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Book One
Part One

A New Generation
[ Takes place five years after "The Jaridian Part of the Ship" ]
*T'lana entered the infirmary from the small activity center that had been adjacent to it since she and the few other hybrid children had begun school; it was one of the most secure areas on the ship. She saw Jenny Madden, her nurse and friend, and called to her.*

Jen: T'lana! *she said brightly.* I didn't know you were in school today.

Tl: I'm not. I was looking for Zo'rak, *she said, blushing prettily*...we are supposed to um...study...together.

Jen: *She nodded, pretending to be oblivious to the girl's white lie. Everyone working in the medical center was more than aware of her crush on the handsome, dark-haired boy. Everyone except her father that is, which was probably a good thing.* No, I have not seen him. T'lana, where is your escort, honey? You know you are not allowed out alone. *T'lana made a face and jerked her head toward her right shoulder. Behind her in the doorway standing like a pillar of stone and about as intelligent, was an implanted volunteer; the only type of human T'than would allow to guard his children.* Oh, I see.

Tl: Why can't T'than see that I am a woman now? *she asked dramatically, brushing long platinum strands of hair away from her face and standing up straighter.*

Jen: *She smiled* You are growing up. Your father just wants you to be safe; you and J'thir are the closest thing to royalty on this ship; celebrities at the very least, and that can draw unwanted, perhaps even unsafe, attention sometimes. *As with any community, there was crime, though it was rare and most offenses were minor. But their leader worried that his offspring might be too attractive to someone with avariciousness of heart. That was the logical reason he gave to everyone, anyway. Jenny also knew that the Taelon was a snob as it pertained to his family mingling with 'mere humans.'
Tl: But, I am an adult now, *she complained.* I can take care of myself!

Jen: *She gave T'lana's pale and slender hand a squeeze. Time moved too fast, she thought. The little toddler was gone; T'lana was as tall as her mother, and not done growing, but her body, clad in its pale pink jumpsuit, still was sculpted in the straight lines of childhood, save for her chest which had just begun to blossom outward. T'lana had the look of a burgeoning flower, still waiting to burst into full bloom...and when that happened, she would be a stunningly beautiful young lady.* You are not a child T'lana, but, you are not an adult yet either. *The girl pouted; she looked like Cadence facially, but her brow bore a soft, arched ridge like her Taelon parent, attractively spotted, and her hair was straight, reaching her lower back in pure white ribbons.* Don't be in such a rush to grow up. Besides, when you do, I won't have my little girl to fawn over anymore.

Tl: You could have your own little girl, *she replied helpfully, missing Jenny's pained expression.* Daddy says that it's about time you had a baby.

Jen: # Your father should mind his own business! # *she thought.* We will, *she said with forced casualness.* ...someday....

Tl: Don't you and Jor'rel want one now?

Jen: # Desperately...# Well, yes and no; Jor'rel and I both spend so much time here in the medical center that...it would be difficult to care for a little baby. *How easy it was to lie to the child; the lie was easier than the painful truth, which was that she and the Taelon healer were not compatible. It had taken two years of exhausting sharings and painful joinings for Jor'rel to admit defeat. What had made things even worse though was T'than's insistence that he find another mate as soon as possible, and begin 'making a genetic contribution to their society.' Jor'rel was intractable on that point however, stating that as a healer he contributed to their society all the time, by helping the others to contribute genetically. Compatible or not, they were in love and...her mate was working on a solution. But T'lana knew none of this, and she pressed on.*

Tl: Daddy says that a woman's first duty is to her mate; her second to society - to have children. Especially women mated to Taelons, but...Jenny?

Jen: Yes? *she asked, thinking what a crime it was to make T'lana believe such a sexist doctrine.*

Tl: I'm glad that you decided to wait. I can't imagine anyone else but you being my nurse. Anyway, it's not fair for men to be able to do whatever they want and women having to obey them; I wish I hadn't been born into the military caste; they are too strict! Sc'orr is in the political caste and his children can do whatever they want!

Jen: *There was more than affection behind her smile. T'lana was a spirited one; perhaps her father's teachings were not embedded as deeply as she thought.* They can't exactly do whatever they want. 

Tl: They can go to the promenade! They can walk around beyond the Taelon corridors where everyone is together! *Her words were impassioned as only an adolescent's can be, struggling to become an independent entity.*

Jen: In public they are escorted too, and you know that.

Tl: But I can't even go out there! He gives me anything I want, but I have to pick it out via stream. It's not fair! My whole life is not fair! *She threw up her hands and then crossed her arms over her chest, her deep pink blush accented by the storm of blue lightning just beneath her skin.*

Jen: Oh T'lana, *she said tenderly, pulling her into a hug*...welcome to being a teenager. We have all felt that way in our lives...

Tl: You don't understand, *she fretted, pulling back* You can't... *She stopped, a familiar feeling - a breeze through tall grass - in the back of her mind. Zo'rak was near.* I...have to go now...

Jen: T'lana wait... *The girl had fled their conversation and vanished into the activity center just beyond the door. From the corner of her eye she caught the flutter of colorful robes.* Jor'rel, *she said, turning.*

Jor: I take it that T'lana has told you the news? I could not help but notice her distress.

Jen: What news? I thought she was just being an adolescent. *Try as she might, she had difficulty ascribing that word to a six-year-old. But such was the way of Taelon genes; the children looked twice their chronological age.* I was always miserable at that age too.

Jor: It is more than that, I am afraid. *Her lovely brown eyes fixed on him. They were so deep... Jor'rel thought that he could stare into those eyes forever...and many times he did.* T'than has chosen her bondmate; she is to be joined with N'shen in five years.

Jen: 'Chosen' her mate, *she said with a twist of her lips.* But I have heard him say on several occasions his hope that his children will choose compatible mates. He even shows them the reports you've spent the past years compiling!

Jor: He shows them to J'thir. Not to T'lana. In his way of thinking, females need to be cared for and protected, with important choices made for them by males, especially if the males in question are Taelon.

Jen: He thinks he is smarter than humans, *she grumbled.*

Jor: Yes, *he replied straightforwardly.* That is nothing new. He is true to the canons of his caste...and of his species.

Jen: Yes but...to enforce it on his own child! A child he adores! No wonder she was so stressed out. And N'shen, he is frugal, emotionally. I do not ever see him loving her.

Jor: *Red-orange robes swirled around him like a vivid sunset as they moved through the infirmary together.* Compatibility between couples is paramount to him. *He saw her mouth tighten at the corners; it was a sore spot with her, understandably. He touched her wrist. She pulled it away, not looking at him and pretending concentration on organizing a tray of specimen jars.* It is even more than that - he wants his daughter mated to someone who shares his ideology.

Jen: His daughter should be allowed to make her own choice, *she snapped.* I should tell her that.

Jor: No. *The word exited his mouth like a blow, and Jenny gaped at him. He could feel her shock, and offense.* I apologize, *he continued, turning her by the shoulders, his fingers sliding over the crisp white material of her uniform.* ...but you must be neutral in this matter.

Jen: But...she needs a friend! Someone on her side!

Jor: That cannot be you. She is a child; you are an adult. For you to interfere would make things much, much worse. You could very well begin a war in her family.

Jen: But, T'lana might do that herself, from what I heard...

Jor: ...and she might not. She is only six now. When she is eleven she might feel differently, and if she does she would only end up resenting you for starting a battle she never intended to fight. And, if she does fight, it must be her own decision, because ultimately, this must be about what she wants, not what you want. *Lifting her chin, he went on, lovingly now.* When next you see T'lana, be neutral, no matter how much you might wish to be otherwise.

Jen: What can I do then? What can I say?

Jor: Just be there to listen, like you were a few moments ago. That is what she needs most. *She looked down, but then she nodded, making her ponytail bounce in a way he had always found appealing. Her smile returned along with the sparkle in her eyes. That was his Jenny - his spirited and adored mate.*

~*~

Tl: *She had entered the darkened room, but he was not there - Zo'rak - the one she loved so much that her heart hurt sometimes just thinking about him! She walked past a semicircle of consoles set around a podium; her classroom. Beyond that were stations where she and her friends could play sophisticated games of logic or chance: Fuuv'la'asha, its deadly properties disabled; others whose Taelon names she had long known and been able to say since she was small.

She wanted to die! How could her father do this to her? She wanted to scream that she loved Zo'rak! That he was all she thought about day and night! She had told her mother, and they had laughed and whispered girlish things. Her mother always understood and she had revealed that T'than had gone against his people and dared to love a human. 

Then why shouldn't she be able to love who she wanted? T'lana wanted to tell him that she was in love but she didn't dare! He was careful what he said around her and her brother, but whenever he mentioned Naor'rin or her children his voice sounded like glass about to shatter - sharp. And...she could feel what he felt - something between anger and disgust. But why? Why were Jaridians looked down upon by him and some other Taelons? Not everyone felt that way - she was certain of that. After all, Sc'orr was Naor'rin's mate, and they had two children! And her mother had told her that there were Jaridians aboard who had taken humans as mates. But....that was the humans. As far as she knew, no other Taelon but Sc'orr had taken one to be a mate. She supposed the bloody history that lay between the two races had made love difficult... or impossible.

But that was history! This was now, and she was in love with a Jaridian! He was Taelon also so she did not see a problem. Soon she would tell T'than that she had chosen her mate! She would tell him that his subordinate N'shen - his security advisor - was not who she wanted. He was so... stern.

Someday she would tell him... but not today. Someday she would tell Zo'rak too. She wondered, with a fair amount of hope, if he felt the same? Perhaps...he did not even think of her beyond their long-standing friendship. 

Now, in the small garden attached to the recreation room, amidst the flowers, by the fountain, the chamber set to moonlight mode, she fantasized about how it would feel to hold his hand... maybe even... to kiss him. So lost in her dreamy reverie, she did not even hear him come up behind her, and she screamed girlishly when he tapped her shoulder.* Zo'rak, *she breathed, trying to keep her feelings out of her voice*...you scared me. *giggle, then a frown* Where were you? 

Zo’rak: *It seemed like only yesterday that they had run through that garden as children. He could remember the exact moment when the innocence of the relationship had been replaced by something else. It had been odd and scary then - a slight graze of her fingers over his hand had been enough. He was usually very calm and composed, around she and J'thir - even playful. But T'lana had begun to make him feel nervous when she was near, so it was a constant effort to act natural. He had to: he didn't want her to think he was odd, or to avoid him. 

He was at a loss for words for a little while - she looked like one of those fairies from the humans' tales. And so different from him: fair skin and hair, eyes the colour of the purest turquoise... ah, so pretty...* 

 

Tl: You're late. I've been looking for you for ages! The zombie is supposed to take me home soon. #Stop whining! # *she thought to herself.* # He will think you sound like a baby.#

 

Zo: *So pretty... he slapped himself mentally.* #Wake up!#.* I was already here. You walked right past me. 

Tl: I did? *she asked, batting her eyes, the act purely natural and thus enhancing her innocence.* Where were you?

Zo: *He pointed to a clearing by a tall tree. The grass was still crushed where he had been sitting. His eyes also caught the shadow of the human drone. Zo'rak knew he didn't have a thought of his own, but it was still uncomfortable. He wanted to be alone with her!* I don't understand why your father keeps sending his watchdogs after you. *He folded his arms, his expression nearly mirroring Sc'orr's when he disagreed with T'than's actions. As hybrids, their abilities surpassed those of most Taelons and humans.* You are not a baby anymore, and it is not like you need protection. 

Tl: I think you must be the only one in the universe who believes that. *She looked into his chameleon eyes for a moment, her lips poised to say something more to him - something meaningful, but those words that would convey things that were not so childish anymore fled back into her throat, and the only ones that came out were childishly sullen.* I am not a little girl anymore.

Zo: *Yes, she was all grown up now... and he was different too. Changing, each day it seemed. Before she arrived her had been contemplating his image in the fountain: his jaw was getting a little wider, and the spots on his temples were darkening, moving him further away from the other hybrid's looks. And his eyes! Their colour never sat still! Under the pale moonlight in the room they were the palest grey, but sometimes they would become purple, or green, or blue! He wore his raven hair lose to try to hide them, but it seldom did any good. He was weird... period. And it didn't help that he and his sister Narya were the only Taelon-Jaridian hybrids in the ship!*

There he was, wandering again. It was an uncomfortable silence - why couldn't he think of something funny to say? Jor'rel had been a great teacher in that area but Zo'rak's mind was blank. He realized then that she looked... sad.* T'lana? *She wasn't usually so quiet. And her eyes were shinier.* What's wrong? I can get rid of the drone if you want me to. *He smiled, trying to cheer her, but it didn't seem to do much good. He didn't know whether to touch her again either, though a few months ago he would not have hesitated... but his hand was still feeling shy from touching her before; and what if she perceived what he felt!*

Tl: It's not the drone, *she said and then she turned and walked further into a veritable forest made up of the beauty of many worlds; created and nurtured so the children who had never known what it was to run beneath the sun; children who had never known any world, could still feel the grass between their toes. She knew that he was following her. She went all the way back to where the mirrored surface of the lake was, except where its smooth face was marred by the ripples from where the water trickled over the steps of red rock. Suddenly her jumpsuit was a dress that pooled around her thighs, her now bare feet dipped into the water.* My life is over, *she said, keeping her eyes on their reflections, instead of looking at him. She was certain that if she did she would start to cry, and that would just be a stupid thing to do!*

 

Zo: *His attention was divided between her and her words. T'lana was so different. She had changed - and the way he saw her had changed as well. Zo'rak had never noticed how she moved. Her longer legs and her little steps, the way her hips seemed to sway... But underneath all that beauty, he also felt sadness. He had never seen her like that - not even when T'than would prohibit their games, or separate them on purpose by having his drones pick her up the minute their classes ended.* What are you talking about? Everything is going great... I mean, we are close to getting to the next level in our education, and ahead of what everyone expected. Jor'rel has said all is great with our development and... *he suddenly had the feeling that was not the core of the issue at all... she looked about to cry.* T'lana?

Tl: *She said nothing in response at first, and then* My father... has chosen my bondmate. In five years, right after my birthday, he is giving me to N'shen. N'shen! *Her voice bounced off a nearby wall.*

 

Zo: *His face paled. For once its tone matched that of the Taelon-human hybrids. Bondmate? Chosen? T'lana?... N'shen?!*

 

Tl: He's never said two words to me but now, after our formal introduction, he watches me. His eyes... they give me the creeps! Daddy has brought him to our quarters twice now; I have had to be present both times and each time, he just watches me and when I look back at him he just nods, like he is approving me or something. Mommy's eyes have daggers in them whenever he looks at her. I know she doesn't like him.

 

Zo: *It was preposterous! He had grown up knowing T'than didn't like him much because he was the son of a Jaridian - though he seemed to sympathize a little more with his sister for some strange reason - and that he had always been controlling. But... in Zo'rak's education, a bondmate was a personal choice. Imagining N'shen measuring T'lana - watching her move, and walk; watch her eyelashes flutter and... NO! All that would be missed with N'shen! Zo'rak was so angry, his hands were balled into fists... fists that he wanted to hit N'shen's face with!* I can't believe that... *he whispered to himself* If your mother doesn't like him, why doesn't she do something? *In Zo'rak's home, decisions were not unilateral.*

Tl: She won't say anything to Daddy in front of me, but...I have felt their tension when they are in their room. I think they argue about it but... Daddy always gets his way. *She lifted a foot and let it fall back into the water, splashing them both with cold droplets.* It's so unfair! *she cried, noticing one of the shoulder straps of her dress was out of place, hoping that he had noticed her change of apparel.* J'thir gets to choose who will be his mate. Why can't I? I don't care how compatible N'shen and I are...or the superior offspring we will produce. 

 

Zo: *That conversation was the official ending of their innocence. He caught the stubborn strap of her dress and put it back on her delicate shoulder, taking the time to turn her to him. It really wasn't fair! At all! He had never disliked T'than. But in that moment he... he hated him!*

Tl: *She looked at Zo'rak, her cheeks flaming beneath her anger* I just want to tell Daddy that the only person I could ever love is... *She froze, halting her tongue before it could speak the words she longed to say to him - words he would doubtless find ridiculous. They were friends! He would never see her as anything else.* ...is someone that... I would select on my own. 

 

Zo: *She had been about to say something. His heart had skipped a beat; he was sure she was going to say a name! But then there was silence... and the obvious answer. Of course... he was a fool to have thought otherwise.* He can't do that to you. He can't give you away like... like you are a thing. A body to have N'shen's children... *The thought itself was horrifying... and even more so if he allowed his mind to wander to what had to happen so that children could be conceived. No, this could not be happening!*

 

Tl: *She shivered a little in his hands, gently pulling out of them before he would be able to read her affection for him. She rose and went over to a plant that bloomed with hundreds of flowers the same shade of brilliant turquoise as her eyes, and tried to sound merely casual.* You are so lucky Zo'rak. At least your parents understand you, especially Sc'orr. 

 

Zo: *He smirked and grunted. Sc'orr wasn't that cool either... Well, granted, he hadn't chosen him a mate or anything... but he could be such a pain!*  

 

Tl: *T'lana loved T'than. He doted on her and she knew that he favored her; at home he had moments where he was not as reserved. But things had become contentious between them when she had begun to press him for more independence.* Sc'orr is so nice!

 

Z: That is what it looks like to you! He can be just as annoying as your father. I keep pressing him to teach me more about the ship... and fighting. But he always says I'm still too young. *He grabbed a little stone and threw it to the pond, watching as the water rippled again.* Worst is my uncle agrees! My cousin Volrath already knows all these cool tricks, but they never let me train along... *Volrath had even found a girlfriend! No doubt if Zo'rak told them he liked T'lana they would freak!* 

Tl: Even so, I bet you could beat him easily in a match, *she said, the shimmering cloth of her dress tickling her thighs, floating around them as she came over to him again. Her eyes were alight with wonder for him as she secretly admired him. Seven months younger than she - the same age as her brother - Zo'rak was already a bit taller than J'thir, the muscles in his arms and legs developing and giving him a stockier build - like the Jaridian males she had seen. Her eyes lingered on his arms - arms she would dream about holding her tight. And his golden skin was so beautiful and exotic.* That's probably why they won't train you because they know that you are stronger. 

 

Zo: *He was enjoying hearing that. Maybe T'lana was right... maybe his parents didn't want to admit that he had grown up so fast. But still... it didn't make much sense! They had taught him so much, always wanting him to fully develop his skills. But lately... they had held back!* I hate it that they are holding me back... The training is getting so boring; always the same thing... And classes too... *in fact, the only good thing about classes was T'lana. And the proof that he was ahead of his level was that he spent most of his time watching her from the corner of his eye, and still his performance had not decreased...*

 

Tl: Someday you will be a Pad'shar champion, and I will watch you compete on the broadcasts...# or I will really be there, cheering you on...as your mate...# *She looked down, hearing the breathy tone of her voice. Could she be any more obvious that she liked him???* I mean...*her bare foot traced patterns on the sandy ground*...it's just that...I think you are very brave.

 

Zo: *Wow! He was lucky that she was looking away because if she saw the stupid smile he had on his face it would be most humiliating.* I hope so. I would dedicate my first victory to you. *Did he just say that?! Zo'rak felt like hitting himself.* But I doubt my parents would approve. They are always very concerned about my growing skills in battle. Even though my mother's family was known for their talent in that area, they prefer that I focus on my studies...

Tl: Well... I still like your parents. Your dad is the Inter-Species Liaison after all. I guess that's why he doesn't want you to fight. I bet he would change his mind if he saw you in the arena. 

 

Zo: My mother says he fights very well. But I've only trained with him once... *and Sc'orr had held back the whole time! Grrr, why did they treat him like child?!* They really don't give me as much freedom as you think.

 

Tl: At least you can go out in the ship. I have never even gotten to see the human children like you have! *She knew she was picking nits now; her mother had told her that, of the fifteen human children who had been born so far, that the eldest was five, and human five-year-olds were far less mature than hybrid children of the same age. T'than said it was typical of less-evolved species. But still, she had never even seen them!* I don't get to do anything, she pouted.*

 

Zo: I'm still not allowed to walk around on my own. I was with my father during those visits. And they actually insist I have contact with everyone on this ship. *He guessed they had to make everyone used to his difference. Sometimes it really felt like Zo'rak was the one on display, not the people he visited.* My parents control my every move, and they keep insisting that I see Jor'rel every month even though I'm perfectly fine... *he shrugged* I'm under the microscope the whole time. It makes me feel like an experiment. *It didn't help either that he was indeed different. But his problems had always been the same. T'lana's was far worse.* 

Tl: I know. *She made a face.* J'thir doesn't mind; he says it is necessary to monitor our progress and document it so they will have guidelines for future generations but I hate it. *Her brother seemed to agree with their father about everything!*

 

Zo: *He had to smile at that comment. J'thir was indeed the most well behaved of them all. He could be boring sometimes... at least, when older people were watching.* It's not fair what they do to us. They should see we are grown up and that we can make our own decisions. They have even prohibited me from going to certain places of this ship. *He still remembered that episode when he was younger. His parents had been distracted, talking to Jor'rel and he had begun to walk around the infirmary, down this dark tunnel. Then his mother had come along with a look of fear that he had never seen in her eyes and told him he could not go that way. Ever!*

Tl: *She put down the stone she was just about to toss into the water and looked at him, her interest piqued.* Really? You can go to the public areas; what else is there?

 

Zo: I don't know. But it is strange. I know this ship like the palm of my hand. Sc'orr made sure I did. But there was always that hall in the infirmary that they... avoided. I wandered there once a couple of years ago, and my parents reprimanded me for it. 

Tl: *Her large eyes widened, and she had the look of someone about to be let in on one of the great mysteries of life.* A secret corridor...in the infirmary? *She had been everywhere in the medical center. At least, she thought she had been.* 

 

Zo: I think so. Even Jor'rel looked nervous... *he was almost whispering, as though confiding a secret.* And it felt really strange to go near it too... 

 

Tl: Can you show me? *She bounced subtly as she lifted herself onto her toes and then back down again.*

 

Z: Yesss. *He was already feeling adventurous... but still, a bit apprehensive. His parents trusted him...* But how, with your watchdog by the exit? *the drones usually reported to T'than about everything that happened, and no doubt, he would follow them like a shadow!*

Tl: *She looked back toward the entrance to the garden. She could not see the drone, but knew by instinct that he was still there. If she did not come out soon he would come looking for her.* There is another way out, *she whispered, and, without a thought, took him by the hand and led him towards the water. They carefully stepped along a ledge of rock that was barely as wide as their feet, though his feet were bigger.*

 

Zo: *The rock was wet and he nearly slipped. His heart was beating so fast: whether from the fear of falling - that would make him look like a fool - or from her hand holding his, he did not know. But it was hard to focus... so much so, he slipped.*

Tl: Be careful! *she hissed, grabbing him before he could fall.* If you fall in the zombie will come running for sure!

 

Zo: *He looked up at her, thankful that the dim light in the room hid his blush.* Sorry... *How could he become a great Pad'shar fighter if he tripped like that?! He would fall from the rings before his opponent hit him with the stick!* It's really narrow...

Tl: It's just a little further...*A few more steps and they were on land again, and on the opposite side of the lake. They made their way through a tangle of bushes to a small cave that had not been visible from the other side at all.* I found this place by accident a few years ago; I was exploring. Now it's my secret place. I come here when I need to think or just want to be alone. *She stopped and looked back over her shoulder.* Now it's your secret place too. *She smiled shyly.* If...you ever need it...

Zo: *He looked around.* It's great! *the place had a great potential. And it felt... good to be there. In a secret place. Away from everyone, just T'lana and him... He could kiss her. And he actually leaned a bit to do it, but thankfully she fled, sparing him the shame.* # Sha'bra...#
Tl: *She knelt down.* This is what I wanted to show you. *She dug her fingers into the gray rock and it melted inward. She pulled and the rock peeled back to reveal a perfect rectangle of bright blue as big as a doorway: Taelon bioslurry.* I think they use this to gain access to the garden's bio-systems for repairs and stuff. But, we don't necessarily need to be doing repairs to use it. *Her grin was sly now, and she dipped her hand into the blueness, stepping through it, pulling him along after her.*

 

Zo: *It was like a strange dream. They practically walked through a wall and exited in a small tunnel on the other side.* Wow... I think you know this ship much better than I do. *she was indeed very bright.* I can't tell where we are right now. Can you get us close to the infirmary? *he knew they had little time. The moment the drone saw they were missing, T'than would be informed and they would be in trouble! Big trouble.* I know my way in it with my eyes closed... It is time we discover their secret!
Book One
Part Two
The Secret
*T'lana and Zo'rak had emerged from the hidden accessway directly behind the infirmary's A-Wing - between it and infirmary B-Wing. A few cautious turns around corners the staff barely noticed, and the children were back in A-Wing, in the corridor where most of the exam rooms were.* Are you sure you saw another hallway back here? *T'lana asked, her smooth brow creasing with perplexity.*

 

Zo: Yes. *he was looking around, as confused as T'lana. He was quite positive they were in the right place! And he should be... after all, he knew that infirmary like the palm of his hand.* I was in that room with my parents, and then strayed in this direction... *he was reliving the moment. The memory was blurry, but he recognised his surroundings.* It has to be here, somewhere!

Tl: But I've been back here before and I never saw anything. *She folded her arms, looking at the boy pointedly.* You better not just be trying to fool me Zo'rak. If I have to face a corrective it better be over something good.

 

Zo: I told you, this is it! *he was beginning to get disappointed. And somewhat worried as well. He didn't want to risk being severely reprimanded either.* I came down to exam room five, over there... *his eyes followed the walls* I'm certain I passed by that console. The hall was empty, just as it is now... then I went through a door... *his feet began to move: what his eyes saw and what his mind remembered became the same thing.* Come on...

 

Tl: *She followed him to an office in the very back but the boy nearly knocked her over when he stepped back suddenly, pushing them both into the shadows.*

 

Zo: *His heart was beating so fast! Thankfully he had some good reflexes.* That was close... *he sighed.* That's the room... *he whispered* 

Tl: *A nurse was running a datastream while glancing down at a datapad. Then she set those tasks aside and waved her hand over a wall; it vanished, revealing what looked like a narrow corridor. It was hard to see from their vantage point, but she was certain it was a corridor. She shivered with delight, partly from the fact that Zo'rak was pressed up behind her so he could watch over her shoulder, partly because the nurse entered the corridor, vanishing to the left for several moments and then returning to check whatever it was she was looking at on the displays.* You were right! *she whispered, turning to look up into his ever-changing eyes.* A real secret corridor, right here on the ship! *But it would be a short and boring expedition if that nurse didn't leave.*

 

Zo: *He felt all proud of himself, and rather anxious too! An adventure! They were living an adventure, together, exploring unknown and dangerous regions of the ship! The adrenaline was hot and vibrant in his pathways.* It won't be secret for very long... look!

Nurse: *As if on cue, she waved down the stream and turned off the lights, walking back toward the main infirmary. Unfortunately, she had also waved up the wall again.*

Tl: *They kept the lights off inside the little office, and T'lana walked over to the empty wall, running her hand over its cold surface, letting out a disappointed sigh.* So, what do we do now?

 

Zo: *He touched the wall as well, as if to make sure it was actually solid and not just a mirage.* There must be a command to open it again... *he turned back, looking at the console the woman had been working on. He tried a few codes - some that he had picked up from Jor'rel's hand-movements over the infirmary's consoles - but they didn't work.* Maybe I can pull up the history. She just left, so it might be in the temporary memory still... *the console was, for the most part, unresponsive.*

Tl: *She came up beside him, watching his deft fingers move over the console. He was so smart; if there was a way to open the wall panel, he would find it!*

 

Zo: *He was acutely aware of T'lana watching him over his shoulder. The pressure to succeed was so great! And each attempt was failing. She must think he was such a geek! The worst was... he was hearing footsteps in the distance.* Oh no... *he looked around. There was nowhere to hide.

Tl: Sha'bra! *she hissed, covering her mouth by instinct. Her parents did not allow her to use bad language, in either of the two languages she spoke.*

 

Zo: *His palms were beginning to tingle as his nervousness grew.* Sha'bra! Just open already! *he hit the commands, his Shaquarava glistening in his palm as he did. The old gods must have been watching them then, because only a miracle could explain what happened: the door opened! Zo'rak only realized that when T'lana pulled him into it. With his heart beating close to his throat Zo'rak watched as a foot made way into the room - followed by the volunteer that he never saw, because the door materialized again.

 

He sighed in relief, and then laughed* We did it! *he looked victoriously to T'lana, a big grin spreading over his face. In an impulse he grabbed her and lifted her up, spinning her around once* We did it!

Tl: We did we did! *she cried and then, without thinking, she kissed him on the lips. It was quick, and she was already biting her lower lip, looking down at the floor she was now standing on again, blushing dimly.* Wow... you must think I am really dumb... *What an idiotic thing to have done! He probably thought she was gross, but, when finally she gathered her nerve to look back up at him, his look was not scornful at all!*

 

Zo: *He was on cloud nine! And Zo'rak didn't care that she saw his smile this time around. It was pure happiness, but it was shy as well. A mix of feelings were assaulting him: he felt like a champion being rewarded by his lady. His lady... hmm, that had a nice sound to it. It took him a little while to gather his words.* No, I don't. I would never think that of you.

Tl: Oh...good, *she said, genuinely relieved.* Thanks for not being upset. 

 

Zo: Upset? *yes, well, she had made the first move. In her place, he would feel just as awkward! But who had time to think about that right then? She had kissed him!!! That was the best day of his life!* I'm not upset... *he calmed down. Her taste was still on his lips - the softness of her kiss. He would remember that forever!* I actually... liked it. *but he felt as shy as she did when admitting it.*

 

Tl: *She looked down again, shy, wishing that the silly blushing would stop.* I...um...I liked it too. *A noise from down the hall distracted her from continuing. They both began to walk forward and she took his hand, feeling warm inside because this time, there was more behind the gesture than mere friendship.*

 

Zo: *That was it. After that, certainly, they would be together forever! It didn't matter what T'than wanted! T'lana was... she was his girlfriend! His secret girlfriend, with whom he was living an adventure. And he would protect her, no matter what; and that is just the position he assumed, careful as to every step they took, and walking just inches in front of her. The perfect day indeed!*

Tl: *She was tense, her pupils enlarging in the dimness. There was a single room at the very end of the corridor. They only meant to peek in through the small window but when their hands touched it the door vanished, and they saw the reclining figure inside, though he was entirely in the shadows.*

Zo'or: I said that I wished no disturbance! *he said, his voice low and threatening, but lacking its former strength.* I find the constant prodding from the medical staff here insufferable! *His head had been turned away, but when he received no answer he looked toward the door and saw the two figures standing there. The corridor was dim, but it was still brighter than his room and so all he saw were shadows facing him.* Well? Proceed and get it over with... and then leave me in peace!

Tl: *She was disappointed and frightened all at the same time. She gripped Zo'rak's hand more tightly against the figure's inhospitable tone. This was the big secret? An infirmary patient? A mean one at that!* We're sorry to have bothered you. We...are lost. Come on Zo'rak, let's get out of here...

 

Zo: I think... we should. *he actually agreed. There was something about that place... that presence that made him feel strange. Nervous. It was an echo in the back of his mind that was alluring and at the same time, alarming. Something was very wrong, and he was frozen, aloof even to T'lana's hand in his. His eyes were fixed and dilated, looking at the Taelon in the darkness. Zo'rak knew him. He... was sure... he knew him.*

Z: *Those voices were not of the staff. In fact... the voices had a strange quality to them. A memory of a memory tickled his thoughts like a feather. Those were the voices... of children!* Wait, *he said.* You may enter.

 

Zo: *He exchanged looks with T'lana. He was extremely apprehensive about moving forward, and was beginning to think his mother was right to have kept him away from that place.*

Z: *He saw their silhouettes look at each other and then in his direction.* Do not be afraid. I will not harm you. *He was in no condition to harm anyone. They came closer by halting steps until he could feel their proximity. Something was stirring in the back of his mind - awakening - an old feeling he had forgotten. He waved up the lights - they hurt his eyes so he kept them low. Maybe that caused visual distortions, and that is why the girl gasped and stepped back from him, though she still held the hand of the boy. A pang of hurt when he saw their mutual revulsion; he was not what he had been. The hurt became cruelty.* What is the matter, little girl? Have you lived aboard this ship and yet never seen a Taelon?

Tl: *She wanted to run; never in her entire life had she seen a Taelon who looked like that! He was tall - his long legs stretched on like forever, but he was skinny. Not sinewy like some Jaridians. Not ultra-slim, like Ti'el, but skinny. His uniform was some gray color, and it was as if he wore actual clothes, but they did not fit correctly, instead hanging on his body limply. The skin on his face and hands looked dry, and like it was stretched too tightly over bone, and the sharp planes of it glowed dimly as veins of greenish-blue energy wrapped around it in gnarled ropes. His eyes were colorless, glowing eerily with the sickly energy inside of him. His cheeks were too prominent - almost pointy, like some cloven-footed troll from one of her fantasy books. She looked over at her friend, standing so close to him that their shoulders rubbed against each other.* What is wrong with him??? *she mouthed. What if he had some sort of awful and contagious disease, and that is why he was back here all alone???*

 

Zo: *It didn't make sense! There before him was the weakest-looking Taelon Zo'rak had ever seen! And still... he was afraid - that had to be the explanation - of him, when not even T'than intimidated him that much.* I don't know... He looks... *pitiful. But powerful all the same. A dethroned king.* ...like he is fading to nothing. My mother told me it used to happen to Taelons before the great joining. 

Z: *The boy was dense enough to think that his whispers could not be heard.* Do not speak as though I am not even here! *He said, lunging forward, making them back up. But weakness...that omnipotent fatigue that had enshrouded him since he had awakened nine months ago, overcame him, and he fell back against the pillows.* Come here, children. You should listen to your elders... and those who are leaders.

 

Zo: *He had, by instinct moved in front of T'lana when the Taelon had threatened to attack them. His words intrigued him and at the same time, made a terrible sense. He walked closer, though he still kept a distance. There was a moment of silence; only the breathing of the three beings in the room was heard. Zo'rak took a closer look, admiring the Taelon in front of him. His looks were deceiving. From behind that crippled body peeked a very sharp soul. He could tell! Those eyes pierced through him like daggers!*

Z: *They were so innocent, these two who stood together, holding hands, thinking their adolescent love would last forever; thinking the universe was theirs to play in; thinking that death would never come. He hated them at that moment for their surplus of hope. He had felt that way once; he had been the Taelons' supreme leader, whose every whim no matter how trivial had been obeyed; because he was the only one who knew what had to be done to save them. No matter how unpleasant the task, *he* was the one his species had always turned to - to carry out what they could not in their impotent perfection. But then they had divided - that too had been an unpleasant task - but he had surmounted his pride for the greater good - and look where it had gotten him: in a regeneration chamber for four years, only to emerge as a shadow of his former self; his greatness forsaken...and forgotten.* Well? Have you no voices? *he demanded.* Girl, come here!

 

Zo: *Zo'rak felt the hair in the back of his neck stand on end. He didn't like him. The Taelon was scrutinizing them both, and the look he threw Zo'rak was one of contempt. At once, the boy assumed the same posture, pulling T'lana a little closer to him when the Taelon's eyes looked at her.* Don't even think about harming her! 

Z: *He grinned mirthlessly, the expression rather hideous on his ravaged countenance.* I said nothing of harming her. *He looked from one to the other* You need not fear me. *It was obvious they did not believe him, which only made him grin again, more awfully than before.* Step forward girl; I wish to get a better look at what a Taelon and a human produce together.

Tl: Yes, I am a hybrid, *she said, raising her chin in a fashion that her mother said was identical to T'than.* ...and my name is not 'girl.'  I am T'lana, daughter of...

Z: T'than and Cadence. Yes I know. The last time that I saw you, you were a sniveling infant who could not bear the distance between yourself and your parents; a deficit you likely inherited from your mother. I should have relieved her of volunteer service and sent her packing back to the humans! Is she still as insolent and overemotional as I remember?

Tl: *Zo'rak had to hold her back* You stop talking about my mother like that! She is more than you will ever be!

Z: *He merely smirked at her. At first she had held herself like the princess she believed herself to be. Now, he could see the heritage T'than had bestowed upon her.* She is...inherently flawed, as are you, I see. *She pulled against the boy's hands, bringing them both closer. The stirring became a throbbing now in the back of his head. He had always sensed T'than in a vague way; their mutual animosity made them both aware of each other on a psychic level. Was it possible that such feelings could transcend through the generations?* Your little friend is anxious. I suggest you not upset him further lest he does something foolish. *He met the young male's fiery gaze with utter calm.* Would you attempt to accost me...or is your bravado mere posturing?

Zo: *Zo'rak felt all jittery and his muscles were tense. He had never felt that way before! He felt much less secure than his words implied.* My parents are great warriors and I will not hesitate to attack! *In truth, true danger was much harder to deal with than the simple adrenaline of the training matches.*

Z: Oh really? Such strong words from a Jaridian child. Who are these 'great warriors' who have taught you everything of recklessness, and nothing of vigilance?

 

Zo: *He had never known hate the likes of what he did at that moment. Zo'rak could not only perceive T'lana's anger and hurt, but he could understand her too because it seemed that one individual knew nothing more than how to insult others. He scorned them both with blatant satisfaction!* I am the son of Sc'orr and my mother is Naor'rin, from the Dagda clan! You are but a shadow compared to them! *The look on his face and the shine in his eyes betrayed his heritage well, as did the raven darkness of his hair. Curiously enough... he had also struck when put against the wall - a trait that was neither his mother or his father's.* They taught me what it seems you lack: respect for others. *he felt his Shaquarava tingle. Maybe Sc'orr was right after all; maybe Zo'rak was not yet ready to move forward with his training. He was still too temperamental.*

Z: *He was ready to fire back another insult. The children reacted to even the slightest provocation, and this was the most entertainment he had had in a long time, but when the boy child uttered the names of his parents, his bitter words dissolved on his tongue. He felt the progress he had made over the last months vanish, and he thought he might even return to his meditative state. In his own mind it was dark and safe; reality was what he wanted it to be; his own private world was the only thing over which he still had command. Naor'rin had lied to him! She had told him that she carried Ha'thor's child and that she intended to remain on Earth with the Jaridian General. But now Zo'or knew what had really happened, and the truth crashed over him with weight he could actually perceive, making each breath agony. Her one-night liaison with Sc'orr had continued on. The lying bitch must have continued the affair until she had begotten... He looked back at the boy with so much hatred he could feel it heating the very energy that sustained him. How beautiful was this child - a child that should have been his! His soul writhed on the sharp spear of Naor'rin's ultimate betrayal.*

Zo: *Zo'rak pulled T'lana closer but then realized something was the matter with the evil Taelon. He wore a different mask this time... In fact, he looked like a grey marble statue, weak again, his eyes devoid of strength, but consumed with hatred.*

Tl: What... is wrong with him? *she asked Zo'rak fearfully.* Zo'rak...I'm scared...

 

Zo: *He grabbed her hand tighter, even pulled her a little closer to him. She shouldn't be. He would never let any harm come to her. The strange thing was... he felt like he knew that Taelon, yet he was certain he had never set eyes on him. One would remember that face and those manners. # No, it's just my mind playing tricks...# He had to be imagining things! But a second later, Zo'rak felt it again: that pull towards the Taelon, and at the same time, that urge to flee. The Taelon oozed hatred. It gave him the chills and immediately triggered his instincts: they were not welcomed or entertaining anymore.* We should go T'lana. This really wasn't worth getting in trouble for...

Tl: *She nodded and let him pull her back towards the door.*

Z: Zo...rak, *he called, hearing the boy's name uttered by T'lana. His tone had suddenly gone smooth - deceivingly kind.*

 

Zo: *He stopped, facing up to the Taelon. The lights were getting dimmer, making his blue eyes stand out in the darkness like those of a predator. A snake no doubt, to match the hissing voice.* Yes. 

 

Z: Tell your mother that Zo'or sends his best regards... and that I do hope that she recovered from her ordeal without too many lasting effects. *The room was plunged into darkness again, hastening their retreating steps.*

 

The darkness was kind; in it no one could see his pain.*

~*~

Tl: *She was breathless by the time they reached the other end of the corridor, and her hand in his had gone clammy.* What did he mean? Who is Zo'or? He seems to know your mother but...I have never heard her mention that name, have you?

Zo: *He did not know why, but those words hit him like a punch in the stomach. His mother? What did that one Taelon have to do with her? His thoughts were chaotic, and he looked absent. It felt... felt as though he was missing something. He looked behind him, at the dark corridor. That face... that name... they would never leave his mind again.* No... My mother has shared everything about her past, since she was a child on Jaridia, until she met my father. But... she never mentioned anyone named Zo'or. *and he had implied he was a leader...*

Tl: *She heard the klaxon gonging through the ship before the wall was done vanishing. Fortunately the little office where their adventure had begun was still empty.* The alarm... Something must be wrong, come on!

 

Zo: *It was good that the sound of the alarm was so loud. It kept him from thinking too much... about Zo'or or about the punishment they would get if they were caught.*

Jenny: *The two children darted around the corner from a section she knew they should not be in. She grabbed T'lana by her shoulders, harder than she meant to.* T'lana, where have you been? *A set of volunteers rushed by them and the nurse halted them.* Tell T'than she is here, and safe.

Tl: *She shivered and huddled closer to Zo'rak. Jenny was pushing them towards an office.* What's wrong?

 

Jen: What's wrong?! What's wrong is your escort went into the garden to look for you and could not find you and immediately informed your father. The entire ship is under a complete lockdown, that's what is wrong!

 

Jor: *They were both herded into an office. Jor'rel turned, relief clear on his wrinkled features.* T'lana, Zo'rak... Thank goodness you are both well. Many people are extremely concerned, especially your parents

 

Zo: *They were in trouble. Big trouble... but Zo'rak's face didn't show the repent it should. He was dying to see his mother... dying to know who that Zo'or was, and what was that... ordeal he mentioned.* We are both all right Jor'rel. We... just went for a walk. *he said, tilting his face to listen to T'lana.*

Tl: I am going to die of humiliation! *she hissed into Zo'rak's ear. All this ruckus...over her! Like she was a baby! Surely everyone on the ship would absolutely despise her now! So much for her grand meeting with the public someday...*

 

Zo: And I am going to be grounded until I die... *he whispered back at her.*

Tl: *The door whooshed open and in strode her father. She let go of Zo'rak's hand a millisecond too late; he never missed anything!* Hi... Daddy *shy smile*

 

GT: *That was the worst case scenario. Not only had she disobeyed him, but escaped his control - and at such a critical time as it was, with N'shen focused on her! This could ruin everything... He had brought her up to be obedient so she wouldn't defy her future mate. It would spare her much pain... but that boy! It was as he feared... He was a menace!* T'lana... *his tone was chilling when he called her, and his eyes weren't still, going over every inch of her body.* 

 

Tl: I'm fine...  *His eyes moved over her short dress, which had been a conservative jumpsuit that morning. T'lana looked over his shoulder hopefully, for a warmer presence.* Wh...where's Mommy?

 

GT: Safe, at home... with your brother. As you should be if you had kept to your schedule and my orders. *his words did not betray his anger. His tone, however, was a little too smooth.* You... *he turned his blue eyes to the Jaridian hybrid.* Were you responsible for this?

 

Zo: Sir... I....

 

GT:*The boy looked nervous. It was as good as confession.* You will be dealt with! This kind of behaviour will not be tolerated!

 

Zo: *He was looking up at T'than, but the Taelon's wrath was indeed formidable. However... in comparison to that other Taelon, Zo'or... the glare was bearable, though, just as hateful.* Sir, nothing happened. We just...

 

Tl: *She conspicuously put some space between herself and her friend. # Her boyfriend! # *The door opened again, and in came Zo'rak's parents, each looking flushed and worried.* 

 

GT: I do not want to hear excuses! *The harm was already done. They were too close for comfort. T'than heard the whooshing door and mercilessly grabbed T'lana's wrist and pulled her to his side. He had never shown that kind of violence to his child before. Because he had never been forced to take such measures..* You are hereby forbidden to come anywhere near my daughter.

Tl: Daddy! *she cried. She would just die if she couldn't see him again!*

 

N: *Her heart was beating so close to her throat that she thought she would suffocate. It was a relief to see them both well. Naor'rin almost ignored T'than and stood between the two children, as if double checking to see if they were well.* What happened? *she asked at last, facing her son.* You were nowhere to be found! We had the whole ship looking for the two of you. *The scans had been unable to find them! Naor'rin knew in her core that her son was well, but she could not avoid worrying.*

 

GT: It seems your son has decided to detour my daughter from her path. *he meant that in more than the literal way.* I have strictly warned you to keep him under surveillance! He is a bad influence upon T'lana.

Tl: No he isn't! Daddy, I agreed to walk with him! *He would not let go of her, and he wasn't listening to her either! He was about to summarily end a friendship that she cherished...and it was more than a friendship now; it was true love!*

 

N: *Her patience could only take so much insulting.* Give your own daughter some credit T'than. She's not the mindless drone you wished her to become! I want to hear what they have to say... *she folded her arms, looked at T'lana and then faced her son.* Well, Zo'rak. Can you enlighten us as to what happened?

 

Zo: *He exchanged looks with T'lana. Her father didn't miss it of course, and immediately waved a jumpsuit over her, replacing the dress she was wearing. He looked down then.*

 

N: Well? We are waiting Zo'rak. If you were willing enough to get in trouble, you should be as willing to face the consequences.

 

Zo: We... I offered to give T'lana a tour of the ship. She was telling me she had not seen some parts of it. But we...  *he was looking at T'lana again. Zo'rak was trying to tell the truth so that, at least, T'lana did not see her secret place - and way to freedom - exposed.* sort of got lost and accidentally bumped into someone... and we got distracted... erm... talking.

 

N: *She arched a brow. That was not very convincing.* Really? With whom, may I ask?

 

Zo: A Taelon. *he knew he was going to take a risk, but he really wanted to know.* Zo'or said to give you his best regards. *he looked at his mother then. He could swear her face was paling. The anger was vanishing behind an expression he had not seen her wear: a hybrid between fear... and despair.* 

N: *Thankfully Sc'orr was there. She leaned to him, as if seeking support... and heat, because Naor'rin felt like her whole body had been dipped in ice and was dizzy from the cold. She was aloof to T'than's smirk.*

Sc: *Thus far he had been silent. There was no point in both of them bombarding the boy with accusations, especially since T'than was already exerting his influence. When he heard who the children had been speaking with, he moved closer to his mate. This was a day she had been dreading, and one they had both hoped to postpone until Zo'rak was mature enough to deal with the truth.*

 

GT: *This was becoming interesting... but alas, it was a conversation he did not want T'lana to hear. He signaled the drone to come in* Take her home. And do not let her out of your sight! 

Tl: No! You aren't being fair! *she screamed, tears running over her cheeks now. First he had everyone out looking for her, and then he had dared to change her clothes, right there in front of everyone! And now his drone was forcibly pulling her out of the room! Was there to be no end to her humiliation? Her streaming eyes met Zo'rak's for an instant before he was blocked by the bland walls of the corridors.*

GT: *He completely ignored the girl's protests, and faced Sc'orr.* We will discuss Zo'rak's punishment later.

Sc: Any punishment given him will be meted out by Naor'rin and I, *he said calmly.* While I agree that they should have alerted someone of their whereabouts, children will be children; they will make mistakes. T'lana has said that they were in mutual agreement regarding their activities.

 

GT: I have no doubt he was the one responsible for this. *he looked at the boy.* The apple never falls very far from the tree. *he turned around.* I will see you both in my office within the hour! *T'than turned his back and left. He had order to restore to that ship.*

Zo: *His mother looked... hurt. Zo'rak couldn't understand why, but it made him feel ashamed, and even more curious.* Mother...

 

N: You disappointed me, Zo'rak. *her words were weak, but powerful in their emotion.* You knew I had told you not to go down that corridor, and you disobeyed me. 

 

Zo: We got lost...

 

N: Do not lie to me! *she lost her grip and shouted. But moments later, she was back to her controlled self.* 

 

Zo: *He knew he had done wrong. But he had disobeyed before, and though it had made his mother angry... she had not reacted like that!* Don't worry; I am grown up now, and we are both fine. Who is this Zo'or anyway? You all look so... nervous just hearing his name. I didn't think he was anything special... 

Sc: This is not the place, Zo'rak. Let us discuss it at a more appropriate time...when your mother is not so upset. *Naor'rin did not react well to his placating.*

 

N: I will have no more talk of this. It is time we go home. *her eyes flashed when she looked at her son.* Now. *the ghost of her past was back. It had lain dormant, letting she and Sc'orr live in the illusion of a perfect family life, but now... now it could be shattered.*
Book One
Part Three
Wisdom
*T'lana looked up through her tears from her wet pillow when she felt her mother's hand caress her back. Cadence's face was wrought with concern, her green eyes sparkling just a little extra, as though she might cry too.* Mommy, *she sobbed, sitting up and accepting an embrace that had represented security for as long as she could remember.*

C - T'lana, don't cry. Your father will cool down in a few days - just give him time...

Tl: He told me that I can never see Zo'rak again!

C - *She stroked T'lana's damp hair from her face. The child's alabaster skin was tainted with pink from her hours of crying.* You will see him again, *she said soothingly.* T'than was angry when he said that. He was extremely worried, as was I, when no one could find you.

Tl: That's just it! I am watched all the time and I am sick of it! I'm not a baby! Daddy has to accept that I am grown up now!

C - Now wait a minute, T'lana. Everyone knows that you are maturing, but you are far from grown up. 

Tl: Daddy doesn't know; he treats me like a baby! He treats you like a baby and you are grown up! What makes you think he will be any different with me? *She had expected her mother to pull back, insulted, but she only smiled that sweet and enigmatic little smile of hers and pulled her back into her arms.*

C - Your father is...old-fashioned I suppose, about girls. *She kissed T'lana's head, taking in the fresh scent of her hair.* He is very protective and he knows, as far as you are concerned, that one day he will have to let you go. And like you said, you are growing up. T'than knows that, and instead of letting you go he is...holding on a little tighter, for as long as he can. You are his firstborn child, and you already know what we had to overcome and endure to have you. Because of that, you will always be extra-special to him and occupy a place in his heart that he never knew he could open to anyone.

Tl: But, he is going to make me bond with someone I don't love! *The girl wept.*

C - *Cadence sighed. That was true enough, and T'than was already aware that she held the same animosity toward the overly stern N'shen that their daughter did. But he was intractable, insisting that T'lana be mated to someone with the same ideology as himself. He wanted her safe behind closed doors, watched over by someone who was strict, and who would protect her. Cadence also knew that he used their own relationship as a template for their daughter's: T'lana would come to love N'shen over time, just as Cadence had come to love him.

T'lana cried against her shoulder, but then she quieted, an uncertain smile peeking through her tears.*

Tl: Zo'rak and I kissed today. Now I know we are in love!

C - Oh T'lana, that's wonderful! He really is a nice boy.

Tl: I want him to be my bondmate, Mommy. I want to be the mother to his children....but Daddy will never hear of it. *Her fragile smile was melted away by more fresh streaming from her eyes.* 

C - *Rubbing T'lana's back, she sighed, and then tipped up her chin, making the girl look at her.* Don't give up hope, Tee, *she said, using a nickname her brother had coined.* My mother was flat-out against my being with T'than, but we were in love.

Tl: Grandma Hayley? *she asked incredulously* But...she is so nice to Daddy!

C - They have come to tolerate each other over the years but....before that, there came a point where my mother realized that I was really in love, and she finally was able to see that your father loved me too and so she stepped back and finally learned to be happy for me.

Tl: *sniffle* Do you think that Daddy could learn to be happy for me and Zo'rak?

C - I don't want to speak for him, T'lana, *she said, taking a pair of small hands into her own* I don't want to make you an empty promise. What I will say is this: My mother was as staunch in her opinion about T'than, as T'than is about Zo'rak, and in less than two years she was able to accept our relationship. You have five years...and maybe in that time your father will see what truly makes you happy, because he does care about your happiness; he always has. Don't push him; don't throw Zo'rak in his face. Be the mature young lady you say you are and allow T'than to come around in his own time.

Tl: But what if he doesn't? *she fretted*

C - I'm not a mystic, *she grinned* We will just have to be patient, and wait and see what happens.

Tl: *She nodded, worry over her future still tugging at her thoughts, but then she looked back to Cadence.*  Mommy...that sick Taelon I told you about...Zo'or... He was so mean! He scared me, and he said such nasty things about you and...

C - Hush, *she said softly.* There is no need to speak of it. It doesn't matter what he said. *She and Zo'or had never gotten along because of her refusal to regard him as some sort of god and...come to think of it, the very thing that had driven she and Zo'or apart was the very thing that had brought she and T'than closer together. T'than had always enjoyed a challenge... *

Tl: It does matter! He had no right to say what he did.

C - You're right, and were he well I would give that Taelon a piece of my mind. *T'lana smiled at those words.* But, he isn't well T'lana. Because of that your father and I will keep our distance...and so will you.

Tl: But I want to know why he was so mean. If I had it to do all over again I'd stand up to him and tell him how rotten and pathetic he is! *Her fist smashed down into the plush silver comforter that covered her large bed. Small stuffed creatures in pastel colors fell against each other into a pile.*

C - You are like me...so much like me. *She picked up a pink something that looked like a lizard with two tails, standing it by a very ordinary teddy bear wearing a Taelon uniform.* I would keep sneaking back...until I saw T'than again so I could confront him... *It was more than a prediction Cadence spoke about; it was her own past, and thus it would be T'lana's future if she did not step in.*

Tl: Yes, that is what I want to do! I can't get it out of my mind!

C - Then wash your face and come with me; we have kept your guest waiting long enough.

Tl: Guest? *So that is why her mother wore a normal jumpsuit instead of the soft and flowing clothing she was used to seeing.* Who?

C - *She stood from the bed, running her fingers through her golden curls to neaten them around her shoulders. Then, she extended her hand to her curious child.* Someone who will give you the answers to all of your questions. Now come...

~*~

*Da'an rose gracefully when Cadence reentered the room with her eldest child. He wore a pleasant expression outwardly, even though surprise made his energy fluctuate sharply within him over the contrast between mother and daughter.

He had not seen either of them in six years; Cadence, in that time, had not changed at all. Despite the fact that she was in her thirtieth year, she still looked exactly as she had when she was a volunteer - her skin plump and uncreased - her look petulant and childlike.

T'lana on the other had, had changed much; the crying infant he had cradled in his arms at the Synod meeting was now an adolescent, her Taelon heritage quite evident with her delicate browridge, ultra-porcelain skin and her brilliant eyes which were an even deeper shade of turquoise than when she was a baby.

Of course he had known that a human mated to a Taelon would never change, and a hybrid child would be the personification of it, but, seeing it before his eyes was an entirely different experience than simply reading about it. Taelon genes were dominant over other species; he had already met Naor'rin's children, and they too had demonstrated the fast Taelon maturing process. And, all of the hybrids were beautiful; how lucky this colony was in their fruitfulness! The Blue Colony had not fared nearly as well: No hybrids had been conceived, and the few human children who had been born had all perished in the attack with their parents.

T'than's daughter was watching him inquisitively, as though she could read his thoughts as they played over the pages of his mind.* Sinaui Euhura, T'lana, *he greeted, his hands offering the Taelon salutation.* I am Da'an.

Tl: *She smiled shyly, her hands fluid as she saluted back.* Sinaui Euhura Da'an. Haaa'ressssh eee taaarahhhh nor'vehh.

D: *He was delighted.* Your pronunciation is excellent, but, we may speak English, for your mother's benefit.

C - *Cadence offered him a challenging little smile and said,* Farrr'e'na'reeeeh Taelonnn ja'ruuuna marana'wuhrrr.

D: *His eyes widening was the same as a human showing open surprise. She had just told him not to abstain from Taelon on her account. Quite remarkable...* Ah...very well...

Tl: All humans bonded with Taelons can speak both languages, *she said proudly.* We learn that in class when we are very little.

D: I see, *he said, a tad embarrassed. T'lana motioned for him to sit back down and she came to sit next to him, not in the least bit timid.* I...must have been absent the day they taught that. *The girl grinned broadly; he had succeeded with humor.*

Tl: *Her mother had left them alone; she was having a real grown-up conversation without anyone spying on her!* Why did you come here? *she inquired politely.*

D: Your father and mother informed me that you have questions...regarding your encounter with Zo'or.

Tl: Daddy knows you are here? *She was genuinely surprised!*

D: *His eyes smiled though his lips did not.* Entering your home without T'than's permission would be...difficult, considering that I would need to pass by him in his office first.

Tl: *She grinned again and giggled.* Yes, he is very strict. *Apparently not as strict as she had thought; he let another Taelon in without him being there!

D: Indeed. But he wishes for you to have the answers you seek. *The leader had given him much liberty in what he was allowed to say as long as Da'an excluded certain facts he himself had just learned regarding Zo'or, Naor'rin, and the child, Zo'rak.

Tl: *She looked away suddenly, her hands ringing together in her lap as she pretended that the sparkling patterns in her jumpsuit were very interesting.* I...don't know what I should ask...what I am allowed to ask...

D: You may ask me anything; you saw Zo'or did you not? I am told that he was rather...unpleasant, to you and to your friend. *He had opened the door; her eyes were full of energy-light when she regarded him.*

Tl: He was mean! I know Zo'rak and I weren't supposed to be in that corridor but he didn't have to be so nasty to us! He treated us like...*her young face was taut with concentration as she looked for the right word.* ....like we were insects!
D: *He tilted his head and smiled down at her fondly. T'lana was still so very innocent if the extent of her ire with Zo'or could only be expressed as she had just done. Da'an hoped that she would never know hate as his own child had, and he was there with her to try and spare her such an emotion, by offering her reasons for Zo'or's insanity, if that could be done.*

Tl: Why? *she went on,* Why would he be like that to us for no reason? He doesn't even know us!

D: *He is envious of you; he sees in you all of the potential - all of the hope - he feels that he was denied.

Tl: *She folded her arms over her burgeoning bosom, clearly incredulous.* He is...jealous...of Zo'rak and I? *She made a derisive noise - a harsh 'piffing' of her lips.* But...we are just kids! Everyone tells us what to do all the time. It's no fun at all!

D: It is not that he wishes to be a child, *he answered, proceeding carefully.* Zo'or wishes for the blessing of a child of his own.

Tl: Oh. He should choose a mate, and then he can have lots of babies!

D: *It was clear that T'lana knew nothing of the complexities of adult relationships. He read the sparkle in her eyes: to her, life was all about true love and romance; where every story had a happy ending. If only it could be so...* He had a mate once, before the separation of the Taelons into three colonies.

Tl: We learned about that in school, *she offered helpfully.* 

D: What you do not know is that, before the division - when the Taelons were a single colony - Zo'or was the leader - like your father is leader now - but he was the leader of all. When the time came for us to diverge, his mate elected to go with a different colony.

Tl: Didn't they love each other? I could have never left the one that I love. *Zo'rak's handsome face flashed brightly in her mind, sending a pleasant shiver through her entire body.* 

D: They were in love but...there was also tragedy between them, and in the end, tragedy was the only thing that bonded them together; and so his mate decided to move on in the hope that they would each recover and live happier lives...apart.

Tl: *She was leaning forward and listening intently. Da'an's tale had all the makings of a passion-novel; the ones she would open on her stream late at night, even though her father had restricted such material; she had hacked her way into the forbidden database.* What happened next? *she whispered, her hands curled up together beneath her chin.*

D: We left, *he replied simply, noting her look of disappointment. He would not be able to leave without telling the entire story.* Soon after that, he met someone, and soon after that they became mated. I saw happiness in Zo'or that I had not witnessed in a very long time. Too little time passed it seemed, and then we were attacked...and Zo'or's new mate did not survive.

Tl: How tragic! *T'lana gasped, one hand over her heart, the depth of feeling imparted in her expression more than just the melodrama that many teenagers weave into casual situations to make them more exciting. T'lana truly empathized with Zo'or at that moment, likening his travails to her own. Zo'or had been separated from his mates through cruel fate, and so had she, even though in her case 'cruel fate,' had a name: T'than.

D: Yes, it was, *he said sadly, looking down.* That is why you must try not to judge him too harshly. The attack upon our colony not only took his mate from him, it also damaged him to such a degree that he is what you saw: weak, and bereft of hope. It took several years for him to reach the state he is in now, and will take several more years for him to fully return to what he was...if he ever does.

Tl: Can't Jor'rel help him? Jor'rel is very wise!

D: Zo'or's personal agony has moved from the physical realm to a mental one, and that goes beyond the purview of Taelon medicine. You sprang in part, from a species who achieved so-called 'perfection,' by suppressing basic emotions, thus now, when we have finally embraced them, we are unfamiliar with how to treat the frailties that are an inevitable part of them. *T'lana nodded, though he knew he had given her a lot to digest. She was however, quite intelligent despite her youth.* Zo'or has valid reasons for his bitterness, but it is that bitterness that has made him cruel. It is my sincere hope that I have helped you to understand this. T'than wishes for you to understand as well, and that is why I came here today.

Tl: He was so mad at me for going there, *she said morosely,* He punished me indefinitely.

D: He is concerned for your welfare, as all parents are concerned for the welfare of their children. Do not judge him too harshly either; he wanted you to know the truth, and that is why he summoned me. I, like any parent, am concerned for my own child...and that is why I agreed to his request that I speak with you.

Tl: Zo'or...is your child? 

D: Yes.

Tl: *In his large eyes she could see that he spoke the truth. They were full of sorrow, and hope, and she could see the strain of worry on his face before its aspect changed back to his comforting soft smile again.* I...I'm sorry that I was so mad at him. I'll tell Zo'rak # if I ever see him again...# so that he will understand too. I promise to not bother Zo'or again.

D: *His hand floated down over hers in her lap.* Thank you, T'lana. *He pulled it back and rose.* You are...a lovely young woman. *The girl flashed him the brightest smile he had seen from her that day, and he smiled back.* I hope to see you again in the future.

Tl: *She nodded vigorously.* I hope so too. *She got up and waved to him, and then she nearly ran back into her room, the Companion staring wistfully after her for a moment and then returning to T'than's office.

*T'lana flung herself onto her bed. She rested on her stomach, her chin propped up in her hands. Da'an had told her secrets! Real secrets! She just had to call Narya and tell her, though she would not tell her everything....and...if Zo'rak just happened to be there too, well then... *Her full lips turned up in a clever little smile. She opened a stream to Narya. While she waited for her friend to answer, she thought to herself how sad it was that Zo'or was so unhappy. She made the decision then and there, that if there was a way to make him smile again that she would find it, and pledged that she would secretly work from that day forward to make it happen.*
Book One
Part Four
Seeing Zo’or Again
Zo'rak: *He was lying on his bed, his eyes unable to close. He had spent the whole night tossing and turning, trying to get some sleep. But how could he, when there were so many questions popping in his mind!

 

He could not let go of that face. And worse... he could not let go of the feeling of T'lana's lips pressing against his - a feeling he might not experience again. Zo'rak couldn't really tell if it had been a good day, or a bad day...*

 

Narya: What did you do? 

Zo: *He heard a voice in the distance. His sister's. Grumbling, he pulled the covers over his head and turned the other way.* Beat it Narya! And close the door!

 

Na: *She stood in the doorway, her shadow so much larger than she was, but fitting her personality. She opened the door even wider and raised the lights with a wave.* I won't leave until you explain!

 

Zo: Explain what? *came the muffled, exasperated voice from underneath the blankets. He really did not feel like putting up with his five-year-old brat of a sister.*

 

Na: Where you went yesterday. Why everyone is acting so strange ever since! *she hadn't had the courage to ask. Both her parents had looked so tired. She could feel it in her bones. Unlike her brother, it seemed...*

 

Zo: Not now... *he curled up on his bed. It was not like he was feeling sleepy. It was more that he really didn't want to be bothered. T'lana... his T'lana... And every time he thought of her, and that kiss in the corridor... there was also the Taelon.*

 

Na: Yes, now! *she gripped the covers edge and pulled them back in one swift move.*

 

Zo: *He rolled his eyes and in a sudden move, pulled them back over him. The light hurt his eyes - they were swollen and red from a night spent without a minute of sleep.* Stop being so annoying, okay?

 

Na: Annoying? You're so worried about your own tiny problems, you didn't even see what you did to Mom!

 

Zo: *What did she mean?* I didn't do anything... *he was losing his patience.*

 

Na: You must have, or Mom wouldn't have been crying today! Dad was already out to work - I think she didn't want him to see. And they both came home looking so tired and sad yesterday. And they grounded you! *Narya hadn't known why. She had known about Zo'rak missing, but that had been all. But they had returned with Zo'rak and left, only to return an hour later with nothing but worry printed on their features.*

 

Zo: *Crying? That was... odd. Zo'rak did feel a little guilty, but once again, it only raised more questions. He rolled, over, facing the ceiling.* I really didn't do anything. We just... explored a bit. I don't see what is the big deal! *Yes, and he had lost his girlfriend and no one cared!* Where's Mother now?

 

Na: *She sat on the bed's edge.* She's gone. I have never seen her like this... 

 

~*~

 

N: *Naor'rin had to get that weight off her chest. The night had been spent talking to Sc'orr - or merely enjoying the peace of the silence in his arms. But the truth was out - Zo'rak would not cease asking questions and she needed to know. She needed to know how large the damage was. Asking Zo'rak himself would only spike the child's curiosity, so there was only one person she could go to begin unfolding the truth.

 

The Taelon was sitting with his back to the door when she entered the room.* We need to talk.

Zo'or: *You cannot be someone's friend and lover for as long as Zo'or and Naor'rin had been friends and lovers without coming away from the experience not knowing how they will react to a given situation. 

Zo'or had fully expected her to come once he had learned that Zo'rak was her child. And yet, seeing her, standing there, so troubled but yet still beautiful and strong, was a shock - almost a slap - to his soul. It was not fair that she had been so deceitful and betrayed him, and yet now have such a wonderful, and fruitful, life!*

 

Why? *he asked flatly, remaining in profile to her and keeping the lights low.* What would be the point, when every word that leaves your lips is a lie?

 

N: *She had seen him upon his return. Or what had been left of him. The selfishness of her thoughts then had been a shock to her - that it was actually good that Zo'or was in that state. That it would take him years to recover, giving her and her family the time to grow and flourish. She had even entertained the thought of him dying... yes. If he had died... But he had not. If there was a Taelon addicted to life, it was Zo'or. He was a survivor... to her regret. Still, in the dark... Naor'rin saw no more than a shadow. An image her son now had deeply imbedded in his own mind. That was not how she wanted him to know Zo'or.* You can insult me all you want. *she waved closed the door and stepped forward.* The shame is on you, Zo'or.

Z: *His eyes glittered; his only response as his head turned slightly in her direction.*

 

N: But I did not come here to rekindle any old hate you may hold as a pet. 

Z: *He turned to face her fully, and waved up the lights.* Rekindle? *he taunted with a terrible smile.* One does not need to rekindle that which never stopped burning. *He sat back again. Would the shadow of weakness never leave him?* What is it that you want?

N: *she tried not to gasp from the closer look of him. He looked like he had been consumed by a long and merciless disease that had leached away at his energy and his life. She proceeded, calmly.* My son was here. I want to know exactly what it is you two talked about.

Z: You must think my degradation to be mental instead of physical if you believe that I would have anything to 'talk' about with a child.

 

N: *A little of both. His words gave her hope, but simultaneously, it was also frustrating. Could it be that Zo'or had not seen the resemblance? Could it be that they were indeed so far apart, that her fears had no foundation?* Zo'rak was... disturbed when I found him. He conveyed your message well. *She knew she had acted predictably by being there, but what Zo'or did not know - or so it seemed - was the true reason why she was there.* What else did you tell him?

 

Zo: *He smirked, his voice reminiscent of what it used to be* Zo'rak was far too fascinated with T'than's... progeny, to be concerned with me. I saw much of Sc'orr in him with his bumbling overtures...*he looked her directly in the eyes*...and much of you in his licentious behavior.

 

N: # And none of yourself...? # *The nature of his disease was clear. Zo'or was so consumed by hatred and despair... that his recovery was undermined by it. She had followed his recovery from the day he had set foot on the ship. Jor'rel had spoken of how his illness was due to the physical injuries, as well as the shock of having lost his mate during the attack of his colony.* It was no accident that brought him here. He sought you out Zo'or... Even though I warned him never to come here.

 

Z: And why would you do that? *he asked, sneering.* Were you afraid that I might reveal to him the truth: that his mother is a deceitful whore?

N: *Even after all those years, it still stung! Her heart had been divided between regretting and praising her one night encounter with Sc'orr. But lately, and since Narya had been born, she knew... it could not have been any other way.* No. *she shook her head* Because I knew how you would react. I was afraid you would recognize him and infect him with your hatred!

 

Z: Hatred? Yes, I do have hatred. It is the only thing that you left behind; your final gift to me. Know that I cherish it well, Naor'rin.

 

N: You are so demented Zo'or, that you do not see. *She dared to walk up closer.* Your hatred was the one thing that destroyed what we had... 

Z: No, *he said, looking away.* The truth destroyed that. *He rose on legs which threatened to give way. He knew that he must be revolting to her with his graceless advance towards her.* There were times after the divergence of the Taelons when I had much time to ponder our time together -  to wonder whether or not there had ever been love between us.

 

N: *He was bound to twist that knife that was deeply lodged in her heart. She too had wondered - wondered when he had not felt his child in her womb. Wondered if someone who loved could indeed inflict such pain as he had during her captivity.* I loved you. *she said quietly, almost shyly.* I love you still. *it was true, though her heart now was Sc'orr's. It was not a lover's affection that she had for Zo'or, and she refused to let go of whatever good had come from their relationship.* And I know, I felt it... I was not alone in my sentiments. 

Z: *His brittle laugh ricocheted off the walls in their close surroundings.* Love is... too fragile. Love is the lie we tell ourselves to make all the other lies manageable. But you showed me hate, and I thank you for that. *He stepped closer, so thin, looking even taller than he actually was, making her back away from him until she could go no further. Though he made no attempt to touch her, he could easily feel her anxiety.* Because hate is pure. Hate endures against all logic, against all argument, against any attempted reconciliation.

 

N: *His eyes bore the same mad gleam they had six years ago. It had been the one thing to betray his guise. It put Naor'rin back in those times - times of terror and anguish. She could remember why she had left him. Why in the end she had chosen to keep her secret and make her life with Sc'orr. Zo'rak... if she had allowed Zo'rak to grow close to his biological father, the hatred that had been present during his conception would have flourished over the years. It was her love, and Sc'orr's, that had saved her son.* You are wrong. *She was vulnerable again, her voice weak but at the same time, sure of itself.* Hatred you and your people always knew. You let it grow in you and fester in your spirit. If you expect me to mirror your emotions, I will not. I cannot be so untrue to my feelings.

Z: Do not insult me with more lies! You hate me! You may as well deny that you are alive; to exist is to hate! *He had to believe that she hated him. To admit otherwise - to believe what she said would take away his justification for hating her, and his hate for her was the only thing that kept him going. He might not have taken a new mate otherwise. He had never thought he would see her again, and still she was with him always. Even when he made love to Talia, every thrust was his secret revenge - to show Naor'rin that he could find fulfillment in the arms of another too! He would make her hate him!* You wanted to know what I said to your son? *he asked quietly.*

 

N: That is why I am here. *It was true. She had kept herself from visiting with him, even when he had been unconscious, because she had feared that reaction from him.*

Z: I told him that I hoped you had recovered from your ordeal without too many lasting effects. *His words dripped with syrupy-sweetness.* 

 

N: I see now my fear had no reason to be. He could not have seen anything in you other than your hatred.

 

Z: Then I will resolve that. Bring him back for another visit, and I will be happy to go into much better...detail. I am certain he would find it as... entertaining... as I did. *evil grin*

 

N: *She felt the tears rise in her eyes but held them at bay. Of all the things he could have said... But no, she had to believe his suffering was the one thing twisting his words. On the other hand, there was something else she needed to hear that day, however painful.* Why... why did you do that to me. # Why do you still do it? #

Z: Why did I do it? Why? *laugh* Because I could. You betrayed me in Sc'orr's arms; you made yourself my enemy. Tell me Naor'rin, who you would rather see vulnerable, empty, weakened to their most base and animalistic: a lover... or an enemy? 

N: You are as blind now as you were six years ago when I went to you! *she snapped out. Now it was her turn.* You want to know why I betrayed you in Sc'orr's arms? Because yours had turned cold! *her kaleidoscopic eyes were glistening with tears.* I turned my back on my people for the love I had for you... I cast away my pride and my honor for you. In the end... the only way you knew how to acknowledge that, was to use it against me. *she grinned, tasting the saltiness of her tears.* But your acts were not without consequence Zo'or. Know that I recovered very well from my ordeal. I recovered much better than you ever did, because I had my son with me!

Z: And you dare to wonder why I hate you! You took my child away from me! *His eyes widened; he felt weak, so very weak. Turning away, he sat back on the bed. The words had come before he could stop them, from some part of him he had kept buried beneath his rage; the logical part of himself. It had known all along, and now it all made sense: He had raped her under the guise of Sc'orr, and she had escaped soon after. She would not have gone to Sc'orr obviously, and so she had returned to her own kind. Later, during the negotiations that had eventually resulted in the Taelons' departure from Earth she had come to him, pregnant, and he had felt it - the calling - and he had believed it to be a remnant of his own sentimentality for her...and so he had denied it - denied her. 

He had denied his own child!

Denied the one thing in the universe that could have mended him and made him whole.*

N: *She knew from his silence, that he finally understood what should have been immediate.* You... did not even feel him Zo'or. When we needed you the most, you sent us away... *It had been so. Her eyes had begged back then - begged him to pass the test and see her for who she was, as well as the child inside of her, but he had missed it. Completely.*

 

Z: I felt him born, *he said hoarsely, his voice wafting from him like a ragged cloth. It was the night he had met Talia; the calling had been so strong even across the light years between them.* How could you? *he choked* How could you keep him from me?

N: How could I not? I went to you Zo'or, hoping with all of my heart that you would see. The bond should have been there, but you rejected us both! *She looked down, as if the speech she had rehearsed for years was written on the floor.* I realized our place was not with you. *Her hands balled until they were two tiny fists.* He was the only thing I would not let you take away! I wanted him to know love, not the hatred that is all your heart can feel! *She saw his features twist and change from behind a curtain of her tears. Calming down, she composed herself and wiped them away with the back of her hand.* So much so... you did not recognize Zo'rak for who he truly is. But perhaps... you were right, and I was wrong. *She paused, hugging herself and carrying on in a whisper. Her thoughts were cruel, but they were sincere.* Perhaps that day... it had truly been Sc'orr to take me. Zo'rak... he has too great a heart to have you for his father.

Z: *She was wrong! *he thought bitterly If she had only told him he could have let go of his anger and forgiven her. A child... their child would have made all the difference, but she took him away... to be raised by Sc'orr! Yes, he still had reason to hate her... even more reason; everything was her fault... hers!* You realize that, now that I know, that I will not leave you in peace. 

 

N: I anticipated as much. *It was true: she had weighed well the consequences to her actions and the truth.*

 

Z: *He found that he was unable to rise again, and so he only turned to face her fully, his feet flat on the floor.* I demand to see Zo....my son. You will bring him to me.

 

N: *Her eyes were fire when she faced him fully again.* You do realize what telling Zo'rak the truth will mean, do you not? 

Z: No, but I am sure that you will enlighten me.

N: *Her voice had its strength back.* It is actually a good thing he saw you before he knows. Because he saw what you truly are with his own eyes... your hatred. Because that is what conceived him Zo'or, remember? A child he is with all the innocence you never knew, but... he is only thus because he does not know the truth. *She had known he would struggle. A child was all he had ever wanted in life!*

Z: And you believe that by keeping him in ignorance you will somehow preserve his innocence? It is a legitimate theory however, I cannot help but wonder if you are truly trying to protect him or...protect yourself. 

 

N: Zo'rak believes he was born from love. Do you now, in all your selfishness, wish to rob him of that belief? Because one truth will lead to another. *She had seen in his eyes the same as she did today: shame or hatred would always come between Zo'or and his son, as it had for them. She had not wanted Zo'rak to believe he was unwanted.* Before you reclaim your son... you will learn how to earn the right! Until then, you will not lay eyes on him again!

Z: Perhaps my desire is indeed selfish, but, so was yours. *The anger in his eyes dimmed to a kind of dull truculence, and his hands relaxed from fists to move along gracefully with his words.* You could have simply told me the truth about your pregnancy. You knew how angry I was; you could have tried harder to make me see instead of going off with Sc'orr! *He realized that he was on the verge of shouting at her; meditation did not come easily anymore, but he did mange to calm himself enough to listen to her.*

 

N: It would not have worked. *she admitted sadly. He was right, she could have said something, but she had been afraid for herself as well.* Words would have meant nothing after what hurt lead us to believe. Too much had happened between us. Zo'rak would not have held us together - he would have only suffered. *and she knew Zo'or had the power to lock her up if he wanted, and keep his son.*

Z: Perhaps...but you never let us try, so now we shall never know, will we? *He looked down at last, exhausted from more interaction than he had experienced in the entire time he had been revived.* I will reclaim my son one day, *he said to the floor, but then he looked up*...but not today. *For a Taelon, Zo'or had a fair amount of vanity, and while he wanted to see Zo'rak again, he wanted the child to see that his true father was strong - not pathetic and revolting. So, he would let Naor'rin think that he agreed with her reasoning...for the time being.* I agree to honor your demand that Zo'rak be left to his childhood, and the innocence that goes along with it. But know this also Naor'rin: I will not be denied forever. *He arched his brow with his old and arrogant smirk, letting her see that under his compromised exterior, the real him was still there.*

 

N: Had I wanted you to be denied forever Zo'or, I would not have opened your eyes to the truth. 

Z: *he nodded.* Indeed...

N: *She felt a sense of peace settling in her heart.* Zo'rak grows to be more like you each day. I see what others fail to see because my knowledge of you makes all the difference. I want him to know, and so does Sc'orr. *She touched her hand to her leg and removed a small device from underneath the jumpsuit. Zo'or's eyes were ablaze when she walked forward, but Naor'rin ignored him. It was actually good to see him recovering somewhat - to recognize the being she looked at.* Your body is not barren. It is up to you to prove that neither is your soul. *She extended her hand, letting the disk shine in the dimness.* I want you to know your son so you will not be complete strangers. If you keep to your word, I will do my part and see to it that he knows who Zo'or is.

Z: *He stared at the disk. It was a glimmer of brightness in the dark; on it would be visions of his son, and so, it was also a glimmer of brightness to his dark soul. He accepted it, his fingers not touching hers when he took it. He said nothing, but his eyes conveyed that he had agreed to her overture: there was now a truce between them, albeit a fragile one. He lay back and closed his eyes with no further acknowledgment to her, not opening them again until he knew she was gone, and staring down at the treasure he held.

His recovery had stagnated - partially by his own choice - but now that would change. He had a son! It would take many months... even years, but he would recover and be as he once was. Zo'rak would have a parent he could be proud of, and when the time came, Zo'or would tell his side of the story to the boy. And then it would be up to the child and not his mother, to condemn him... or claim him.*

 

~*~

 

Zo'rak: I just wished Mom would tell me, you know... it was all so strange Narya.

 

Narya: *Even she, despite her youth, had to admit that it looked like her parents and everyone in general had overreacted.* What if he was some kind of criminal? We have never heard about him in classes or anything. Maybe he did something very bad.

 

Zo: *He was laying with both his hands behind his neck, looking up as he talked to his sister. That didn't sound too farfetched, considering the Taelon's attitude.* Like what? It's not like Taelons are violent... *Though Zo'or had looked like an expert in the matter: Zo'rak had picked up on his emotions and his rage. He looked much worse than any Jaridian, and they were the ones with the reputation.*

 

Na: Taelons have been known to kill... maybe he did and was locked up after that... *She was as curious about the Taelon as her brother. It was a new subject. A dangerous subject. And though she knew better, it was interesting - and surely harmless - to talk and wonder about it. So long as that was all they did.*

 

N: That is not what happened. *She had stood in the doorway, silently listening to her children talking. Narya had been right: so long as they only talked and wondered about it, it should be okay. And Naor'rin had to sate that curiosity to keep her children from looking into the matter on their own. Zo'or wouldn't be strong enough to keep the truth from Zo'rak if he decided to go visit him again...* I think it is time you do learn about Zo'or... and who he was. *Yes, that would be a very long and carefully elaborated lesson... A lesson that she hoped would not have its climax for several more years.*
To Be Continued…in the Final Book….
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