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    Chapter 1




     




    Va'del kept expecting the cold to stop bothering him, but if anything the closer they got to the Capital, the more it bit at his extremities. He'd come to realize that truly untiring viciousness could only be found in nature.




     




    The teenager slowed for a moment and looked back to make sure Jain and Cindi were still following him. Jain's face was hidden by the elongated hood of her coat, but Va'del had learned to read more into her posture over the last two weeks than he would have thought possible.




     




    While Va'del was watching, Jain went from a state of obvious exhaustion to walking with the perky little bounce she used when trying to convince him that she'd be fine. Va'del shook his head in amazement. Physically Jain had been through more than he and Cindi put together, but she hadn't complained even once.




     




    Satisfied that Jain was exhausted but not on the verge of collapse, Va'del's gaze strayed to Cindi. If the trip had been the hardest physically for Jain, Cindi had been the one to suffer the most emotionally.




     




    The older woman had been a member of the Guadel, the elite group responsible for protecting the People and serving as a court of last resort, for more years than the younger pair had been alive. She was one of the most stubborn, opinionated people he knew, but all those years of service still deserved better than she'd received.




     




    Losing a spouse to an avalanche, being forced to leave their body buried under tons of snow was about the worst way to lose them. Cindi hadn't complained, not really, but Va'del had noticed that Jain practically had to force the older woman to eat. Va'del hadn't stopped worrying about Cindi any more than he'd stopped worrying about Jain, but he'd finally decided there was nothing to be done but get her home. Hopefully her friends would be able to do more for her than he or Jain had managed so far.




     




    When Va'del had first met Cindi, he would have flatly refused to believe he'd ever feel anything but hatred and resentment for the older woman. He'd had his heart set on becoming a candidate, and then eventually a full Guadel. Cindi had been determined to ensure that neither event ever happened, and done her best to build a case for why he couldn't ever be allowed to achieve that dream.




     




    When Jain's life had been on the line Cindi had come through despite Va'del's doubts. Rather than insisting that she and Va'del return to the nearest village, she'd helped him follow the bandits back to their cave. She'd then proceeded to augment Va'del enough for him to fight his way in and rescue Jain.




     




    The ability to use magic to strengthen their husbands beyond the limits imposed on normal men, was a key part of what allowed a woman to become a Guadel. Similarly, being able to trust someone enough not to fight the mental invasion augmentation required, was necessary for a man to become a member of that privileged group.




     




    For all that the ability to augment or be augmented was a vital requirement, it wasn't the only one, and the Guadel seemed to operate under many rules that Va'del didn't know about in addition to the ones he had figured out.




     




    One of the chief laws seemed to be that the link, and the augmentation that flowed from it, was only to be shared between husband and wives. There were occasional exceptions allowed for those women who had chosen to sponsor a young man as a candidate, but even that was rare.




     




    Worry over what kind of punishment might be awaiting them once they returned to the Capital had resulted in several fitful nights, but he'd been unable to get a straight response from Cindi. Each time he'd attempted to talk to her, she'd looked at him with pain-filled eyes, and he'd choked the words back down.




     




    The woolly pack gurra behind Va'del, bumped him with its head as the wind picked back up, reminding him they needed to get moving again. Gently tugging on the pack animal's lead rope, Va'del set off down the winding trail.




     




    The little party traveled for another color cycle before the dark smudge on the horizon grew enough to be identifiable as one of the two main entrances to the Capital.




     




    Jain and Cindy, obviously on the last dregs of their strength, stumbled into the cave entrance and Va'del followed with a sigh of relief. This had been the worst trip he'd been on yet. Hunger had played a factor as the provisions they'd taken from the bandits had been less than expected, but he suspected it had more to do with the fact that he'd been in charge on this trip.




     




    He'd always known that constantly battling the environment took a lot out of a person, but adding in the recurring worry that some mishap was going to result in one of them being seriously injured had been more depleting than he'd expected. Making it to the Capital meant he'd finally be able to wake up and not still be hungry and exhausted from the day before.




     




    The guards, who emerged from the near darkness at the first bend in the tunnel, weren't the smiling, friendly pair Va'del expected. Instead, there were no less than five heavily-armed men, all of whom looked like they expected a dozen bandits to come swarming into the caves at any moment.




     




    Va'del felt himself tense up until he remembered that nobody at the Capital knew the trio had destroyed the bandit threat. Increased security was just a side effect of the attacks and not anything for Va'del or the others to worry about.




     




    The teenager continued to think that until Alir, a guardsman trainee who'd never liked Va'del, realized who was approaching.




     




    "Sir, that's trainee Va'del."




     




    The large, stocky guardsman who seemed to be in command of the contingent wasn't anyone Va'del recognized, but the older man had his weapon out and pointed towards Va'del almost before the teenager knew what was going on.




     




    "Please keep your hands away from your weapons, trainee. Under the authority of the Council, I hereby place you under arrest until the council members can question you regarding the events reported by Guadel Cindi."




     




    Va'del felt a lifetime of respect for authority war against the habit of command he'd picked up over the last few days, and the inherent injustice of what was happening. With both Jain and Cindi between him and the guards, there was nothing they could do to stop him from drawing his weapons, but challenging five to one odds when he was unaugmented was nothing less than suicide.




     




    Cindi broke the monetary standoff, shaking herself as if to force her mind back from somewhere distant. "You will ignore that arrest order. There have been further developments since my last written report to the Council. You'll treat this young man with all due respect until I get things straightened out."




     




    Alir laughed before his commander could respond. "On whose authority?"




     




    The commander shot his impetuous trainee a look that said words would be exchanged later, but let the comment stand.




     




    Cindi seemed momentarily confuse. "On my authority as a Guadel, obviously."




     




    The guards all shook their heads. "No disrespect intended mistress, but I know all the Guadel by sight, and you aren't one of them. You're most assuredly not Guadel Cindi as you tried to imply. In fact I can't think of a Guadel that you look less like. Even if you were who you claim to be, the orders couldn't be overridden by anyone less than someone from the Council."




     




    Cindi looked back at Va'del, obviously unable to believe what was going on, and then the same realization flashed in her eyes that had just occurred to him. The woman who'd left the Capital nearly a month ago had looked very little like the woman standing before the guardsmen now. She'd lost so much weight that her clothes hung around a frame that was only slightly more than half as big as it'd been previously. Even more drastic was the way she'd aged since Oh'scir had died. Try as he might, Va'del couldn’t blame the captain for not recognizing her.




     




    Something changed in Cindi's expression, and for the first time since they'd saved Jain, some of her old fire was back. "Fine, send one of your men for a Councilor and we'll clear the record right now."




     




    The Captain shook his head again, and movement behind him revealed the presence of newly-arrived guards with crossbows. His expression seemed to say that he wasn't going to back down, and he was even less likely to send for one of the Guadel to come running like some kind of errand boy. Not based on nothing more than the say so of an old woman and a couple of kids.




     




    Va'del placed a hand on Cindi's arm and shrugged as she looked at him. "We aren't getting anywhere. There isn't anything left but to let them take me while you get everything straightened out."




     




    Jain's sharp intake of breath eloquently stated how she felt about the idea, but after meeting Va'del's gaze for several seconds, Cindi finally nodded. "I'll get you out of there as quickly as I'm able."




     




    As the guards roughly disarmed Va'del and then closed ranks around him, Cindi shot the Captain a look that should have frozen his blood. "Treat him with as much respect as your orders allow, or by the Powers you'll be sorry before I'm done with you. My word on it as a Guadel."




     




    There was a small chance the threat would be enough to encourage the guardsmen to be gentler than they otherwise would, but Alir's spiteful gaze seemed to indicate otherwise.




    


    


    


     




    Chapter 2




     




    The Captain may have indeed planned on treating Va'del with a modicum of respect, but Alir plainly wanted him as miserable as possible. The time-telling glow sphere that would have provided light, and an idea of how long Va'del was imprisoned, was removed within minutes of the officer's departure. Va'del had always preferred the darkness, but as the light reflecting off the passageway walls grew steadily weaker he realized he'd never really known complete darkness. There'd always been a glow sphere nearby and even when they were covered, they still didn't produce the kind of impenetrable shroud he was now forced to endure.




     




    Heat was also denied the teenager, as was food. Va'del was able to partially slake his thirst from a trickle of water that made its way down from the higher levels of the city, but otherwise spent color cycle after cold, hungry color cycle waiting for some indication he hadn't been forgotten and left to die.




     




    The confinement, which had started out unpleasant, quickly became all but unbearable as physical deprivation combined with the oppressive darkness to beat at Va'del's reason with a force he hadn't believed possible.




     




    After waking, cold and weak for the second time, Va'del realized he'd been mindlessly rocking back and forth for several minutes.




     




    Even if Cindi has gone back on her word, Jain won't forget about me. I know that much, but she isn't a Guadel. How much can she really do? She'll go to On'li and Javin, but what if they won't help me anymore? I was warned not to do anything to worsen relations between the Capital and the villages. Maybe On'li decided I've brought the avalanche down on my own head, and consequently deserve my fate.




     




    When the soft light of a glow stone finally made its way down the corridor leading to Va'del's cell, he found himself suppressing tears of relief.




     




    The massive figure behind the guardsman holding the glow sphere gradually revealed itself as Javin, and Va'del felt a wave of relief wash through him as he saw the white-haired Guadel and On'li, his delicate-looking wife, who were the closest thing the teenager had to family.




     




    Javin was one of the quietest people Va'del had ever met, but he currently looked angry enough he might have given the guardsman a tongue lashing if On'li hadn't beaten him to it.




     




    "You will release this young man into our custody immediately, and then let your commanding officer know there will be an investigation into why this prisoner's rights were so soundly violated."




     




    The guardsman looked for a second like he would argue, but taking in Javin's size, his paired weapons, and the almost notorious reputation of the Stephen's bloodline, thought better of the idea and quickly unlocked the cell door.




     




    Va'del tried to get up, but he was too weak to stand. Javin quickly realized the problem, picked him up and carried him out of the prison with surprising gentleness for someone so obviously built for violence.




     




    On'li kept looking over at her husband like she wanted to start asking Va'del questions, but the large man shook his head, so she sighed, covered Va'del up with a cape, and then set off at a brisk pace.




     




    Several minutes later, gentle hands pulled the heavy gurra-wool cloth away from Va'del's face, and Javin set him down on one of the low, metal chairs typical to the homes of the People.




     




    It wasn't until Va'del saw Mar'li, On'li's sister-wife, that he realized they were back in the suite of rooms Javin and On'li rated as Council members.




     




    Javin's tiny second wife was several decades younger than On'li, and almost completely opposite in temperament from her sister-wife. Where On'li was forceful and talkative, Mar'li was shy; and until she felt comfortable with people, spoke even less than Javin did.




     




    If Va'del hadn't seen the fury in the younger Guadel's eyes as she looked at him, he wouldn't have believed she was even capable of anger, but as it was, he found himself drawing back in fear she was angry at him.




     




    On'li patted the teenager on the shoulder and shook her head. "Don't worry, that's most definitely directed elsewhere."




     




    Mar'li nodded as she hurried over to the tiny space she used to supplement the meals provided by the communal kitchens.




     




    About the time Javin's second wife handed Va'del a cup of steaming tea, Javin returned from the other room with a set of fresh clothes that looked like they might fit Va'del. "It's dishonorable. She has a right to be angry."




     




    On'li shook her head. "The whole business is wrong, but we've known that from the first. When those guardsmen arrested Va'del they didn't know he'd just helped accomplish what the entire Council has been trying to do for months. You can't blame them for carrying out the orders they've been given, it is just the logical result of all of the enemies the poor boy seems to make simply by breathing."




     




    Mar'li shot her sister-wife a disbelieving glance, and the older woman continued before anyone could misunderstand her. "The way they treated Va'del afterwards was inexcusable, but we'll see the proper people punished for that. No use crying over it now."




     




    A part of Va'del wondered if he should be angry that On'li seemed to be minimizing what had happened to him, but he found as he warmed up from the tea, and got some of Mar'li's food inside him that he was actually starting to be grateful she was treating him like a capable adult rather than someone who was damaged and in need of coddling.




     




    On'li let the teenager get through most of the food before checking the time sphere one last time and sighing. "I'm sorry we can't give you more time to recover, but we've got to have you at the council session in a quarter color cycle. Change, and then we'll find out what we need to know on the way."




     




    ##




     




    On'li had motioned for Javin to lead the way, so she could watch Va'del while they walked. He's starting to look a little better now. In some clean clothes with a little bit of food down his throat, but it's going to be several days still before he'll be fully recovered. I hope he can make it through the council session.




     




    Once I figure out who was responsible for throwing him in that Powers-forsaken hole without food or heat, I'm going to see them run out of the Guard. I can't imagine Garth would want that kind of filth among the men he commands, but if that isn't the case, if he fights me on this, I'll see him stripped of his rank and thrown out as well. If we can't keep the Guard from violating rights, none of the rest of this matters--we're only a step away from our entire civilization falling apart anyway.




     




    On'li took a calming breath and thanked the Powers once again that Va'del was bouncing back so well. She wouldn't have blamed him if he'd turned into a sobbing wreck, but politics had always been a game of appearances. As long as Va'del could look and act like a candidate, there was still a chance that they wouldn't lose the fight.




     




    On'li brought her attention back to Va'dels responses to her questions, noting differences between his story and the original report they'd received from Cindi. Unsurprisingly, his story matched up very well with the story Cindi had related just minutes after On'li and Javin had returned home. Her atonement was a small thing against all of the half-truths she'd sent back previously. If only Jain and Va'del had returned a day later, after On'li and Javin's caravan had already reached the Capital. Either outcome would have saved Va'del days of suffering, but it was too late to do anything but try and save Va'del from the potential punishments awaiting him.




     




    Just as On'li finished reviewing Va'del's answers, they arrived at the council chamber and there wasn't time for any more questions.




     




    As always, Javin led the way into the room, almost as if to ensure that there weren't any enemies secreted in the rough-cut, circular chamber. Even after centuries of relative prosperity, the council chamber was more or less unchanged from how it had been when the Goddess had first led the People into the mountains.




     




    There was more light now, the chairs had been replaced, probably many times, but nobody had ever spent the time to do the kind of fine finish work that was often seen in some of the living quarters. Not for the first time, On'li reflected on how that simple fact really did embody everything the Guadel were meant to be. Servants and protectors rather than rulers. The current Council spent far too much time playing with people's lives and dreams just to gain political advantage over each other. They'd begun the transition from rough but honest to ornate and useless.




     




    A'vril, in her capacity as the Goddess' Heart, or leader of the Council, opened up the session, and took care of a couple of routine matters before allowing Cindi leave to speak.




     




    She's changed more than I would have believed possible, and not just physically. The woman who made my life miserable as a Daughter never would have admitted to being wrong. Will the changes stay though, or are they just the result of the shocks she's received. Will she continue to serve as Va'del's ally over the coming months and years, or will she go back to being the fat, miserable old woman she must have been since the day she arrived here?




     




    Whatever the future would bring, On'li had to admit that Cindi was doing her absolute best for the boy now, presenting her case clearly and calmly with only a few unconscious hints of how tightly strung she must be after losing her husband just days previously.




     




    "So you can see esteemed council members, my initial report regarding the incident was, if anything, too harsh. I would recommend a dismissal of all charges."




     




    Ja'dir stood up to be recognized with a practiced smile on his classically handsome features, and after an almost imperceptible pause A'vril signaled for him to proceed. "Our thanks Guadel Cindi for your testimony. I must admit it's unusual for the person who recommended someone be arrested in the first place to later change their views so drastically."




     




    As always, Ja'dir started out sounding reasonable, but On'li was too familiar to think that he was going to end with anything other than an insulting attempt to destroy Cindi's credibility. She stole a glance at Va'del to see how he was holding up, and then returned her full attention to the exchange. Everything went very much as On'li had expected. Cindi had penned her original letter with an eye towards presenting an excellent case for the charges she wanted brought against Va'del, and Ja'dir pulled out each of her points in turn and verbally polished it to a high sheen before presenting it back to her to try and refute.




     




    It was a sound strategy, and one which Cindi couldn't come out against too strongly, not if she wanted to avoid losing the credibility she was going to need if she wanted to avoid being crucified when the Council finally got around to deciding on her having linked with Va'del.




     




    After Ja'dir had made his case, and Cindi had done her increasingly-frazzled best to defend both herself and Va'del, both of them sat down and A'vril turned towards On'li. "I imagine Guadel On'li will wish to speak now."




     




    Taking a deep breath, On'li nodded and then stood. "I think it obvious from the testimony we've just heard, that the accused did absolutely nothing to seek out the confrontation that ensued. In fact, he tried to diffuse the situation, and only became violent after first he, and then Daughter Jain were assaulted."




     




    Ja'dir shook his head, dark hair momentarily hiding the contempt in his eyes. "Come on, even a Stephens woman can't possibly believe that a mere shove justifies murder."




     




    Javin shifted in his seat beside her, and On'li knew her husband was closer than he'd ever been to challenging the other man to an honor duel, the traditional immunity of councilors be damned. Before anyone else could open their mouths, A'vril slammed her hand down on the table.




     




    "The Goddess herself picked out the Stephens bloodline, and if you can't avoid lowering yourself to insulting a bloodline as old and honorable as any here, Councilor Ja'dir, I'll have you ejected from the room and we'll continue these proceedings without you! Assault is rarely an acceptable justification for murder, but attempted rape would be, and use of deadly force in defense of one's life is a time honored right of the People, both as a whole and as individuals."




     




    Rarely in the recorded history of the People had any Goddess' Heart ever come out so openly against a councilor, and A'vril had never displayed such frustration. It was the first sign that A'vril might be wearying of the petty power struggles that currently occupied so much of the Council's time.




     




    With A'vril having made her opinion of the proceedings blatantly obvious, the rest of the discussion took less than half a color cycle, and after On'li had pointed out that each and every action taken by Va'del had been a reasonable and legal response to events he'd been faced with, a vote was called.




     




    And that's that. We didn't even have to call on the poor thing to give testimony.




     




    Not even Ja'dir was stupid enough to vote against exonerating Va'del when the time came, choosing instead to abstain.




     




    Both Cindi and Va'del stood to leave, but A'vril held up her hand. "Before the two of you go, I want each of you to understand how grateful I personally am for your actions in ending the threat we've been laboring under these last months. Obviously there still may be consequences for the manner in which you did so, but you knew that before you chose to do so."




     




    "The fact you were willing to face those possible punishments in order to save us all is a remarkable sacrifice."




     




    ##




     




    On'li leaned back in her chair as she accepted the cup of tea that Mar'li had just finished preparing. Getting Va'del back to his room and curled up in bed had proven easier than she'd expected after A'vril's damning praise, but it had been apparent that unlike Cindi, the teenager hadn't realized the full implications of how the Goddess' Heart had delivered her thanks.




     




    His lack of understanding was a small miracle, but one to be thankful for regardless. At least he'd be able to sleep between now and whenever A'vril decided to try and destroy him for doing what any rational person would have done in his place.




     




    As On'li finished relating what had happened during the council session, Mar'li looked up in confusion.




     




    "I don't understand, how could she protect him from charges of wrong doing and then turn around and say that he'll probably be punished for an unauthorized link, all the while praising him for the results of that link?"




     




    Javin's snort indicated that while he probably understood what had happened fairly well, he wasn't willing to try and explain the thought process behind it. Once again it was up to On'li to try and make sense of the politics she was growing to hate, even while becoming ever more adept at understanding them.




     




    "For A'vril, they are two separate things, maybe even three. It was plain to everyone that Va'del hadn't done anything wrong in defending Jain from those guardsmen. Ja'dir knew that and his attempt to make the charges stick was nothing more than a petty attempt at trying to eek a little more political advantage out of our supporting the poor boy."




     




    Mar'li nodded, but it was obvious that, while she understood that piece of the situation, she didn't really understand how it fit into the larger picture.




     




    "Politics is a game of capital, and our supporting Va'del because we know it's the right thing to do, is eating up political currency that then can't be used on other issues. Unlike some of the councilors who are really disturbed by the idea of letting the boy be sponsored outside of the normal channels, Ja'dir just wants us to have to fight as much as possible because it reduces the likelihood of our being able to successfully oppose him on other items."




     




    "Because you'll look like whiners who are just out to make life hard for him even if it means wasting everyone else's time."




     




    On'li smiled at the succinct summary. "Exactly. It costs less for Ja'dir to oppose us than it does for us to push the sponsorship through because he looks like the voice of reason that's upholding the status quo, while we are the reckless firebrands who want to create an exception to a time honored way of doing things. All for a boy who they believe may be dangerously unsuited for candidacy in the first place."




     




    Javin shifted in satisfaction and contributed to the conversation for the first time. "Only it looks like he misjudged A'vril this time. She's aware he's the one wasting everyone's time just to make our lives more difficult."




     




    Mar'li shrugged, "That much makes sense, but why the rest?"




     




    "While everyone is truly grateful that the bandits have been eliminated, A'vril is the kind who believes there are never any exceptions to the letter of the law. I think she expects that where the law is too rigid, saintly people will knowingly sacrifice themselves to accomplish whatever needs done, knowing they will be punished to uphold the law."




     




    The younger woman shuddered as she realized the full implications of what her sister-wife was saying. "That is horrid. How can she really believe that?"




     




    On'li shrugged, "We're all a bit more pragmatic in our view on such things. We hold to the idea that the spirit of the law must be observed, which for all intents and purposes usually means the same thing as observing the letter of the law, but sometimes justice isn't really served by punishing those who've acted for the greater good."




     




    Mar'li took On'li's now empty cup and poured her more tea. "So she would really punish Va'del, Jain and Cindi for accomplishing more than anyone could have reasonably expected of them?"




     




    "Yep, not only would she do it, but she'll do it with a clear conscience, knowing all the while she wouldn't necessarily have been willing to make the same kind of sacrifice if their positions were reversed."




     




    ##




     




    Garth felt cold anger flowing out before him almost like a living thing. As he entered the room every individual, from Alir who was bound and shackled, to the officers who'd practically begged to be present at the hearing, jumped.




     




    "I won't ask you what you were thinking. I don't particularly care. There are enough witnesses and physical evidence to prove that you purposefully left Va'del in that cell without food, water, light or heat."




     




    Alir opened his mouth to protest and Garth found himself standing before the prisoner, dagger in his hand, the tip of it pricking the young man's throat.




     




    "You haven't been given leave to speak. We're still in a state of emergency and I'm empowered to execute known traitors and cowards on my own authority, answerable only to the Council. I can promise you that Council members Javin and On'li would see to it that I'm fully vetted if I chose to kill you right now."




     




    One or two of Garth's officers were shifting uneasily, unsure of the legitimacy of his threat, or possibly appalled at the thought that he might really carry it out, but he'd researched the matter carefully, and his rage was a tool that he used, not one that used him.




     




    "What you've done is a blot upon the honor of the Guard and a betrayal of everything we've tried to create since the Exodus. By rights you should die for this, but I want you to live. Everywhere you go, you'll be an example, a warning to the rest of my men and everyone else."




     




    Garth looked at his second in command, Levith. "Melt his weapons down and have the steel used for something menial. Once that's done, he's to be assigned a constant guard and worked eighteen cycles per day on the worst, most dangerous jobs you can find. Next month he is to be moved to one of the villages and forced to do the same kind of work. If he survives a tour of every single settlement, we'll review his punishment."




    


    


    


     




    Chapter 3




     




    There weren't very many Daughters her age currently in the Capital, so Jain found herself following the younger girls down the corridors towards the Lore-master's chambers. The matter of her discipline hadn't been broached yet, so there was a chance she'd escape punishment altogether. It was a slim chance, but she'd still generally decided it would be best if she kept her head down and looked suitably repentant at all times.




     




    The question of whether or not she should be going to listen to the ancient stories from the Exodus had been one that Jain had debated for nearly a cycle. Going to what was generally the highlight of any Daughter's week could easily be construed as not being repentant enough, but not going would probably be taken as a sign of defiance since that was where she was technically supposed to be. In the end, she'd decided to go, mostly because that was her best chance to see Va'del.




     




    As always, the massive chamber was filling up long before any of the youth were actually required to arrive. The smooth walls arched around to form a half moon, with entrances on each end, one by which the girls arrived, with the other being reserved for the guard trainees and the candidates.




     




    In a tradition that probably went back since shortly after the arrival of the People to the series of natural caves that would later become the Capital, the younger children were relegated to the parts of the cavern closest to their entrances. The older boys and girls all jockeyed for positions as close to center of the room as they could get.




     




    Almost since the Exodus, it had been a sign of prestige to sit right next to the dividing line between the boys and the girls. Generally only the strongest boys and prettiest girls managed to secure one of the prize spots that guaranteed them a chance to make gurra eyes at whoever it was that had captured their fancy.




     




    It wasn't so much of an issue for the guardsmen trainees, who married from the rest of the Capital's population, but for the candidates and the Daughters, it was a fairly ruthless competition. Each of them knew they were almost guaranteed one of the people listening to the Lore-master, and there were simply not very many chances to mingle. Everyone tried to make the absolute most of the few opportunities they got.




     




    Jain knew that pushing for one of the most prized spots would probably be unwise since it would be a sign she wasn't really as cowed as she was pretending. Va'del hadn't arrived yet so she picked an open spot on the floor close enough to be able to see the boys, but far enough away to preclude any possibility of talking to one of them.




     




    Where is he? Usually he's here before now.




     




    As Jain was scanning the other side of the room hoping to see Va'del, Se'ath and Be'ter caught her eye. It wasn't a surprise to see Se'ath sitting next to one of the younger girls, who'd seized the opportunity provided by most of the older girls having left, to stake out one of the most desired spots. Be'ter on the other hand had been leading Mali on for months and didn't have any place behaving so familiarly with one of the younger girls.




     




    Se'ath tossed his blond hair out of his eyes and then shot Jain an inviting look that no doubt made her another enemy among the younger girls, smiling when she refused to acknowledge his presence.




     




    Suddenly, just as Jain was nearly ready to give up hope, Va'del stepped into the room. He scanned the room, but didn't seem to see her, taking a seat near the younger boys, rather than the prized spot he'd earned by besting Be'ter before they'd left the Capital to deal with the bandits.




     




    Jain tried to catch his eye, considered standing and trying for a better spot now that he was here, but the Lore-master rose from her chair and once her clear soprano rang through the chamber, it was too late for anyone to move.




     




    "I speak of times now long distant, but of tales that influence us still. I speak of an event that takes place after the Exodus began, after Tor'h stood off the hundred, fighting for a full six color cycles to ensure the Goddess would be able to lead the People away from the lowlands. The same lowlands which had become overrun with terrible plagues. The same lands beset by the many wars among the nobility, bursting the land asunder like a full water skin left out in the cold."




     




    There was a ripple of suppressed groans from the boy's side of the room as the introduction told them that tonight's story wouldn't be their favorite, the one about Tor'h. On the other side of the room, more than one of the girls was smiling now at the increased likelihood that the story would be about one of the sisterhood, or possibly even the Goddess herself.




     




    Despite her worry about Va'del, who still hadn't looked her direction and who was displaying the hard, remote face he used when the outside world got to be too much for him, Jain found her own pulse quickening. The Lore-master's ritual opening was designed to tantalize the listeners as much as it was intended to help them place the story inside the framework of histories that they already knew.




     




    "We begin in a time after the Goddess had successfully brought the people ever higher up the White Spike Mountains until they found the crude series of caves which would later be fashioned into our home. It was a time of difficulties, when the Goddess' half-brother Tol'var also walked in flesh among the People, spreading plague and doubts on the behalf of the dark powers."




     




    A wave of gasps ran through the cavern, jumping between all of the younger children, and even some of the older girls as they winced away from the sound of Tol'var's name.




     




    "The unbelief among the people was a source of great distress to the Goddess, and She attempted many times to win them away from the Corrupted One, but many were so blinded by his lies as to believe Her nothing more than a common woman."




     




    Jain was fairly sure she knew which story was about to be told. It was one she'd heard before, but not often and it pulled at her attention, trying to distract her from worry over Va'del.




     




    "One of the most blinded of the People was the warrior Ed'wer who'd sworn blood oath to the Corrupted One. Although power was not given to the Evil One's allies to harm the Goddess, the limitations She'd accepted to come help Her people in the flesh allowed them to vex Her sorely on several occasions."




     




    The Lore-master's voice seemed to vibrate through the room until it filled Jain, pulling at her and making the story seem something she was remembering from her own experiences rather than something handed down for more years than anyone could count.




     




    "The worst of these offenses against the Goddess was committed by Her brother when he ordered Ed'wer and his companions to break into Her chamber at night and spirit Her away to a secret prison hewn out of the living rock. It was a dark time for the People. The Goddess' followers searched for Her, but the network of caves was large, and many of them became lost in the darkness never to be seen again."




     




    Despite the lure of the story, Jain tore her eyes away from the Lore-master, looking instead over at Va'del, hoping she'd be able to catch his eye. He'd always loved the Lore-master's stories, but he'd never before let himself be pulled so far into them as to completely ignore her like this.




     




    "It is said that during this dark time even the Goddess Herself feared Her mission here would be thwarted. As it always will though, the Corrupted One's true nature showed through, and he continued to inflict plagues upon the People, even those who had fallen under his influence. In this way, Ed'wer's daughter, his only remaining link to her mother, and the only person he loved more than his evil liege, fell ill from the creeping plague."




     




    The boys were still pretending disinterest, but the girls all sat up straighter, pulled in by the thought of how painful it must have been to watch a loved one die by stages, slowly losing all feeling in their limbs over the course of several weeks.




     




    "Worry over his daughter's sickness preyed upon Ed'wer's mind. He thought it unjust that someone so innocent should die, but it was widely known that only the Goddess was capable of curing the plague."




     




    Of course, the Evil One can't cure, he can only destroy.




     




    "And so, after many days of agony, Ed'wer forswore himself and fought his fellow guardsmen, in an attempt to free the Goddess."




     




    Suddenly the room around Jain seemed to disappear, to lose importance and form beside the realization that her conscious mind had been trying to protect her from. Va'del wasn't involved in the tale, he was doing his best to ignore her, to pretend that she didn't exist.




     




    What did they do to him to make him not want me?




     




    The story continued on, and after the Lore-master finished up, someone got up and read several passages from the Teachings, but Jain never heard a word of any of it.




     




    ##




     




    Va'del wrapped his coat more tightly around himself as he cautiously made his way through the near darkness towards the hot spring where he'd met with Jain so many times before, but the chill seemed to ignore the bulky garment. Try as he might, Va'del couldn't seem to keep his breathing even, and it was only partly due to the post-incarceration weakness that still plagued him. What if she isn't there? The thought seemed to echo through Va'del's mind as it had for nearly two days, leaving little room for anything else, despite the fact that there were other things he should be worrying about as well.




     




    The more he thought about what Guadel A'vril had said, the more he worried that she'd been trying to prepare him for how badly things were going to go when the Council finally got around to disciplining him and Cindi for the link. On'li had mentioned that Jain, being a Daughter still, would be disciplined by her instructors and the Mistress of the Daughters rather than having to go before the whole Council.




     




    Va'del was happy that the repercussions would be less for Jain, but he was fairly sure she'd been disciplined already, and he was more worried with each passing minute about just what exactly they'd done to her.




     




    What if she can't see me anymore? What if whatever happened to her is so bad she doesn't want to see me ever again? That's probably why she chose not to sit close to the center.




     




    Va'del knew Jain wasn't the slightest bit fickle, but that knowledge hadn't been very comforting when he walked into the room and saw her sitting so far away from her usual place. With so many of the older girls still gone, Jain could have easily had any spot she'd wanted. The only logical reason for her to sit where she had was that she didn't want to talk to him.




     




    He'd been telling himself for hours that it had always just been a matter of time before she realized that someone so smart and pretty could have any of the candidates. The mantra hadn't actually done anything to alleviate the pain of Jain having decided not to settle for an orphan who'd probably never be able to link with her again.




     




    Va'del turned a corner and found himself in complete darkness as he walked the last few feet to the cavern housing the hot spring. Before he was able to completely enter the room, a warm, shaking Jain wrapped him in a hug that was surprisingly intense.




     




    "I was so worried you wouldn't come."




     




    Va'del wrapped his arms around Jain and whispered into her hair. "Of course I came. I couldn't have done anything else. I would have come every night on the slight hope that maybe you'd changed your mind and still wanted me. Are you ok?"




     




    Jain created a small sphere of light to float above them as the pair sat down, and then waited several seconds, drying her tears before finally answering. "I think so. Bell and the Mistress must have questioned me for two or three color cycles after the Lore time. They were both so stern. The Mistress is always that way, she has to be or she'd spend all of her time dealing with minor complaints from all the Daughters, but Bell is usually so nice and approachable."




     




    "After I told them what happened, they asked why I thought it was ok to violate the rules concerning linking. Then they wanted to know how I learned to do it in the first place. Then they wanted to know how I felt about you, how well we knew each other, and about a thousand other things."




     




    Va'del felt himself tense up as Jain's tone told him that everything wasn't ok. "Did they punish you?"




     




    Her head still against Va'del's chest, Jain nodded. "Yes, mostly just minor stuff. They seemed to think they could keep everything a secret by telling everyone it was Cindi's link with you that carried the day. As long as none of the other girls get the idea they can get away with something similar, they both seemed to think the circumstances justified what I did."




     




    I wonder if the Council will be that understanding with Cindi and I.




     




    "Va'del, they told me I wasn't to see you."




     




    "Because they're worried it will happen again. Is that why you were avoiding me in the Lore Chamber?"




     




    Jain was silently crying again, and Va'del could feel her tears leaking through the thin linen of his shirt. "Is that what you thought? That I'd just abandoned you? I thought if I looked properly subdued they'd offer a lighter punishment. I wanted to tell you so badly, but you wouldn't look at me."




     




    Va'del felt his insides tighten up as he realized just how easily their misunderstanding could have spun out of control. "I looked in from the shadows of the corridor. Once I saw that you were so far away I thought for sure you'd decided I wasn't worth the problems I've caused. I couldn't bear to be seen as continuing to follow after you like a starving gurra lamb when you'd so obviously made your decision. That's why I didn't look at you."




     




    Jain shook her head violently, "You came for me when nobody else would have, that outweighs any problems you might think you're causing. My feelings aren't based on that one act, but that's part of why they've forbidden me to speak to you. They're worried I'll be so overcome by the fact that you rescued me that I'll do something foolish. I think they're worried about what will happen if you're never accepted as a candidate. We're really not supposed to spend very much time around normal boys. Not until we've decided for sure that we're going to become a healer instead of a Guadel. They said if you were to become an actual candidate they might relax the prohibition a little, but until then I shouldn't get myself caught up feeling things that might make it harder when I finally have to make my choice."




     




    Before Va'del could respond, Jain pulled him down into a kiss. It's been so long, I forgot how incredibly soft her lips are.




     




    For a moment, everything else in the world seemed to fade away to unimportance, and Va'del felt a flash of regret as they separated.




     




    "It's too late though, I love you. I loved you even before the bandits captured me. I should have said so before, but I don't think I realized it was true until they asked me all of those questions. I couldn't tell them I've already made my choice, but I have."




     




    Va'del felt his throat tighten up, and it took him two tries to get the words out. "I love you too. When they took you away after the avalanche, I just kept thinking about how empty everything would be without you. That's why we came after you. Not to save everyone else from the bandits. It was to save you."




     




    Jain nodded again, but Va'del continued before she could say anything. "Ever since Jasmin and her family were killed, I've wanted to become a Guadel more than anything else, but that doesn't mean anything if I can't be with you."




     




    The teenager paused as Jain started crying again. "What's wrong?"




     




    "I feel the same way about you, but I think your becoming a candidate is the only way that we have a chance to be together."




     




    "What do you mean?"




     




    "I think if you don't become a candidate, they won't let us marry, not even if I decide to become a healer. They are just too worried about some kind of rogue Guadel to let me become a healer and then marry someone who's had candidate training."




     




    ##




     




    On'li bit back a mild profanity and stopped herself from rubbing throbbing temples again. It seemed impossible that so many fairly intelligent people could really be so stupid. Every single point Ja'dir had raised in response to On'li's attempts to get Va'del and Cindi acquitted had been ridiculous. On'li honestly would have expected Ja'dir to get laughed out of the chamber. Instead there were councilors who had demonstrated new levels of stupidity again and again over the course of the afternoon. A'vril's speech from a few days before had been just the opening Ja'dir and the others had needed.




     




    "And so you see, in a society ruled by law, we simply can't have people flaunting those laws regardless of what accidental good may come of their actions. That would quite simply lead to chaos as people broke whatever law they pleased and then did some small good to offset their action."




     




    Cindi, despite being still only half her previous size, seemed well on her way back to her old, opinionated self, and was quite obviously fuming, but since she wasn't a council member she wouldn't be granted the chance to defend herself. It was a terrible tradition, but Cindi was only present in case the Council had questions for her.




     




    It was terrible taste, but there wasn't anything to be done about it at this point. Of course, the more On'li thought about it, the more reason she could see for Cindi to be so apt to believe that her opinion was always the right one. When the 'best and brightest' the People had to offer demonstrated this kind of idiocy it would take the Goddess Herself not to assume the majority of people must be bumbling idiots.




     




    Before Javin could rise to his feet and try to poke holes in Ja'dir's arguments, Per'ce leaped to his feet and slammed his hand down against the stone table. "That's ridiculous. Those laws are in place for a purpose yes, but none of us are served by blind, unthinking obedience to them."




     




    On'li and Javin exchanged a startled look. Per'ce just continued to surprise everyone. His bloodline was the most conservative of any created by the Goddess. It made absoluately no sense for him to be coming down on their side in this.




     




    Per'ce continued, "We aren't dealing with children. People are able to tell the difference between when the spirit of the law is violated, and when the letter of the law is broken. If you punish people who haven't broken the spirit of the law, you commit a grave injustice."




     




    Javin stood as Per'ce seemed to be winding down, and nodded his support. "Not only that, but I don't believe the supply of saints to be nearly as great as you seem to think it is. If you make that kind of self-sacrifice the cost of doing the right thing, you'll quickly find people stop doing the right thing."




     




    Per'ce nodded his thanks, as the two men returned to their seats.




     




    The discussion having finally come to a limping close after more than two color cycles, A'vril called for a vote on the motion to acquit. On'li watched as the voting made its way around the circular table until it hit the four swing voters. One for, one against and then two more for. We did it, they won't be punished!




     




    The relief that On'li felt rush through her was offset more than a little by the fact that those who'd voted against the motion were very obviously unhappy with what had just happened. That kind of anger almost always came home to roost. Some of those thwarted Councilors, maybe even A'vril, would oppose On'li and Ja'vin on something that they otherwise might have approved. For no other reason than that they wanted to return some of the pain they'd been made to experience today.




     




    ##




     




    Jain suppressed a shiver as she walked down the dimly-lit hall towards the training salle. She was far enough back from the group ahead of her, that they'd disappeared around a corner, creating the illusion that she was utterly alone. Rattling around nearly all by herself in the section of the dormitories reserved for girls her age had finally driven home just how few Daughters there really were. Even when everyone was in residence, there were still a number of dormitories sealed off and never used. If the dormitories had actually been full at the time just before the Goddess left, then the People really had declined in strength from what they'd once been.




     




    Jain felt a little embarrassed that she'd stumbled onto the realization for no other reason than that she was lonely. She'd hoped things would get better when she heard that the first of the caravans were returning, but so far none of the girls that had returned were willing to talk to her. It made the chance to go see Va'del even more precious than it would have otherwise been.




     




    By long-standing tradition, there were certain blocks of time each week where the Daughters were allowed to go watch, and to a certain extent mingle with the candidates, many of whom would someday be their husbands.




     




    Before Va'del had arrived, Jain had always dreaded the prospect of having boys walk over and want to talk to her. She'd never known if they had been interested in her as a person, or just wanted to claim one of the prettiest girls for their own. Even worse had been the nagging suspicion that some of them were only interested because they needed to marry one of the Daughters if they were going to become a full fledged Guadel.




     




    Jain had always tried to suppress that last thought. Most of the boys really were fairly kind hearted, and she suspected more than a few would have been heartbroken to know she'd wondered if some of their interest might not be because of the power she represented. Unfortunately, after seeing the way that Be'ter eyed the girls, mentally grading them like prized gurra in some kind of contest, she'd never been able to completely stop herself from wondering.




     




    Va'del had changed all of that though. He hadn't pursued Jain because she was pretty, he'd pursued her because he needed a friend. Even more remarkable, she'd let slip that she was one of the weakest Daughters, and he hadn't minded. If Be'ter had learned that she was the weakest out of her year class, Jain was positive he wouldn't have acknowledged her even as much as he did the plain girls.




     




    He really was astonishing, which made honoring the prohibition against talking to him very difficult. She'd come to weapons practice every day since in the hopes of at least seeing him, but so far had always left disappointed.




     




    As the small group of Daughters came around a bend in the corridor, Jain scanned the clumps of trainees and candidates, feeling her heart sink until suddenly she caught sight of Va'del. Fi'lin was working with him, probably trying to figure out just how rusty he'd gotten over the last month.




     




    Finding a place on the wall that was far enough away from the other girls that she wouldn't have to pretend to participate in the conversation they were pretending to include her in, Jain leaned back and watched Va'del. He was going through one of the complex forms that Fi'lin, the seemingly emotionless weapons master, believed turned novices into master swordsmen.




     




    Va'del had always been one of the best students, but now he moved with a painful slowness. Jain felt her face redden in embarrassment as she realized just how badly he'd been treated while imprisoned. How could I have missed that? It seemed impossible that Va'del could really continue to love someone who was so thoughtless. He'd nearly died in that cold, dark cell, and rather than making sure he'd been ok, the first thing out of her mouth had been to tell him that they couldn't talk anymore.




     




    For all that he was obviously weaker than normal, Va'del was still more graceful than any of the trainees, the equal of almost any of the candidates. Jain felt her worry slip away for the first time in days as she lost herself in the simple joy of watching his fluid motions.




     




    Nearly half a color cycle passed before Fi'lin nodded, seemingly satisfied with what he was seeing. The older man gave Va'del a few more instructions that were too quiet for Jain to hear and then walked over to a pair of candidates that were sparring.




     




    Jain watched as Va'del continued with his forms, using techniques that ranged from broad, powerful slashes with his heavy practice sword, to quick, subtle stabs with the dagger in his offhand. Jain wasn't skilled enough to follow most of them, let alone properly appreciate his ability.




     




    Another half color cycle passed before Be'ter's despicable, but elegant, figure lazily strolled over to Va'del. In a departure from his normal practice, Se'ath didn't follow, but the way he looked at his friend with an unwholesome anticipation made Jain's stomach twist into a dozen knots.




     




    Again, the conversation was too quiet to be heard from Jain's position, but she knew she'd been right to worry as she saw Va'del's face move from the guarded caution that was his usual way of dealing with the world at large, to the stony mask he assumed whenever he felt really threatened.




     




    Jain felt her insides tighten up as she hoped against hope that she was mistaken. Only Be'ter would wait until someone was exhausted before challenging them. It was like he had an innate instinct about how to milk the most personal advantage out of any given situation without regard to what was proper.




     




    Va'del nodded in response to whatever Be'ter said, and then walked over to the wall where he'd left the light padding the students all used for sparring practice, and Jain felt a pulse of relief as she realized that the pair was just going to practice rather than actively trying to kill or cripple each other.




     




    The Daughter's relief lasted only a few seconds, and then each young man saluted the other with a raised weapon, and they began the bout in earnest.




     




    Be'ter was old enough that he was already as tall, and nearly as strong as any of the guardsmen who were doing their best to watch the match without appearing to stop their own practice. Va'del was still a year or two from his full growth, but his lowland mother had gifted him with her uncommon height, and Jasmin had done something to increase his strength before she died. The pair quickly moved onto blows that, even with practice weapons, were only a hair's breadth short of killing strength.




     




    Jain felt a moment of hope as she saw Va'del surge forward with a strength and speed that had been missing from his practice techniques a few moments before, but it quickly became evident he couldn't maintain such a fast tempo. Only a heartbeat or two later it became obvious the advantage was shifting back to Be'ter.




     




    Fi'lin spun around to see what everyone was watching, and drawing his own practice blade, sprinted across the massive cavern towards them. "Half strength you fools!"




     




    For a split second Jain tried to cling to the hope the weapons master would be able to get there in time to stop the fight, but Va'del was completely on the defensive now. While Fi'lin was still more than ten feet away the younger boy went down, his slowing defenses failing to stop one of Be'ter's blows, which crunched into his ribs with bone crushing force before the backstroke slammed into his right leg.




     




    Be'ter seemed to pause for a heartbeat before his weapon licked out once more towards Va'del's lightly-protected face. Jain felt her world tremble, as what even she knew was a killing blow, raced towards the only person who'd really loved her since her parents had given her up to the Daughters. Miraculously, Fi'lin's blade knocked Be'ter's sword away and then swooped back in and disarmed Be'ter of both his practice weapons.




     




    Jain found herself at Va'del's side unsure of how she'd made it there. Fi'lin looked at the sickly gray hue and broken appendages of the fallen trainee and bellowed for a stretcher.




     




    The tears filling her eyes blurred her vision, hiding Va'del's gasping form and making it impossible to see the light slap that Fi'lin administered to penetrate her near hysterics. "Can you block pain, foolish child?"




     




    Trying to pull herself together, Jain nodded, and reached out to pull in the necessary power as one of her instructors came running up. The familiar burning of the raw power focused Jain's thoughts. Reflexes she'd spent a third of her life developing took over as she stopped the pain signals racing along Va'del's nerves from completing their trip to his brain.




     




    Pain blocking was just minor enough of a working that Jain was still able to stumble along with the stretcher as she powered it, but before she'd taken more than a few steps, she was grateful for the strong arm that snaked around her waist to help guide her. It had never before seemed that the healers' rooms were so far away from the practice area.




     




    Just as Jain thought she was about to lose control of her working, the arm guided her to a chair. She collapsed into it gratefully, turning almost all of her attention to keeping the pain block up, maintaining only a slight awareness of what was going on around her as she'd been trained to do.




     




    Alone inside her mind except for worry over Va'del, and the white-hot power she was channeling, Jain almost didn't hear her name when a familiar voice called it out for the second time.




     




    "You go ahead and keep that pain block up Jain, but don't you dare strain yourself. If you don't let us know when you start getting tired, I'll see that you're soundly switched. Do you understand?"




     




    Jain suppressed a surge of annoyance. The voice was one she somehow knew needed to be obeyed, so she mumbled something that passed for an affirmative.




     




    As it always did for Jain when she was touching the power, time seemed to move slower than normal. As a result, the multiple color cycles it seemed like passed while she was blocking Va'del's pain probably really only represented half a color cycle or so. All the same, Jain found herself starting to tremble a little with the first signs of exhaustion when she noticed a decrease in the signals making their fiery way along his nerves.




     




    They must have repaired most of the damage. They've probably drugged him by now as well.




     




    A few moments later someone shook her, and Jain opened her eyes to find Ah'bi's tired eyes looking her over critically.




     




    "I thought I told you not to push too hard."




     




    Jain thought about pointing out that Ah'bi's normally-stately features were marred with exhaustion, but suppressed the desire and instead nodded as contritely as she was able. "Yes, Guadel Ah'bi. I had just realized how tired I was getting when you shook me."




     




    Ah'bi nodded and looked away, but Jain was fairly sure that she hadn't fooled the intelligent woman who also served as the law instructor for both the candidates and the Daughters.




     




    "Well, it was lucky that Fi'lin had you block pain, and that he sent one of his boys for me. Poor Mandi wouldn't have been able to do much more than keep him alive, and even the two of us would have been hard pressed to do everything that needed to be done if we'd had to worry about blocking pain too. You did a good job young lady."




     




    Jain looked around and realized that there weren't enough people in the sick room. "Where is Mandi?"




     




    The Guadel pointed at the door. "She collapsed a little while ago and Fi'lin carried her out. The poor thing was exhausted."




     




    Jain nodded distractedly as she looked over at Va'del. The very fact that Ah'bi wasn't still working on him was plenty of proof that he must be ok now, but he looked so frail. Only the fact that she was officially not supposed to be near him kept her from pulling herself to her feet and walking over to check on him.




     




    As Fi'lin returned, his wife pointed at Jain. "She hasn't collapsed yet, but she's almost as tired as Mandi was. Could you get her back to the dormitories for me, and let the appropriate people know that she was helping me, so she doesn't get in trouble?"




     




    The whip-thin Guadel started to nod distractedly, and then fixed Ah'bi with a piercing glare. "I can do that, but maybe we should all talk first. You've said this little thing is your prize pupil, can we trust her to keep her mouth shut?"




     




    Jain watched in astonishment as her normally composed instructor looked back and forth between her husband and her student in shocked astonishment. "I think so. Jain's never been as flighty as most of the girls. Obviously there hasn't been any hint that she's talked to any of the others about having linked, or we would have been forced to bury her somewhere under enough chores to ensure that nobody else got any ideas."




     




    Fi'lin nodded, and raised a hand to forestall the question of what they could possibly need Jain to keep a secret. "You know that Be'ter did this to the boy, and that it wasn't the training accident that he and his sponsors will no doubt try to explain it away as."




     




    "I assumed as much."




     




    "What you may not have thought through yet is that this will change the whole dynamic among the candidates. I've been able to use Va'del as a counterweight against Be'ter with the more easily-swayed boys. Once they saw someone successfully stand up to that piece of filth, more of them started growing spines. I even started hoping we'd be able to salvage the bulk of them."




     




    Jain felt her eyes go wide at the frank discussion of the impact Be'ter had made on the other candidates. All of this time and she'd never even suspected that the adults realized what a snake Be'ter was. Be'ter had always implied that he was just too smart to get caught and all of the candidates and Daughters had assumed he was right. It had just seemed too impossible to believe that their instructors would know but chose not to do anything about it.




     




    Ah'bi nodded, "Of course, I should have realized that. With Va'del having been beaten so severely, those same boys will start following Be'ter around like gurra lambs again. Powers! I wish we could do something to kick him out of the candidate pool."




     




    Fi'lin was pacing across the smooth, rock floor of the sick room now. "There isn't anything that can be done there, he's got his sponsors so tightly wrapped around his fingers they don't believe any of the bad they hear about him, despite the fact it's come from nearly every instructor that's ever spent any time around the boy. They're convinced it's all some kind of political effort to get him kicked out before he can become the greatest leader their bloodline has ever known."




     




    Ah'bi had a look of concentration on her face that made it seem as though she were doing sums. "But how can we possibly...no, you can't be suggesting that. Do you have any idea how much trouble we'd get into if anyone ever found out?"




     




    I don't know why he cared if I could keep a secret. They don't even have to talk to each other to communicate.




     




    "Dear Heart, we don't have a choice if we want to stop him from ruining every candidate we currently have in training. They've already done it to Be'ter. I could tell, he moved too quickly for it to be anything else, not in the short time he's been gone."




     




    Ah'bi looked at Fi'lin for several seconds. "That isn't all is it? You're not just worried about stopping Be'ter, you're worried about Va'del aren't you?"
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