up to the judge’s stand to take the seat H’San had just
vacated. Of course he would be here; he was the only master
available to take the next match if her mom made it past H’San.

It just caught her a little off guard since
everything had been proceeding with unfamiliar opponents to this
point. They would have to leave before that match if this one went
to a decision, as was likely. Because they had to get ready for
their testing session and this one would proceed into the mid-day
break before it was finished.

Torl stood and announced the contestants and
then started the match.

This time Lia did not wait for a feeling out
period, she attacked from the beginning. She moved in quickly and
used her speed and agility throwing strike after strike,
teleporting from one part of the ring to another and striking
again. H’San was caught a little off guard initially, and got
bruised a little, but then he hit his stride and matched her move
for move. It was non-stop action for the full ten minutes with both
contestants beginning to breathe heavy by the time the bell
sounded. Seala could not tell for sure who had won the round, but
she figured that her mom would be awarded the round based on
aggression since she had taken the fight to H’San rather than wait
for him to make a move.

As the second round started, it appeared that
H’San agreed with Seala because he came out in full attack mode
this time, putting Lia into defend and counter mode. Again it went
the full ten minutes, with momentum shifting back and forth
throughout the match. This time right at the bell, Lia pulled a
nifty sweep off a high round kick and caught H’San taking him to
the ground, but he bounced back up before she could move in, and
the bell sounded. That probably made the round a draw after H’San
holding a slight advantage through the majority of the round.

It was time for them to leave if they were
going to eat before their testing session, but neither RinSon nor
Seala was anxious to leave at this point and they stayed put.

In the third round, the action got even more
intense, but neither one of the contestants gained an advantage and
after ten of the most action packed minutes in history, the bell
sounded and Lia and H’San embraced before stepping apart and bowing
formally.

“Who won? They were so evenly matched I
couldn’t tell.”

“I don’t know. My guess is whoever won the
first round won the match because I think the other rounds were
completely even. I think mom may have gotten the first round with
that early attack that caught H’San off guard, but it could have
gone either way. The good news is that mom only needs a draw to
move forward, and I think she at least got that.

We have got to go. As it is, we will have to
grab ener drinks instead of a meal before our testing session.”

“You are right. Wow we are late, let’s
move.”

They walked out of the gym and then started
jogging back across the campus using RinSon’s short cut and
arriving at the dining facility just before it stopped serving.
They quickly grabbed ener drinks and headed for the gym where they
would be testing in a few minutes.

After all that hustling, they actually
arrived a little early and had time to relax and center before the
other initiates began arriving. As the others arrived, they started
stretching in preparation for their martial arts testing.

A few minutes later, the masters were
announced and everyone formed up as they had been instructed to do.
The masters came in and they all bowed formally, receiving their
instructions. There were six initiates in this group and they would
begin by performing the kata forms in sequence, beginning with the
lowest of the Jin mastery kata forms and moving on until no one
successfully performed the kata. If a master indicated failure on a
given kata the initiate would be granted one additional attempt to
perform the kata, except for the two initiates who had received
demerits for having failed to follow protocol in the great room
earlier.

The masters took their seats at the judges
table where they could watch all of the initiates. Then the senior
master directed them to begin. Seala and RinSon were thankfully on
opposite ends of the row of initiates, so they would not be a
distraction for one another. Seala focused and began the first
kata, moving smoothly on to the second and the third, losing
herself in the familiar forms. Twenty minutes later she reached the
end of the final kata for the Kre mastery and moved on to the Lar
mastery forms without thinking about the fact that she had only
gone over the final two forms once before. This was just like she
did things when she worked with I
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