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Chapter 1: Trali

 


A tall beautiful blond woman in her middle
years stood in her office at the top of a very tall building in the
center of the University of Tali. Her big blue eyes had traces of
smile lines around their outer corners from years of smiling and
laughing. Her small pointed nose separated the incredible eyes from
her perfectly shaped, full lipped mouth. Here too were the
beginnings of smile lines, but she was not smiling now. Her face
held the look of concern for the first time in many years as she
stood contemplating her accomplishments and failures in building a
new type of university. She had spent her entire adult life
creating a place of truly open and accepting academia.

Trali looked out of the window of her private
office. From here she could see many of the other university
buildings. Nearest was the School of Medicine, one of her greatest
achievements had been getting the traditional medical professionals
to accept the art of healing using the power colors as being valid
and real. Now there was a whole wing dedicated to the study of
medical power arts. They had been able to discover weaves to cure
many of the most incurable illnesses and injuries including severe
brain trauma and autism, and numerous forms of cancer.

Next was the School of Engineering another
group of educators who resisted the integration of the use of power
colors and extrasensory skills. Telekinesis as medium for movement
was relatively easy, but Teleportation could not be explained using
mathematics and therefor was not considered a valid form of
transport until recently. Other uses of the power colors for things
such as binding materials and forming new compounds were also
resisted for a long time. Now there were specific curricula for
developing these skills and applying them to field of
engineering.

All across the university the use of the
power colors and extrasensory skills had been successfully and
fruitfully integrated because of the efforts of her team of
masters. It had taken complete and total dedication and some
exceptionally creative work by the masters all of whom had come up
with new marvels in their respective areas of expertise.

What an accomplishment, and now only a few
years later there was a growing movement pushed by a group of
charity workers gone wild, known as the anti-witch consortium (more
commonly known as witch hunters) who were stirring up the
uneducated and those who did not have the ability to use the power
colors in an increasingly strong political force. They had
successfully outlawed the use of the power colors on 17 planets and
had bills on the docket for 23 more. Even here in the Tali sector
they were becoming more than just a nuisance. She should have
listened to her advisors who recommended that they be run out of
the sector when they first arrived, but it was against her morals
to try and tell people what they were allowed to think or
believe.

One day soon, her morals would be tested and
she would have to fight for what she believed in once again. There
were rumors that the witch hunters were tracking down and killing
people who demonstrated the ability to use the power colors on
planets where that talent was outlawed. If this were true, it could
not be allowed to continue. Teal, the high commander of the Tali
defense forces had sent people to investigate the claims after she
and Rhea had pushed the issue several days past. Rhea could have
ordered it before then, but she was extremely careful about
ordering her husband to do anything. He was a smart man and usually
logic could be applied as it was in this case.

There had been a time when Teal looked at her
the way he now looked at Rhea. Back when they were all students at
the university on Arth, he had mooned over her, but she was
consumed by the need to change the universe and eventually he gave
up. Then Rhea had come along and captured his heart. What would
have happened if she had responded to his advances and Rhea had not
become part of their team? They most likely would have failed to
gain governmental acceptance of the merging of the mastery into the
educational system.

It did not matter, things happened the way
they were supposed to, and now Teal had the son he had always
wanted. Following the tradition of Rhea’s heritage, they had even
chosen a wife for their young boy. RinTorl would be married to
SalLia when they reached their majority. What a strange tradition,
the crazy part was that Trali’s instincts which were exceptional
said that the match was right. Rhea often spoke of her betrothal to
the young man who passed away in a fluke accident days before they
were to be married. He was apparently from a higher heritage than
hers and would have been the first administrator instead of her if
he had lived. That too would likely have prevented them from
reaching the success they had accomplished. All things happened the
way they were intended to.

Well, she was expected for mid-day meal with
the Firsts of Tali, and Rhea was not patient with those who showed
up late, so she had better get going.

Three minutes later she walked into the
private dining facility of the Firsts a full 5 minutes early. Rhea
and Teal were of course already there waiting on her.

“Rhea, Teal, how wonderful to see you again.
Thank you for inviting me to join you for the mid-day meal.”

“Trali, you know that you are always welcome
at our table, you do not need to wait for an invitation.” Rhea came
over and gave her a hug and kiss on the cheek. She was a tall
slender woman in her middle years with curly red hair surrounding a
strong face accented by overlarge blue eyes that sparkled as though
she had just heard a great joke. Her petite pointed nose was
covered with freckles as a counterpoint to her full lipped smile.
Trali had to admit a small amount of envy for her friend’s
happiness.

“It is wonderful to see you. Thanks for
breaking away to have a meal with us.” Teal also gave her a hug and
peck on the cheek. His tall muscular body seemed to flow like a cat
as he moved across the room. The blond hair and blue eyes which
accented a very masculine face with a strong jaw line a slightly
larger than average nose and full lips, belied how dangerous Teal
could be. He had lead a small strike force against a full battalion
of enemy soldiers and left every member of the enemy’s forces dead
returning with only one casualty on his strike force. That had put
an end to an uprising that had been started by an unusually
talented, self-trained power user who had taken over most of Arth’s
northern corridor. There were many other stories of Teal’s prowess
as well, but that one was what Trali remembered most clearly
because of the ruthlessness of his attack and the fact that none of
the enemy forces survived. Teal was an excellent choice for high
commander as everyone knew he was a very dangerous enemy to have.
She shivered at the thought that this gentle man could have such a
dark side.

Well, the purpose of this mid-day meal was
not to reminisce; it was to plan for the future. She had best
refocus. Rhea led her back to the dining table and as soon as they
were seated the serving staff came out with drinks and appetizers.
This would be one of Rhea’s famous four course meals.

“We need to talk about Srin Master Sawtan.
What I hear is that he has declared himself king of the Shannon
solar system. He never should have been allowed to move up in the
mastery so quickly; he clearly has more power than sense at this
point.

Teal what have you learned about his
actions?”

“Unfortunately, not much. The Shannon system
is a relatively minor sector in the realm and although it controls
a major portion of the Frin Sector, it has been stable for so long
that I’m afraid we do not have a very good intelligence system
there. I can confirm that he was elected to their highest seat, but
of course since elections there are a matter of concurrence by the
council of twenty, he could have rigged that.

What is clear is that since he took the seat,
their military has purchased a very large quantity of battle
cruisers and destroyer class starships. Based on the orders we have
seen he now has a military fleet half the size of ours and he is
still ordering more. The finances available to his office have got
to be strained severely by the purchases. The factories of course
are extending credit to ensure the orders keep coming, but even
their greed should be reaching its limits by now.

The only thing that makes sense is that he
must intend to expand his area of authority by threat or force.
Right now, he appears to be looking toward securing the Frin
Sector, but it is just a matter of time until he looks this way, as
prosperous as the Tali sector has become because of your changes.
It might be prudent for me to take him out while he is looking
elsewhere.”

“Teal! All we know at this point is that he
is buying warships. While that is suspicious, it does not give us
reason to believe he means us any harm. And if he doesn’t then we
have no right to attack him.

I swear husband, sometimes I think you look
for opportunities to pick a fight.”

“Rhea, he may be right. Neither of us likes
to think about war, but that is his job so we need to listen to his
analysis. I agree that we cannot go attacking people because we
think that they might attack us someday, but we might want to
listen to the size of the force and how it is growing.

I think at the least we need to get some
spies in place, and probably we should begin growing our military
to stay too strong to be appetizing to someone like Sawtan.”

“You are right of course. But Teal, I don’t
want an assassin mixed in with your spies. If we expect others to
treat us with respect, we need to do the same with them. Spies are
part of governing, and I’m certain he has some here much as I hate
the idea. Assassins have only one purpose, and I am not willing to
accept that approach to the situation, no matter how much you
dislike the man.

How much do we need to grow our fleet to
ensure our safety?”

“If he doesn’t come up with any new sources
of income, I would expect the manufacturers to refuse more credit
fairly soon, keeping his fleet slightly smaller than ours. I would
like to see us grow the fleet by about 10 percent to have a margin
large enough to discourage looking in this direction.”

“10 percent! That is nearly 1200 new star
ships. Where am I supposed to squeeze that kind of money from?”

“We have quite a large royalties fund from
the last few technology patents we posted, and I’m sure you can
squeeze some out of the administrative branch funding Rhea. Teal,
how much can the military squeeze out of their R&D
funding?”

“If we put the long range explorer
development on hold and don’t start the time warp projection
program, we can probably fund a third of the ships needed, but we
will need to re-fund those programs next tax year, or risk having
other military forces become more advanced than we are.”

“I think I can fund a third out of the
royalties fund without putting our R&D at too much risk. What
do you think Rhea; can you squeeze enough for a third of the
expenditure out of the administrative branch?”

“For a larger military, which means more
maintenance costs and probably more standing soldiers? We had
better be right if I am to cut that deep, but yes, I can probably
come up with that much.”

“Good, it’s settled then. Teal will
infiltrate Sawtan’s inner circle if possible and we will build up
our fleet to make us an unattractive target if he does decide to
expand.”

As Trali summarized, the serving staff came
in once more clearing away the appetizers and bringing salads.

“So, how is RinTorl? I understand he has been
accepted as an initiate already. He is exceptionally young for that
don’t you think?”

“He is wonderful, and so smart. We allowed
him to test for initiate because he needs something to keep his
mind busy. He has already mastered most of the weaves required of a
Jin Master, he thinks it is fun to think up variations to the
weaves and test them. We figured the structure of the
apprenticeship would do him some good. The other day, I caught him
using telekinesis to tug the hair and skirts of the girls at the
solarium. His father of course thought that was just funny.” Rhea
gave Teal one of those disgusted looks that she sometimes tried to
use on him. He just smiled at her and reached out with his talent
to tug on her sleeve gently. Trali had to laugh. He was still a bit
of an imp.

“Well, let’s be careful with him. He is your
son, so I don’t believe for an instant that he would ever become a
Sawtan, but we cannot allow a precedent to be set that we will
regret later.”

“Rest assured I have no intention of allowing
him to test for the mastery any time soon. He needs to mature a bit
before he will be ready for that. When he is using his talents to
push the girls into his arms instead of tugging at their hair, I
might consider it.” Teal’s eyes fairly glowed with mirth now.

“Teal, you are incorrigible! And we wonder
why RinTorl is getting in trouble. You probably put him up to it.”
Again Trali had to smile, what a pair. Rhea trying to act shocked
and Teal nearly giggling out loud. Everyone knew his sense of humor
is what won her over; she used to be a bit impish too before she
became the high administrator, now she tried to act like it was
undignified.

“I hear you have been spending quite a bit of
time with Colonel Relos lately Trali. Are you trying to learn
military strategy?” Teal had that imp in his eyes again.

“We’re just friends. I enjoy his company,
nothing more.” The red rose in Trali’s cheeks and Rhea gave Teal a
stern look of disapproval.

“She is a grown woman, she has the right to
see whomever she pleases Teal. And don’t you go making Relos’ life
miserable either, he’s a good man.”

“He’s an excellent man and a better
commander. I just thought I would tease an old friend a little.
Relax or I will put some ice down your shirt to cool you off.”

Rhea started to respond, but as Teal reached
for his glass, she stopped and changed the subject instead.

“Have you learned anything about the witch
hunters’ activity on the planets where they have gotten power use
outlawed?”

“Nothing conclusive. Several people have
disappeared suspiciously but there is no clear evidence of foul
play by the witch hunters.”

“What is your opinion based on the evidence
you do have Teal?”

“I would say that it is likely that the
rumors are true. But as my dear wife will no doubt remind us,
suspicion is not proof.”

“How can we acquire actionable proof?”

“I have sent some talent free agents to
infiltrate the order on two of the planets. If there is an
organized effort there, we will learn of it soon enough.
Unfortunately, they will have to witness the action for it to be
actionable proof and that means letting someone die when we could
have prevented it. I do not like that idea at all.”

“Nor do I Teal, but if we are going to move
against a group with so much popular support, we had better have
actionable proof.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing. First we
need to attack Sawtan to eliminate the threat before it becomes a
threat. Now you two are talking about moving against a group that
is known for aiding people in need. I don’t agree with their
politics, certainly, but just because they don’t like us, does not
mean we need to find a reason to move against them.

Didn’t we just spend the greater part of our
youth fighting for something that most people thought was wrong.
Now that we have accomplished our goal, can’t we just enjoy our
success for a while before we have to find a new battle to
fight?”

“I wish things were that simple, dear friend.
Unfortunately, it seems that the battles are finding us. I just
want to be prepared to defend what we built here. Believe me; I
will not endorse moving against either group without clear evidence
that they are a real threat to us.”

“And I am a soldier my love, you know that I
hate killing. You have seen me dealing with the nightmares that
come to one who has had to kill another human being. My fear is
that we will let one of these groups get strong enough that the
killing will not end.”

Rhea’s face softened significantly as she
looked at the pain in her husband’s eyes. She had indeed seen him
wake up crying with the pain of one who had been forced to kill or
be killed. He would not willingly send another to do what he had
been forced to do.

“I’m sorry you two. I know you are just
trying to be responsible rulers. It’s these jobs we have taken on;
we always have to look at the actions of others with suspicion as
we fight to keep the freedom we have won for our kind. It was
easier when we just had to prove that our talents could be used to
make life better. What I wouldn’t give to return to those
days.”

“You don’t mean that. Don’t you remember
having to run for our lives after we were caught healing the cancer
patients. Or the time we used the power colors to restore the
homeless shelter only to find out that the local magistrate had a
contract to buy the property for quarter credits if it failed the
health inspection. He set his security staff on us for a full month
over that one. We lived in whatever cave we could find, and ate
berries for days on end. No, I don’t want to relive those days. How
about you Teal?”

“They weren’t all bad, but I have to say I
rather like the comfort of our current home much more than the
floors of those caves.”

“All right, I give, I give. I guess the grass
is always greener when you look back on it. Let’s enjoy our meal.”
As though that was the key they had been waiting for the serving
staff brought out the main meal and the aroma alone made Trali
forget their conversation and concentrate on the meal at hand.

They chatted about all manner of unimportant
things through the rest of the meal and well into the afternoon
before Teal reminded them that they all had jobs they needed to
attend to and they went their separate ways.

Trali smiled again as she thought about her
two closest friends. It was amazing how far they had come. Of
course, Rhea would have been a first of Tali anyway, it was her
birthright and when her uncle’s health failed she rightfully
claimed the position. Teal had earned his position working his way
up the ranks with victory after victory in the battles that never
seemed to end between the sectors, but it wasn’t until he removed
the old commander, who was opposed to recognizing talent with the
power colors as valuable, that he became a first of Tali.

Trali had also had to earn her place, working
her way up through the mastery with her friends as she also
mastered the traditional university skills in engineering, space,
and medical sciences, eventually earning the position of dean of
each of those schools. Once she had successfully integrated the
skills of the mastery with the offerings of those schools, she was
able to work her way up to the role of president of the
university.

A few years later, she also became the senior
master in the Tali sector. She leveraged those two positions to run
for and win an elected seat on the high council and now controlled
the largest and most powerful coalition of council members in the
sector. As speaker of the high council, she was officially the
highest ranking member of the government, although Rhea actually
had more control over the government’s operation, and Teal
controlled all the military and police forces in the sector.

As young adults, they three had terrorized
the traditionalists who were running the government, the mastery
and the university. Several times even Rhea’s position as heir to
the administrator’s seat did not save them from punishment.

Trali remembered spending three unbearable
days in the work camps when they were caught after using
experimental weaves on some patients with degenerative muscle
disorders. The fact that they had all shown significant improvement
immediately after the weaves were applied carried no weight with
the magistrate who charged them with practicing medicine without a
license and performing experimental treatments on human subjects
without proper medical certification or supervision.

They would have spent a full year in the work
camps but for the intervention of Rhea’s uncle three days later. He
apparently wanted to make sure they had learned their lesson,
refusing Rhea’s calls and allowing the conviction and sentencing to
occur.

They didn’t learn their lesson though, less
than a year later, they cured several cancer patients with another
experimental weave that they could not get the dean of medicine to
certify as medically sound.

That time they had to run for more than a
month before Rhea’s uncle again intervened and cancelled the
warrant for their arrest. Even then, the dean of medicine made them
work bedpans and sanitation for six months before allowing them
back into the standard coursework and internships. Rhea’s mother
even threatened to pull her out of the university altogether if she
continued to associate with Teal and Trali.

It was amazing that any of them survived long
enough to reach graduation. The day Teal received his license to
practice medicine (he was the last of them to get there) they
agreed to change the system if it killed them. No other students
would go through what they had gone through if they could prevent
it.

It had taken more than 10 years for them to
get enough public support behind their use of the power to cure
previously incurable illnesses, to force the resignations of the
dean of medicine and the chief of medicine for the sector. Trali
took over as the dean of medicine, and Rhea’s uncle selected
another doctor known for using the power colors (but not associated
with the three trouble makers in any way), to be the new chief of
medicine for the sector. Now traditional medicine and medical
weaves were both taught at the university and considered valid
medical approaches to treating any form of illness. Power color
using diagnosticians were highly prized at medical centers
throughout the sector, and more than a few of those medical centers
touted the abilities of their senior power color talented
healers.

Rhea had chosen not to join the fight when
Trali pushed to begin the same process with the school of
engineering. She decided that she needed to focus on political
science rather than take on another group of set in their ways old
timers. They still laughed at that naiveté, the thought that
politicians were not as set in their ways as engineers was
ludicrous.

In any event, Teal and Trali had worked
together again to overcome the prejudices of the old school
engineers, having to work their way through the traditional
training and then proving through massive innovation that the power
colors could enhance quality engineering. It was amazing how much
could be done without the power colors, but when you added those
abilities, overcoming obstacles was simplified dramatically. Teal
had worked in the space sciences exclusively and if Trali were
honest with herself, he had been the reason she passed the courses
herself. She had focused most of her energy on physics and basic
engineering. In the end, their innovations and inventions had
carried all the weight they needed with the engineers of the two
schools.

Now the work they had done there was
considered basic and fundamental learning. Some of the new students
came to the university already having mastered the techniques she
and Teal had pioneered. It was incredible how fast time flew.

Trali reached her office again and had to
give up her reflection, returning to the here and now.

“Speaker Trali, welcome back, how was your
mid-day meal with the Firsts?”

Trali focused at the greeting from her
assistant Sean. He was a short thin man in his middle years with
thinning light brown hair and a handlebar mustache. His blue-green
eyes were always serious as though he had never experienced
anything that could be considered funny. He had a small pug nose
and a thin lipped mouth above his pointed chin, giving him an
almost elfin appearance.

“Fine Sean, we had a good relaxing meal and
pleasant conversation. How are things here?”

“Colonel Relos is waiting in your office. He
said that he had news for you from the regents of the Shannon
University. I pushed your meeting with the budget and finance
committee back one hour to allow you time to discuss this with
him.”

Trali’s heart rate quickened a little when
she heard Relos’ name. He was cute and he always had some
entertaining story or relic to show her. She told herself that he
was just a friend, but her heart yearned for more from him.

“Thank you Sean, that was very thoughtful of
you.”

She did not pause to look through her
calendar as she normally did when returning from mid-day meal,
instead moving quickly into her office closing the door soundly
behind herself before speaking.

“Relos, it is wonderful to see you. Teal did
not mention that you were back. When did you return?”

“Ah Trali, the sight of you is like the rise
of Tali, it brightens my day in every way. Let me just stand here
and behold your magnificence for a second.”

Trali felt her cheeks warm at the compliment.
How could this man always make her blush, when the best politicians
in the sector had been unable to elicit even the slightest reaction
from her no matter how hard they tried?

“I arrived early today, and spent the morning
writing reports and filing paperwork as usual. I asked the firsts
to avoid mentioning my return so I could surprise you. High
Commander Teal teased me a little but agreed to keep my secret.

Unfortunately, he did not allow me to use you
as an excuse to skip out of the security briefings scheduled for an
hour from now. I should be done in time for the evening meal. Would
you like to paint the town with me this evening?

If she did not know that he had absolutely no
talent with the power colors, she would have thought he was laying
a weave on her the way she tingled at the thought of spending the
evening with him. Trali took firm control of her emotions and tried
to examine her schedule for the evening, in the end, she found
nothing on her schedule that could not be moved.

“I would love to join you. What did you have
in mind, or should I ask?”

“Oh ye of little faith. Just thought we could
wander the docks in search of the glowing sailfish.”

She felt her cheeks warm again. Everyone knew
that glowing sailfish were imaginary creatures that young men spoke
of to try to entice young ladies into their arms in the dark of the
docks. Many an innocent young maiden had fallen prey to that story
line. She of course was not a young maiden any more, but the
declared intent was the same.

“I don’t know if I can spare any time to look
for imaginary creatures, but an evening meal by the docks sounds
great.”

She nearly laughed as Relos grabbed at his
chest as though his heart were failing, and fell to his knees,
looking up at her with a sad puppy face.

“Ah then, an evening meal it is, but the
glowing sailfish will truly miss us.”

Trali took his hand and pulled him back up to
a standing position, giving him a quick peck on the cheek.

“It is very good to see you Relos; life is so
predictable when you are gone. So what is this news from the
Shannon University that you told my assistant was so
important?”

“Oh, they send their compliments. They seemed
quite impressed that I knew you personally, I’m not sure if they
actually believed me. In any event, they would like to ask if you
would be willing to preside over their graduation ceremonies in two
months.

My guess is that if you accept, I will not be
able to go anywhere in that solar system without having one of them
hounding me for an introduction to the great Trali.” He bowed with
a flourish and then winked at her as the imp returned.

“Maybe I’ll accept and ask them to keep an
eye on you for me; that would be a new education for them at the
least.” They both broke out in laughter, at the thought of
intellectuals following him around the rough areas where he tended
to hang out.

Relos reached into his pocket and pulled out
a small clear rod with a switch on it and handed it to her.

“I came across this in a poker game in the
rougher part of the docks there. The pirate who put it up as
guarantee for 150 credit chits said it generates power colors when
turned on. None of us at the table had the talent, so we could not
verify his statement, but I thought you might like to test it.
Turned out he had three ladies while I had threes over fives, he
looked downright sick when he saw my hand, I think maybe it wasn’t
his to gamble, but in that part of town, you don’t welch on a
bet.”

He thumbed the switch and Trali instantly
drew in her breath. There was suddenly a profusion of power colors
swirling around the device and more came as it remained on. She
drew deeply of the power colors and found that they were real, and
they just kept coming. What an amazing device, this had to be a
relic from the lost civilizations they had found indications of on
several of the planets they had settled. She had never heard of
such a device before, this definitely needed to be studied.

She reached out almost reverently and took it
from him, thumbing the switch back to the off position.

“It is real, I have never heard of such a
device. Even if it is just a small storage device, this would be
worth many thousands of credits, if it is what I think it is, it
could be worth many millions of credits. You have a real treasure
here Relos. May I study it for a while? I promise to return it to
you.”

“It is not worth anything to me. As you well
know I have no talent in that area. If you like it keep it. You
could always reconsider your decision not to watch the glowing
sailfish with me if you like though.” He smiled at her with the imp
fully restored, and she felt the warmth in her cheeks rise once
again.

“You are incorrigible Relos. What am I to do
with you? If this turns out to be what I think it is, I will see
that you get compensated for it appropriately, and I do not mean a
trip to the docks.” She smiled at him as she opened her safe and
put the device inside gently; locking the safe securely and laying
an alarm and marker weave on the safe keyed to her personal touch.
Anyone touching the safe would be marked for her eyes only and an
alarm would sound in her head immediately when the safe was
contacted. Then she turned back to Relos and changed the subject,
enticing him to tell her all about the people and places he had
visited on his latest trip.

Sometime later, Sean interrupted them to
remind Trali that she was to meet with the budget and finance
committee. Relos looked at the time and begged her forgiveness as
he nearly bolted for the door, he would be late to his security
briefings with Teal who was not known for patience. As he nearly
ran down the hall, Trali smiled a satisfied smile, and keyed up
Teal’s private number on the communicator, to tell him she had
delayed Colonel Relos, but that he was on his way, he would be
approximately 5 minutes late for the scheduled meeting and she
hoped Teal would forgive her for delaying the meeting. Teal smiled
graciously and told her he had plenty to do, moving the meeting
back five minutes would work out well for him anyway.

She thanked him and disconnected, knowing
that he would forgo berating Relos this time based solely on his
friendship with her, he understood how time could fly when
conversing with someone you had feelings for. On to the meeting
with the university board on the budget and finance committee, she
had to break it to them that she had committed funds to the defense
forces based on Sawtan’s military buildup. They would whine, but
since Sawtan was one of their students, there was precedent for
such expenditure and they definitely did not want to see him expand
his domain to include the Tali sector.

Several hours later, she breathed a sigh of
relief as the last of the board members finally agreed to the
expenditures and they ended the session. Trali had honestly
expected to have to continue the discussion several times to get
them all to agree. Apparently they were more concerned about the
combination of Sawtan and the witch hunters than she had believed.
Two of the board members had flatly stated that Sawtan’s actions
were inciting a riot that the witch hunters would capitalize on.
She had not heard that one before, but it did make a sort of sense.
She would have to speak with Teal at length on the topic, to see if
he had investigated the possibility.

Still the meeting had taken longer than
anticipated and she had to rush to make it to the high council’s
chambers in time for the vote on a bill to fund an expansion to the
star port in support of the growing traffic generated by the
manufacturing facilities the university had set up to produce the
new navigation equipment and security devices such as a persona
scanner that was more sensitive and accurate than anything
previously envisioned. The companies that manufactured the current
competitive devices had such a monopoly on those technologies that
they had low balled the university on their patent lease bids three
years back, so the university decided to manufacture the devices
themselves. This move was intended to put an end to the trend of
low balling the university on any new technologies that were
dominated by a particular company. Most of those companies became
dominant based on leased patents from the university in the first
place, now they were looking to cut the university out of future
profits to the greatest extent they could manage.

She arrived just as the council assembled,
and called the assembly to order on time. Four hours later, the
expansion bill had passed and three other bills had been tabled for
later discussion as she ended the assembly. It had been an
exceptional day so far, and now she began to focus on an evening
meal that promised to be more than interesting.

She rushed home and hit the refresher,
dressing more casually for a night out on the town. Just as she
finished dressing, Relos was announced and she opened the door to
greet him.

“Are you ready flower of my eye?”

“Yes, I’m ready you incorrigible flirt. Where
are we headed?”

“I thought we might start with the Dockside
Café, and then maybe wander over to Jennie’s Tavern. How does that
sound?”

“Very nice, you must have been pretty lucky
at the card tables to want to spend money so freely now.” The
Dockside Café was one of the nicest restaurants on this part of the
planet and Jennie’s Tavern had a high cover charge as they brought
in some of the best talent in the sector to entertain their guests.
This evening would cost the good captain more than a month of pay
unless he was making a lot more than most starship captains
made.

“Well, let’s say the stars aligned for me
this time around. You have put up with the bad times, I figure you
should enjoy the good times as well. Let’s get going.”

She smiled and followed him out to the
waiting transport. Of course her security would shadow them, but
Captain’s Relos’ reputation combined with her own abilities would
be sufficient to cause her security to fade into the woodwork
rather than be obvious escorts. It would be a good evening.

They arrived at the Dockside Café and were
escorted immediately to a private dining center in the quietest
section of the dining hall. Even Trali would have had to pay extra
for that seating; Relos must have a contact here that he had not
mentioned. She was suitably impressed and his smile widened as she
commented on how nice a table they had been given.

“I have a few friends in places one would not
expect. It would take someone as important as say the great Trali
to bump us from this table tonight.” Again the imp returned, and
she smacked him for his trouble.

He feigned great pain as he rubbed his
shoulder where she had smacked him, then reached up and kissed her
suddenly and left her a little off balance as he held her chair for
her. She sat down gracefully as she had been trained, but felt a
little light headed as Relos scooted the other chair over next to
hers and sat down next to her rather than across from her. The
maître d’ quickly rearranged the table to accommodate the change in
positions, while he listed the specials of the evening and offered
to pour them some wine or other drinks of their choice.

Trali regained her center and placed her
order. Relos continued to compliment her and tease her alternately
all through the meal, leaving her pleasantly off balance most of
the evening.

As they wrapped up the meal and prepared to
move on to Jennie’s Tavern for a night of drinking and dancing,
Trali noticed one of Teal’s assistants in an intense discussion
with the maître d’. When he saw them heading for the door the
assistant ignored the maître d’ and walked straight for them.
Trali’s heart fell as she knew that regardless of which of them the
assistant had been sent for the evening was most likely over.

As the assistant moved in, so did her
security team, keeping even with the young man even though they
clearly recognized him.

“Forgive me Speaker Trali, but I have an
urgent communique for Colonel Relos from Commander Teal. Please
forgive the intrusion, Commander Teal sends his sincerest
apologies.”

“Get on with it; I knew when I saw you that
Teal was going to ruin my evening.”

“Colonel Relos, Commander Teal sent this, and
asked me to escort you back to your ship for immediate departure. I
am to accompany you on this assignment, sir.”

Relos took the note the assistant handed him
and read it quickly, then handed it to Trali, causing the assistant
to learn that her security staff was very good. As he reached to
take the note out of her hands, one member of her security team
nearly ripped his arm off while another put a blaster in the poor
man’s face so quickly he had no time to think much less react.
Relos on the other hand did react, and quickly disarmed the
security team member with the blaster, and in the same motion
dropped the one who quickly moved to assist the first two. Trali
had to intervene to prevent an all-out battle in the middle of one
of the most exclusive restaurants in the area.

“Stop all of you!” Her people stopped
immediately and pulled back as Relos set the blaster down on a
table and stepped back beside her, wordlessly cautioning the
assistant to stay where he was.

Trali read the note.

Relos, my old friend,

Please accept my sincerest apologies, and
relay them to Trali as well. I would not have bothered you this
evening but for the urgency of the situation. We just received word
that Sawtan has intercepted the passenger liner “Excelsior”. W’ndi
was aboard that ship and is presumed to be his prisoner. I need you
to move with all speed and secrecy to recover her and bring her
safely back here. My assistant Walter will brief you on her
situation once you are outbound.

God speed old friend.

Teal

Trali folded the note once more and handed it
back to Relos.

“Relos, Walter, please waste no more time, I
will see you when you return.”

“I am sorry Trali, I so wanted to spend the
evening with you and treat you the way you deserve to be treated.”
Relos kissed her again and was gone before she could recover,
dragging poor Walter with him.

Her security staff moved in as Relos
departed, and the one who had been disarmed so easily, sheepishly
retrieved his blaster. To the maître d’s extreme relief, she
gathered her people and left the restaurant. Once they were out of
earshot, she spoke to her security team with the full air of
command.

“The next time one of you hero’s makes a move
on Relos, if you survive his response, I will personally remove
your head. He is to be treated with the same respect you give me at
all times, is that understood.”

They all nodded agreement, unwilling to say
anything that might anger her more. They had seen her unleash her
famous temper on others before, and wanted nothing to do with
angering her further.

Her relaxed evening over, Trali went back to
her private quarters and sulked as she reviewed proposed bills
until she finally fell to sleep much later in the day.


Chapter 2: Teal

 


Teal worked his way through another backlog
of reports; the paperwork associated with this job never seemed to
end, or even pause. He had worked his way up by being an
exceptional soldier, commander and battle strategist. Now it seemed
that he would spend the rest of his life reading reports. He would
never understand how one led to the other. It was every soldier’s
dream to have lasting peace, but most soldiers and officers still
practiced their trade constantly to remain ready and therefor
function as an effective deterrent. As the top military and police
officer in the sector, he got to be an administrator, approving the
exercises and training sessions that the others got to participate
in.

Teal shook his head, I definitely need to get
back into the gym, and do some sparring with my students, he
thought. Then he returned his focus to the reports that he had to
review once again.

A new one had come in marked urgent. He
opened the report and began reading. A passenger liner by the name
of Excelsior had wandered just outside the agreed upon borders of
the Tali sector. It was unclear if they had actually passed across
the border into Sawtan’s claimed territory, but his forces captured
the ship anyway, boarding it and arresting all the passengers on
charges of illegal immigration. The crew was charged with
trafficking and illegal operation of a transport vehicle across
national borders.

This would have been irritating and likely
would have drawn an official complaint, resulting in the eventual
release of the passengers while the ship was seized and the crew
deported. More paperwork, but not a national threat. The problem
here was that one of the passengers on that particular passenger
liner was W’ndi the head of his intelligence corps. They would of
course follow the normal process, but he could not risk the
possibility of Sawtan figuring out who he had netted and exploiting
the situation.

Teal went to the door of his office and
looked to see which of his assistants was on duty. Walter was
pouring over a stack of documents.

“Walter please join me in my office for a
moment.” Walter looked up and quickly stood at attention.

“Yes Sir” He walked into the office and Teal
closed the door behind him.

“Walter, it appears that the ship W’ndi was
on during her return trip wandered off course and has been captured
by Sawtan’s forces.

As you will recall, I sent her out to collect
intelligence on Sawtan’s operations and to investigate the rumors
that he was encouraging the enslavement of those without the
ability to use the power colors by those who had the ability.

She successfully planted some agents in
Sawtan’s governmental and household staff as well as in his
intelligence organization.

Her last report indicated that she had
accomplished her mission and would brief me personally on her
return. She indicated that the enslavement rumor had been verified
and she was bringing proof back with her.

Obviously, we cannot allow Sawtan to keep her
prisoner long enough to figure out who she is. I need you to pull
her latest reports and read through them quickly. All your other
duties can be picked up by others. I am sending you out with
Colonel Relos and his fleet on a rescue mission to retrieve her and
return her safely to us. If necessary, she is to be terminated
rather than allow Sawtan to have access to what she knows. But the
first priority is to retrieve her. Relos is in charge of all
military actions and strategies, I want you to make sure he has all
the information he needs to make the appropriate decisions, and if
it is determined that she cannot be retrieved, you will relay my
orders on how to handle that situation.

Do the research and return to my office as
quickly as you finish reading the reports. I will have instructions
for Relos that I want you to deliver personally. He is out with
Trali, so be respectful and do not barge in unannounced.”

“Yes sir.”

He sat reviewing all the information provided
in the reports and referenced systems, forwarding all the details
he thought were pertinent to Relos’ console. Finally, he sat back
and wrote a quick note to his old friend and the best of his
officers. He folded the note neatly and set it aside until Walter
came back in a few minutes later.

“Deliver this personally; Colonel Relos is at
the Dockside Café according to his locator log. Remember who he is
there with. You will be accompanying him from the restaurant and
will not return until the mission is complete, so have whatever you
need collected from you house and delivered to his command ship
while you deliver the message.”

“Yes sir.” Walter saluted and walked out of
his office completely focused on the job at hand. Teal went back to
his reports, no matter what was going on in the universe; the
reports still had to be reviewed.

Hours later, he finally reached the end of
the queue for the day and sighed with relief. He did a quick check
and saw that Colonel Relos had boarded his command ship and the
fleet departed less than 40 minutes from when Walter left to
deliver the message. Teal had expected no less, both men were very
focused when they had a goal to accomplish.

It seemed that the reports were getting more
and more gloomy of late. Sawtan was definitely pushing a policy of
prejudice in favor of those who could use the power, while the
witch hunters were actively pushing a policy of prejudice against
those who could use power, and the Tali sector was caught squarely
in the middle.

Teal had been closely monitoring both since
they spread beyond a single planet, but the policies and principles
upon which the Tali sector was founded prevented him from stopping
them when they were small movements. Now they were both large and
gaining momentum, it was clear to him that if they did not destroy
one another, they would soon turn their attention on the rich and
powerful Tali sector. Sawtan was building up a military force that
was already large enough to be a real problem, but he was the
lesser threat. In Teal’s mind the witch hunters were the bigger
threat because they were operating like a religion seeping into all
the surrounding nations and working their way into power
everywhere. They even had footholds in the Tali sector now, he had
agents infiltrating cells on three different planets and there were
rumors of a cell here on Educator. If only Rhea and Trali would
allow him to run them off, but that was not going to happen, so all
he could do is prepare for the eventual battles.

Time to relax; he headed to the university to
pick up RinTorl who would be finishing up his first full scale
training session with someone other than his parents. Hopefully
their little redhead had not caused too much trouble in his first
day. Being their child, he had received some training that was not
normal for a child his age or skill level, and he did have quite a
bit of imp in him, one could only hope that he had not pressed the
masters too hard.

As Teal arrived, he saw RinTorl talking to a
couple of older students who seemed intent on what he was saying
until they saw him watching, then they quickly made excuses and
walked away. RinTorl shrugged and came over to join his father.

“Hey dad, how was your day?”

“Hi son, my day was fine lots of reports as
usual. How was your first day with the masters?”

“Not too bad. They seem to think I’m a child
though. They kept asking me to make basic weaves and try to guess
what cards they were holding. But I was good, and did like you
said. I made the weaves they asked for and told them what cards
they were holding. Hopefully tomorrow they will let me do something
new.”

“It won’t take long; just keep doing what
they ask. They are trying to figure out how advanced you are. Once
they understand, they will start stretching you.

In the meantime, we will continue to have our
little sessions each day if you keep your promise to do as you are
asked here at the university.”

“I will dad. Hey the guys were telling me
about a weave that allows you to see on the other side of a wall.
Can you teach me that one today? Please.”

Teal laughed.

“I bet they told you where the girl’s locker
room is located too, didn’t they. You wouldn’t be planning to try
the weave on that wall would you?”

“Dad, no. Of course not, I just want to be
able to do some of the stuff they can do.”

He looked so innocent, you could almost
believe that he wasn’t planning on using the weave to be big and
look at the girls in the shower. Teal laughed again, at his age,
RinTorl was not likely to care what a girl looked like with no
cloths on, he just wanted acceptance. He didn’t know that the
locker rooms had counter weaves on them, and the older boys just
wanted to embarrass him.

“Son, do you think that the masters would
allow something like that? You think no one ever thought of using
that weave to look into a locker room before?”

“I guess you are right, they probably have
some sort of unpleasant counter weave on the girl’s locker room,
huh?”

“There you go. When I was at the university,
they had a marker weave on the block that put a big green L on the
forehead of anyone who was silly enough to try the weave on a
locker room. The L was visible to everyone who used that locker
room for the next 10 days.

Be careful what you let the other boys talk
you into.”

“Ok dad, I get it. But why an L?”

“An L on the forehead implies that one is a
not so bright loser. It describes someone who is socially
inept.

“Oh, you mean like a drip? That’s kind of
funny. You try to do something cool and end up getting marked as a
fool for everyone to see.”

“Can you teach me how to do a weave to
project my weaves from someone else? It would be funny to have
those guys get marked when they wanted me to get marked.”

“That’s my son. If you don’t tell your
mother, I will show you the weave.”

Teal swelled a little with pride, his son did
not take offense and pull back, he wanted to get even with the
bullies. He would be a fine strategist one day.

“I promise mom wouldn’t let me do it if she
knew anyway. So how do I know if someone is trying to pull a prank
on me by acting like they are being friendly?”

“Well, you could try to read them, but
remember these are power color users, it is unlikely that they will
allow you to read them. Most of us just have to use our instinct.
If something sounds too good to be true, it usually is. Just be the
person you are and everything else will take care of itself.

Remember, karma takes care of those who take
advantage of others. And all the things that happen in your life
are meant to happen. It all works out as it should in the end, no
matter how it looks at the time.”

“You always say that.”

“It is always true. As it was when my father
said it to me.” He smiled at his son and ruffled his hair.

“Come on, mom will be home early today, so we
have to hurry if you want to have time to work on your weaves
before the evening meal.”

On the way home Teal drilled RinTorl on his
academics, as he marveled at his son’s ability to grasp the inner
workings of the most advanced engineering concepts and theoretical
physics. The boy was only 8 years old and already more advanced
than many of the young adults that were coming out of some of the
universities. That came from his mother’s side. Teal was very
bright and extremely well educated, but Rhea consumed knowledge
like it was air. More than once she had helped him understand
concepts that eluded him when they were attending the university.
She would read through the material, and instantly understand it,
then translate it into terms that made it make sense to him. It was
part of what attracted him to her in the first place.

When they reached the estate, RinTorl rushed
to his room and got dressed. He was waiting as usual when Teal
reached the workout facility. Since his son was completely consumed
by the idea of learning the weave to project creation of a weave
onto another, Teal started the daily exercise with an exhausting
physical workout, running them both through all the basic forms and
focusing on speed as a tool for physical defense.

RinTorl patiently followed his father’s
instructions, but was clearly a little distracted and made a few
uncharacteristic mistakes. They kept at it until he refocused
himself and quit making mistakes. Eventually the focus and
perfection was back in his actions, now he was ready to learn.

“Ok son, you have regained your control and
focus. Now let’s look at the weave you wanted to learn. You draw
the reds, greens, whites and grays, then form the weave like
this.”

Teal formed the weave, placed it on his son
and projected a series of power based kicks and punches on the bag
next to his son.

“Wow, I even see it as though I had done it.
Let me try.” He drew in the power colors and formed the weave. Teal
had to adjust it slightly and have him try again. The second time
the weave was perfect, and when Teal nodded with approval, RinTorl
placed it on his father followed by a projective weave that showed
a fair skinned skinny young girl with long auburn hair, light brown
eyes and knobby knees running up to him yelling ‘Uncle Teal, Uncle
Teal’. Teal smiled, first at the illusion which appeared to have
been one he himself generated, then at his son. The projection was
of course SalLia as RinTorl saw her. She was actually a little more
mature and not so skinny any more, but the image would have fooled
most, it was well done.

“Very well done son, now let’s get back to
your basic weaves. Show me the weaves your masters at the
university had you work through today.”

“But they are so basic dad; can’t we go
through the new medical weaves I learned yesterday?”

“The basics are important son, and I want to
see what pattern they are using to evaluate your skills.”

“Ok.” He looked disappointed, but dutifully
worked his way through the weaves. They were the basic patterns of
an initiate, what would have been expected of a normal student of
his age entering the university.

“Ok, tomorrow they will most likely have you
go through the second tier forms, so work those for me.”

Again the disappointment, but he worked his
way through the weaves doing each one perfectly.

“Alright, the third tier.”

They worked their way through the third tier
of the Jin master weaves before RinTorl made a single error in his
weaves. Teal sincerely hoped that the masters at the university got
the hint and went beyond a level per day, or it would be a while
before they actually started teaching his son something new, and
RinTorl was not known for his patience. If he had not promised Rhea
to leave things alone and let their son experience the full process
by himself, Teal would have made a point of notifying the masters
that they needed to see his son as an advanced initiate well on his
way to Jin mastery.

Rhea was right of course; their son would
eventually have to deal with the fact that he was exceptionally
smart and more talented than anyone would accept without proof. It
would be a rough life, never fitting in, not being like the others
his age, and he needed to learn to deal with it early. If not for
Trali and Rhea, Teal would likely have failed that test. They both
had it worse than he did, and most likely that was what drew the
three of them together.

Hopefully his son would find someone to team
with as well. Even SalLia who was exceptionally bright and
talented, and a couple of years older, was not his peer. She would
stand out in nearly any crowd and would be dealing with her own
uniqueness, but unless something changed, they would probably not
be each other’s support group. They had chosen her for their son
based on the fact that her parents were both exceptionally bright
and talented, and the apple had not fallen far from the tree there.
But RinTorl had gotten the best of both his parent’s heritage, his
mother’s mind for academics, his father’s mind for tactics and
ability to master the martial arts. Now he was showing signs of
being even more in tune with the power colors than either of
them.

If he, Rhea and Trali had been created to
bring about the Tali sector, what was RinTorl created to
accomplish? Whatever it was, they needed to do everything in their
power to make sure he was prepared.

“Good son, now let’s look at the special
weaves your mom and I have taught you for defense. Show me the
illusion weaves.”

His face brightened significantly, RinTorl
liked the special weaves best of all, and he went to work with
great eagerness. First he worked the displacement weave projecting
his image three meters to the left of where he actually stood. He
successfully weaved his way through the workout equipment without
making a single mistake that would give away the illusion. Then
came the invisibility weave, again he worked his way around the
room making no mistakes to give himself away, he even avoided the
proximity sensors as he entered the steam room. Then he worked
through a series of appearance modifications and compound weaves
that hid him from both the eye and the proximity sensors. Finally
he projected a perfect replica of Teal including the false persona
imprint causing the room to announce Teal’s arrival when he
reentered the room.

“Ok, you did those exceptionally well. I will
have to adjust the persona detectors; don’t want you getting me in
trouble with your mom.” He winked at his son, who giggled in
return.

“Let’s work through the shielding weaves
now.” Again his son worked through the weaves perfectly and even
successfully defended against Kre level weaves. At this rate, he
might become the youngest Srin Master in history passing even the
mark set by Trali who reached that mastery at 19 years, nearly 8
years younger than the previous mark. Of course Teal and Rhea had
both reached the mark at 20 years. Only time would tell.

They finished RinTorl’s training period just
as Rhea was announced and she entered the workout center dressed
and ready to work out. RinTorl liked to watch his parents spar and
work through their weaves and katas, so he hugged his mother and
then rushed to the refresher to get cleaned up while they did their
stretching and conditioning. He came out of the refresher just as
they began their katas, and sat on the mat watching as they worked
through their katas one after another, looking like a mirror of one
another, every move perfect and perfectly timed. Then they started
sparring, here was where his father’s skills really showed,
although RinTorl had not seen anyone else except maybe Colonel
Relos who he thought could beat his mom in a sparring match. She
was even better than Aunt Trali. He had gotten to watch them spar
several times.

Teal bowed to his wife who returned the bow
and they started the sparring session. They had sparred so many
times, he could see the pattern she was using within seconds of the
beginning of the match, and he would try to push her into variances
from the pattern to stretch her, but she was meticulous and he
usually could not change the pattern once she had established it.
Soon, he was forced to make the finishing moves submitting her.
After five rounds of physical sparring, they moved on to power
sparring, they were pretty evenly matched here, but Teal’s
expertise with strategies usually gave him the win. Today was no
exception with Teal taking five of seven bouts. Finally they went
into combined sparring using all the talents and abilities at their
disposal to try to defeat one another, again, Teal recognized the
pattern early and worked to push his wife out of her comfort zone.
In the first round, she surprised him with a new tactic that he had
not seen her use before, waiting for him to start pushing her, she
let him choose a pattern of push, then suddenly changed her pattern
and nearly caught him off guard with a combination of punches,
telekinetic pushes and a confusion weave all at the same time. His
lightning quick reflexes saved him as he blocked the weave and most
of the punches and kicks, but was shoved aside by the telekinetic
pushes, and had to work quickly to regain his balance and his
center. When the time limit expired, he gave her the victory on her
ingenuity, and she smiled sweetly.

“I almost got you with that one. Better not
assume you know what I am doing next time.” She winked and gave him
a quick peck on the cheek as she punched him in the ribs.

In the second round, he worked her into the
pattern he wanted and then slipped in a new weave he had been
working on nested ten levels deep, and caught her completely
unprepared. The round ended early as she admitted she did not have
a counter for his new weave.

Teal showed her the weave and its counter,
completely forgetting that RinTorl was watching. They continued
through their final set of sparring sessions and eventually
finished with Teal winning 4 of 7 matches. They hit the refresher
to get ready for the evening meal.

When Teal came out of the refresher a little
later, he caught RinTorl practicing the new weave he had used to
defeat Rhea in the second combined sparring session. It was a
deadly weave and Teal did not like the idea that his son knew any
such, but at this point there was nothing to do but teach him to do
it correctly. By the time Rhea emerged from the refresher, RinTorl
had the weave and its counter mastered, and Teal had to explain to
his wife why he was instructing their son on how to perform a
deadly weave.

She was angry and would be for days over this
one. Teal tried to change the subject by bringing up the incident
with Sawtan capturing the passenger ship W’ndi was on. The
discussion distracted her for a short period of time, but it was
clear that she was still angry when they took their rest period
that day.

Teal woke early the next day planning to get
a jump on the day. He wanted to know
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