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Book Two
Part One

Secret Lovers

[Takes place five years after "Seeing Zo'or Again" ]

*T'lana looked up when she heard foliage snap beneath furtive steps. The garden was moonlit and quiet, but bright enough that she could make out his tall silhouette standing at the entrance to the cave - her hideaway...their hideaway.

She leapt to her feet and threw herself into his arms, their strength wrapping around her immediately.* I'm so glad...so glad you're here, *she breathed as her eyes got lost in the sparkle of his jumpsuit.* All I can think of is being with you and to know that time is slipping away is unbearable! I don't want it to be my birthday! I don't want to go with N'shen! *His breathing was steady but she could feel him tense, his arms tightening around her.*

Zo’or: We still have time, *he whispered, but his normally strong voice held a tremor it had not before.*

Tl: No, we don't! *she cried, looking up at him.* My father has set my Joining Day! 

Z: No! He cannot!

Tl: He already has! The evening after my birthday celebration I am to be confined to our home for two days - to meditate and prepare for the bonding. On the morning of the third day I am to be presented to N'shen. *Her tone was plaintive and defeated. She had repeatedly argued with her father over his choice for her, but he would not listen - not even to her mother. He just kept saying that N'shen was 'compatible,' and a 'proper' mate, who would guide her into bonded life and raise the children they would have according to the doctrines of the war caste. T'lana had never mentioned her secret love to him, though she knew T'than suspected that her protests were because she was hiding feelings for Zo'rak, whom he had begun to keep distanced more and more of late.* But I don't love N'shen! I love you Zo'or! *She fell against him and cried.* Only you!

Z: *Zo'or guided her further into the cave and waved closed the opening behind him. Together they had created a perfect place where no one ever disturbed them; the little stone cave had grown to a warm and inviting chamber, with sparkling walls, complete with a long and comfortable sofa that had grown from them. In a corner had grown a bed that looked balanced on a pedestal of stone. Zo'or would sometimes rest under the energy shower there and wait for her to come from her studies or in the mornings on her free days, the ever-constant presence of her drone escorts never keeping her away for long. They sat down on the sofa and he rocked her gently.* I could love no other but you, T'lana, *he said, breathing in the flowery scent of her hair. He traced the platinum strands all the way down her back and then lifted her chin, looking into her tearful, turquoise eyes.* I live only because of you.

Tl: Oh...no, Zo'or, you are strong and would have recovered regardless...

Z: No. *He shook his head once, keeping her captured in his gaze.* I live because of you. I stagnated for so long after my awakening; I had nothing to live for. My mate had perished with my colony in the attack and it had left me weakened...and virtually a prisoner on a ship ruled by my most despised enemy! *He saw her wince when he uttered the words, his tone sharp.* And then to discover that T'than had been fruitful... I recall the day that you discovered me. When you said who you were I hated you.

Tl: I know... Please let us not discuss it...

Z: But, it is that very hatred that gave me something to live for. I wanted to be strong again - to challenge T'than for the leadership of this vessel. That you dared to intrude upon me again stunned me. No matter how much I denied or scorned you, you continued to come back.

Tl: *She smiled weakly.* You fascinated me. I had never met anyone like you; you were so mysterious! *She recalled her childish excitement. Even when he would deliberately try and scare her she would always return, drawn to him as the moth is to the flame; and sometimes she was burned by his cruelty.*

Z: *He nodded.* I thought you ridiculous and pathetically naive. I wanted to crush that innocence... *He grabbed air and made a fist.*...But then one day the child stopped sneaking to me and was replaced by a woman. *He touched her lips with his own and spoke into her mouth.* A beautiful young woman...

Tl: *She sought out his tongue with her own and moaned when they touched. Her hands moved over his shoulders and her heart was so loud in her ears it sounded like a bass drum! Yes, she recalled those times, so long ago. Eventually his antagonism had stopped and he began talking to her. She would sit attentively, afraid to make a sound as he reminisced about his leadership when there had been only one Taelon Mothership. She had never judged him or the things he had done; she understood him. As she grew older their relationship had evolved: he kissed her on her eighth birthday; her body had blossomed and Jenny told her that humans would guess her for a girl of sixteen. Everyone told her that she was beautiful, but when Zo'or said it, it was like hearing the words for the first time. When he told her a year later that he loved her the world became brighter; everything was more colorful, and life had suddenly become perfect. That is until her eleventh birthday began to loom on the horizon...* Oh Zo'or, *she wept,*...what are we going to do? My birthday is in three days!

Z: *He held her away by the shoulders gently.* If ever I had reason to call T'than my enemy it is now.

Tl: Don't say that!

Z: Why not? He took Naor'rin from me...and now yet again he will take something I cherish and give it to another...just as he did my son! 

Tl: *Her shoulders shook slightly. Zo'or had revealed every secret to her, even the one about Zo'rak - her first love and now her dearest friend. He was the only one to know her secrets - even about her secret lover. He was the only one would understood. Sometimes it was very hard to keep the secret of his true parentage from him but Zo'or wanted to wait until he was mature enough to know. 

She saw the pain in Zo'or's eyes as he spoke terrible things about her father and she looked away.*

Z: *T'lana began to cry harder and for a moment he was angry.* Why do you cry? I speak the truth!

Tl: I know! But you did say how you had made mistakes and caused some of those things to happen...

Z: Mistakes yes - mistakes T'than made certain to capitalize on to his own advantage and to my detriment! *She buried her face in her hands and he shook her.* When will you accept it?

Tl: You'll never make me hate my father! He has given me so much...

Z: ...including a mate you do not want!

Tl: I know, *she wept, barely able to see him through her tears.* But I love him; he is my father.

Z: Do you love him enough to give up what you want in life, for him? *He smiled sadly and pulled her close. There was a time when he would have waged war on T'than, and indeed a part of him still wanted to. But, another part - a part that had matured through sickness, loss and death - wanted to do what was right for her. For so long he had been the youngest - the only child amongst all Taelons. T'lana was Taelon, and she was truly a child; she needed him to help with her problem, not add to it. He needed to channel his rage, and mold it into a solution that would benefit them both.* T'lana... *he wiped her eyes and made her look at him*...in three days, childhood ends. You must choose what you wish to do. You must choose...your father...or me.

Tl: *She looked at him for a long time, her teal eyes changing shade as the aspect of her pain changed to agony; such an impossible choice!* I love you both, *she choked. Zo'or looked down; he was disappointed in her.* But...you are the one I want to spend forever with. On my joining day, I want it to be you there, not N'shen! *She pulled him closer and kissed him, her tears wetting his face.* Just hold me for awhile Zo'or. Let us share one last night away from reality...and what must be. *No matter what they wanted, T'lana knew that her father was a force of nature - one too strong to be contended with. Zo'or's hands were moving over her, unbuttoning the front of the real clothes he loved for her to wear. Soon, the two panels of her billowing violet dress were open to her waist and he was nuzzling her breasts. They were full enough to nearly fill his large and graceful hands.* Zo'or, *she moaned. She lay across his lap, arching up her back, her nipples bunched into almost painful beads of need. She blushed, the glow illuminating the walls around them as he made her tingle with delight.*

Z: T'lana...*he whispered, his lips in the soft crevice between those firm and creamy mounds of flesh that she had finally allowed him to see and touch after so long. His kissing and exploration had begun with gentle passion but soon became more aggressive. One of his hands had slipped under the folds of her softly layered skirts, finding her upper thighs. They trembled and he urged them open but she pushed it away, making small noises of protest.* I feel your desire, *he said, nuzzling her earlobe.* You want to be touched as much as I want to touch you... *She shook her head, but her eyes were closed.* Do not lie to me, *he whispered, kissing her.* Our love joins our thoughts. *His hand again began its ascent over her slender legs.*

Tl: No...*she sat up*...I must not...

Z: Why? *he asked, irritated.* Because T'than wants you untouched on your joining day?

Tl: No... *The word lacked conviction. Why did he have to be so damn intuitive? Why did he have to be right? Ever since the announcement that N'shen was to be her bondmate, her father had made comments - some subtle, some not - that she belonged to him, and that romantic associations with anyone else were forbidden.* I do want to be with you but...

Z: What? *He pulled her against him possessively, blushing with the feel of her bare chest pressed against him - just beyond the fine layer of energy that composed his uniform.* I grow tired of being your second choice!

Tl: You aren't Zo'or! I love you - I love you more than life itself!

Z: *Her hands were flat against his chest and he took them into his own.* Are you mine then, or is N'shen's name going to echo in your mind anytime you think of giving yourself to me?

Tl: *He was right; N'shen had been a part of her life without really being in it. His shadow was always there, and T'lana was tired of being chaperoned by it. She was tired of the shame.* No. It is just that I guess I am feeling a little...guilty.

Z: For what? For being happy? If your father truly loves you he will not deny you the same completion he himself has found - the completion you will only have with me!

Tl: I know! *she said, her lovely features drawn tight with her troubled thoughts. Only with Zo'or did she know peace, the feel of this thoughts, his energy, surrounding her with the security T'than told her she would feel when N'shen made her his. She never would! She hated N'shen!*

Z: Yes you hate him, *he murmured, hearing her thoughts and sweeping her up into his strong arms.* You love me T'lana. I want you to be my mate!

Tl: Yes, oh yes! *she gasped as she floated through the air. The soft mattress of the bed met her bare back with cool and silken sheets. She felt so light, until his body came to rest upon hers, his hips gently pressing against hers. She shuddered when she felt his restrained manhood throbbing so close to her core. Never in her virgin dreams had she dared to imagine such delightful anticipation! Yet, her heart felt like it was going to explode.* I am scared, *she said between kisses that were becoming more passionate.*

Z: Do not be. Pleasure awaits us... *The diaphanous dress did nothing to shield the youthful planes of her body from him. Her curves had enflamed his dreams for years as he watched her mature. Again he thrust gently against the heated center between her hips.* When my energy is inside of you N'shen will not be able to deny whom you belong to and he will step aside.

Tl: *She had never considered that. She would be Zo'or's...and her father would be helpless to change that.* I want the pleasure; I want to be yours! *Her legs relaxed under him and, they opened, letting his lower body slip between them...*

Z: You are mine, *he said, his facade flickering with his feelings. He felt...victorious! He had lost so much: his leadership, two mates, and a child but no more! He had at last found love again; completion! And, after he took his young mate T'than would have no choice but to accept it! 

He kissed her and she kissed him back.* I love you, T'lana.

Tl: *Her rushing energy made her eyes glow fever bright.* I love you too Zo'or - forever and ever!

Z: *He smiled at her youthful declaration of devotion and slowly lifted himself away from her and sat on his knees between her legs. They were tangled beneath her shimmering skirts. His eyes traveled up her form slowly, trying to burn her image into his mind. This was the last time he would see her like this - lying amongst the pillows, her straight blonde hair fanned out around her face. It was her face he wanted to remember - its expression... She was watching him, her eyes full of love and yet glistening with fearful anticipation. She pursed her lips softly, moistening them and they parted slightly. The spots at her temples had darkened so much with her arousal that even the pattern over her eyeridge which was hardly visible was easily seen now. 

She would never look like this again before they made love because she would be a woman; she would know what to expect. But now...right now, she was a child - an exquisite and alluring child.

He pulled at her dress and it slid over her delicately flared hips and down over her shapely long legs. She looked absolutely luminous against the black sheets...and so did he; his jumpsuit had dissolved by the time he fell next to her.*

Tl: *Zo'or's admiring gaze was making her shiver; it was a tangible feeling on her skin. Now she was held in his arms, their auras touching, their energies riding the currents and eddies of their want side by side, wanting to meld and become one. His large hand cupped her rear and pulled her even closer, and that is when she felt his erection throbbing against her inner thighs. Its tip teased the fine lace of her panties at her opening. Her fingers were making little circular patterns over his chest but her eyes were looking down furtively, but all she could make out were shadows and their tangled legs.*

Z: *The Taelon noticed her fluttering lashes; her downward gaze, and, taking her small hand, he made it follow her eyes.*

Tl: Zo'or...no...*she blushed.*

Z: Yes. Do not be afraid to touch me...

Tl: I'm not, *she lied. She wanted to sound experienced and worldly and not put him off with childish fear. She hated the way that she flinched and blushed when he wrapped her hand around his hardness, but she had not expected it to feel so...alive. Zo'or urged her hand back and forth over it, which made him even more rigid. Tiny drops of liquid leaked into her hand adding lubrication. Soon she kept up the rhythm on her own, working him, both fascinated and aroused as she watched him fall onto his back, writhing and blushing. Now she had a perfect view of his staff. It curved slightly upward and when he blushed she could see veins of energy as thick as her fingers wrapping around it from base to beautiful crown; fire-bright beads of his essence pooling at the tip and then running down over her hand in bluish rivulets. She caught him watching her; his grin was held on his lips with a little sweetness...and a bit more arrogance.* Stop looking at me like that, *she giggled, letting go of him and looking away.*

Z: I was merely admiring your...admiration. *smirk* But now, it is my turn. *He pushed her back against the pillows, still playfully grinning down at her.* Beautiful...*he murmured, his hand hovering over her breasts, skimming over them and landing on her stomach. Where a human's navel would have been T'lana had a smattering of tiny spots; one circle within another spiraling into a trail that disappeared beneath the scalloped pink lace that hardly covered what his eyes longed to see. He followed that trail with his index finger - an avid pirate following a map to the treasure. Her skin became flushed and hot and she trembled when his other hand joined the first and he started pulling her panties down.* Do not be afraid...

Tl: *She wanted to say that she wasn't, but her throat was completely dry and when her mouth opened no sound came out save for a shaking breath.  She had been brought up to not be embarrassed by nudity; that was a human failing. But once she had begun to mature T'than had repeatedly reminded her that, except when necessary in the presence of a healer, she was to follow strict decorum when it came to members of the opposite sex, until her joining day of course. Zo'or was spreading her legs and unbidden, T'than's stern voice scolded her in her mind. She gasped and turned onto her belly.*

Z: T'lana? *he asked, concern in his voice, though his eyes were treated to the sight of her round cheeks, her thighs tightly together and hiding what lay in that shadowed crevice.* What is wrong?

Tl: *She could not say - the last thing her lover wanted to hear was T'than's name! Her face was buried in the pillows.*

Z: It is clear that my skills as a lover thus far have been inferior, because I have not yet made you forget about the things that trouble you. *She shook her head but he hushed her with a few pats to her bottom, and he smiled mischievously though she would not see it.* I will have to redouble my efforts, though I find such a task...intriguing. *He caressed her legs, leaving trails of kisses all the way down one of her legs, and back up the other, stopping and lingering over the globes of her rear before continuing to her lower back, and upwards to her shoulders. He brushed her hair away from her face and kissed her cheeks, making her smile and look at him from the corner of her eye.* Have you ever come before, T'lana? 

Tl: I...don't know, *she answered shyly.*

Z: Then you have not, or you would know. Have you never touched yourself? *The way she blushed - first pink, and then glowing blue was terribly attractive. She shook her head, and that really came as no surprise to him with the way T'than had her watched all of the time!* Then let me touch you my love; let me show you what you have been denied...*She tensed but did not fight him when he gently pulled her thighs apart. She began to shiver when his lips met her folds, and she gasped audibly when he spread her labia so he could lick her clit...and that is when she moaned, the sound full of surprise that melted into passion when he crushed his face against her, suckling and tonguing her with fervor.*

Tl: *Her hands balled into fists, wrinkling the sheets. Words could not describe what she was feeling as Zo'or's tongue flicked and thrust into her, pushing tiny cries out of her mouth. His mouth between her legs was an extremely forbidden - and erotic - sensation!*

Z: *He moaned against her when T'lana's hips began moving, and he could tell what she liked best because she would meet his lips, and even push against them if his ministrations were not intense enough. The pearl nestled in her sex had swelled and her body began to tremble; she was close! Tiny streams of energy leapt from his tongue to dance over her glistening pink flesh and, at last, her moan announced her climax. Grabbing her hips he held her rigid body still - her tender folds glued to his face, blushing and almost coming himself as she did, but Zo'or had no intention of spending one drop of his seed anywhere that night...but inside of her.*

Tl: *Tears squeezed from her eyes when she squinted them shut, and oh, how she wanted to stop those silly whimpers she was making but after the strange pressure had gotten so strong she thought she would explode it had burst in a warm and liquid flush between her legs and then her entire body had felt like she was charged with electricity! The spasms came out of her control, and left her limp and covered with perspiration...and feeling as a rocket must feel after the explosive heat of launch, finally free to float amongst the stars...* Zo'or, that was...amazing!

Z: Yes, *he whispered,* indeed...amazing... *He was currently enraptured, looking at the prize he intended to claim. Even aroused and swollen, the opening to T'lana's core was very small, and inside, completely closed by her virgin flesh. She tensed when he inserted one finger and then another, but he was gentle, and she relaxed. She was as ready as she could be - physically. He slid up her back, resting his weight on her, kissing her ear and face.* Are you ready?

Tl: *His question echoed in her mind. Was she? Then another question came from her own conscience: Would her father...her Daddy, still love her after this? Would she still be his little girl? Was she ready to stop being a little girl? She smiled then; Zo'or was nuzzling her hair and she looked back over her shoulder into his mesmerizing blue eyes. Zo'or loved her with more than words; she could feel it emanating from his soul. He wanted her to be his mate, and she wanted to be.* Yes...I am ready. *His lips were on her neck and she closed her eyes.* Make love to me Zo'or.

Z: *At last! T'lana would be his and, in another moment there would be no going back. One arm went tightly around her waist, lifting her slightly so he was aligned with her opening. The other wrapped around her shoulders and pulled her as close against him as he could.* There will be some...discomfort...

Tl: I don't care! *she said, feeling his breath quicken against her face. She opened her legs more, feeling his hardness penetrate her, though she did intake a breath sharply when he began prodding her, his tip trying to test her depth, a painful barrier stopping him.*  Make me yours...

Z: Yes, mine, *he said, still worshiping her temple with gentle thrusts, but his organ was throbbing painfully with his desire for her - desire that had waited for over three years. His patience was at an end.* My mate...forever! *He pulled back and with precise aim, lunged forward. He met resistance and she screamed as it was lost, allowing him halfway into her. He shuddered and blushed. It seemed wrong that it hurt her so much and yet for him her first taking was indescribably pleasurable! He pulled back again.* Once more T'lana...and then you will also feel as I do... *She did not respond, but he could hear her whispery sobs, and her breathing was gaspy. Another hard thrust, another small cry, and he was in her - finally all the way in!* Mine...you are mine now my love, *he said, pumping into her slowly until her body relaxed in his arms, making it so much easier to plunge into her.*

Tl: *Her cheeks glistened with tears; he had not been entirely accurate when he said that there would be 'discomfort.' It felt like every nerve in her body from her core to the tip of her nose had zinged and popped, but as the fire in her body subsided, shrinking inward until the heat was centered back in her belly, the quality of it changed: his thrusts came now to fill her and pain became a delightful feeling of invasion. He let go of her waist and she arched her back, laughing and crying simultaneously knowing that with each of his thrusts into her he carried her further and further away from a joining she had never wanted in the first place.

Twisting beneath him, their intimate connection was severed. Laying on her back, bending her knees, she brazenly offered him the invitation to continue taking her body....*

Z: *She lay there, her body exposed, waiting for him. He dipped his fingers into her, blood and liquid energy aiding his rhythmic ministrations. She grimaced when he pushed too deeply and that pleased him; she was still so new. Soon his fingers were replaced by his thick member. Her body moved in perfect unison with his; two musicians who played the same tune - the only one they had ever known. The only one they wanted to know. 

His hands entwined with hers and he lifted them so they lay on the pillows.* I know your body; I know your mind, but I want...

Tl: What? Tell me Zo'or, what do you want?

Z: All.

Tl: Yes! *she exclaimed, opening the door to her innermost being. Zo'or's one simple word expressed so much more, and it was anything but simple. This was joining; the melding of body; of spirit; of the everything that they were! Even death would never separate them now. 

She cried out and so did he. Joining offered pain along with pleasure, the two sensations reversing, becoming the other and then swirling back again, and then becoming one...both...and neither. It was a conundrum neither of them could solve and they did not need to. To Taelon minds it just was. They accepted it, rejoicing in each other and the new balance which had been created.*

Z: Come with me T'lana! *he said, his voice harsh with lust. He saw her below him, her body shuddering with his rough thrusts, but she was all around him too, her blonde hair swirling in what he perceived as blinding white light.*

Tl: I will! *The pressure was back, stronger than the first time and she needed to burst! Her tender sex twinged when his shaft thickened and throbbed, becoming too hard to bear and then...release...

They fell together through the light and then their simple chamber was around them again and their bodies were glued together, and to the dark sheets. He had to hold her tightly because she could not stop trembling.* By...the...gods... Are you going to tell me that this is what I have been missing?

Z: *He arched a ridge.* Yes. 

Tl: *She exhaled loudly.* It was...fantastic!  *Zo'or smiled, looking rather proud of himself.* Hey! I helped! *Then, unsure* Didn't I?

Z: *He caressed her face, unable to stop the smile* Yes, you did but, do not ask T'lana. Look for the answer within me. *He took her hand* Feel what I feel for you...

Tl: *Her fingers grazed his, her eyes darkening as the pupils enlarged with her focus on...and into, her lover. Her rosebud mouth opened with a delighted gasp.* I feel it...I feel you! *Her perception had changed - his presence had become a warm weight in the back of her mind.* 

Z: And I you. I never thought that I would know the feeling of another with me again. I had forgotten how...happy, I could feel.

Tl: *She hugged him, the act utterly spontaneous.* You will always be happy with me. I swear it! 

Z: *He blushed with her emotions, but then they grew heavy and he lifted her chin.* You are still troubled. I realize you are concerned over what your father's reaction to our union will be.

Tl: I know what it will be, and that does trouble me, yes.

Z: He merely wishes to do what is best for you.

Tl: *She looked up sharply.* I...did not expect you to say that. You don't agree with him about N'shen, do you?

Z: *He put out the fire in her eyes with a shake of his head and a finger to her petulant lips.* I did not say that. But, I understand him. If I had had a child...*he paused, pushing away the pain that bubbled up from his core and continued on another tact.* If we had a child, would you not do what you believed was best for her?

Tl: Yes, I suppose so but...I wouldn't force her into a joining that I knew she hated!

Z: *He kissed her forehead, trying to calm her anger.* When we are parents, and I do intend to have children with you T'lana...*she smiled*...we shall endeavor to do what is right, but also, what is agreeable, to her. *The girl hugged him again and Zo'or was once again taken with her youthful exuberance, and keeping well hidden his own worries over how the war general would react when he learned that his very young daughter had been usurped by one he hated. His jaw tightened out of her sight; T'than's parental intentions aside, he would have a battle on his hands if he tried to take T'lana from him! Her sweet voice interrupted his thoughts.*

Tl: It's getting late; I have to go soon. I told my chaperones not to disturb me while I was studying, but they will enter the garden soon to fetch me.

Z: *Studying, he thought, bemused. Indeed she had been receiving a lesson - one T'than would never have wanted her to learn with him.* Please stay a little longer? I will exit through the passages behind the infirmary; I will not be seen.

Tl: *They lay down again and she pulled a sheet up to cover them. Beneath it, Zo'or's fingers busied themselves playing with her breasts while they kissed.* I can't wait for the day when we will never have to part; when we have our own chambers!

Z: Indeed. I will make love to you every night. I still have *smile*...more that I wish to teach you.

Tl: *She smiled to herself and cuddled up against his chest, feeling warm and most of all, complete.* Zo'or, let us not make our quarters where yours are now. I never understood why you allowed T'than to force you to live in such isolation. The lower decks of the ship are so...desolate. Even your sequestration in the infirmary was not as severe.

Z: In a way T'than did me a favor.

Tl: A favor?

Z: Yes. If he wished to assure my subservience he would have been better served to allow the population to see me ill and weakened. Now, I shall return, and I am as everyone remembers me - strong; a leader. And it is thanks to you that I have fully recovered.

Tl: *She frowned.* But I did not help you so you could challenge my father for leadership. This is his ship Zo'or!

Z: I am a leader, *he replied simply* It is what I was meant to do. It is all that I know how to do. *T'lana looked extremely troubled over his statement.* You are my mate now. Whatever comes, I expect you to stand with me.

Tl: *Only her eyes moved to meet his seriously but she finally nodded.* I will.

Z: It is not something that you need concern yourself with at the moment though. Before we can truly begin our life together - before I can make a position for myself on this ship - I must speak with Zo'rak. The time has come for him to know who I am, and who he is.

Tl: I'm glad. I will be there to support you if you like.

Z: No, *he said, raising up on his elbow so he could look down at her.* It would be better if I went alone. However, on the night of your birthday, I shall be there to support you. I will not allow you to face your father on your own. On that night, all truths will be known, and we will never be parted. *He punctuated his words with kisses.* But now, I am going to make love to you again.

Tl: *She began to protest, but when she felt his hardness slip into her, protests became wordless sighs. Her legs wrapped around his hips, stopping all motion. The Taelon was clearly puzzled.*

Z: What is it?

Tl: I want...you to do something for me now...

Z: All you need do is ask...

Tl: It is more something I want you...to give me.

Z: I do not understand. What is it that you desire? 

Tl: Remember what you told me earlier, not to use words? Find your answer inside of me Zo'or.

Z: *He focused, looking inward, and at once his eyes widened, and she smiled knowingly.* Are you sure, T'lana? 

Tl: I am. I will not be separated from you Zo'or.

Z: *His full lips turned up into a smile - of happiness - of purpose, and he thrust hard into her.* We will not be. After tonight, it will not be possible. *A deep thrust. A deep kiss. 

Zo'or and T'lana were creating their destiny.*

Book Two
Part Two

Difficult Truths

[ Takes place after "Secret Lovers," the next day ]

*Zo'or walked through the busy decks of the ship at a strolling pace. His isolation had been a voluntary one, but now, at last, he was fully recovered. Mentally he was as perceptive as he ever was, his outlook positive because of the ever-constant humming in the back of his mind; his mate; he was whole again. 

He did not recognize most of the people, but they nodded respectfully as he passed. A pang of sadness fell like a tiny raindrop on the water as he was reminded of the colony he had lost. Under any other circumstances he would simply have ordered T'than's death and taken the leadership for himself but his relationship with T'lana had complicated matters. 

Another complicated relationship loomed before him: his relationship to Zo'rak, and how he had come to be conceived. A flash of cowardice assaulted him and Zo'or thought that perhaps it would be better for everyone if they were allowed to portray the truth in a manner that was comfortable for them. No, he thought, reality would find a way to make itself known eventually at a time of its own choosing, so, better to take control and choose the time for revelations for himself. This was the start of a new life for him; it was time to banish the ghosts of his past.

Finding Sc'orr and Naor'rin's home was not difficult - those he asked were forthcoming with the information and soon he had turned down that last corridor, approaching their door. Barely a moment after he had touched the chime it vanished. A teenaged Jaridian girl stood there looking up at him with mild curiosity. Taelons were a natural part of her life.* Sinaui Euhura, *he said, one hand against his chest, the other outward.* I wish to speak with...*he paused - she must have been Sc'orr and Naor'rin's child and so he took a chance*...your parents...Sc'orr and Naor'rin.

 

Narya: *Despite her height having nearly reached its limit, Narya was forced to look upwards at the face of the Taelon. Her mind quickly went through all the faces that she knew from roaming the ship, but he did not look like any of them. The young girl would have remember this Taelon - he had a posture and a kind of energy that was not easy to overlook. His features were strangely familiar.* My parents are resting at the moment. Who wishes to speak with them?

 

N: *She had been asleep, cuddling with Sc'orr. Sleep had come easily after a hard day's work... but it had been progressively invaded by bad dreams. Naor'rin remembered wanting to run - but her legs were still, stubborn to move as though she was trying to run in water. But the precipice came nearer and nearer, until at last it swallowed her. She woke up with a start, feeling nervous... and it had taken her a mere second to feel the presence that neared their home. She had been quick to dress in a plain black jumpsuit and a silver embroidered robe over it and walked out of the room. She knew Sc'orr would follow her soon.

 

Naor'rin entered the room in time to hear her daughter's words, and answer the girl's question.* Zo'or... *it was not like looking at a ghost anymore. He was there, and to her clear surprise, stronger than she remembered him.*

Z: Naor'rin, *he said politely, though there was a gleam in his eyes that sparkled somewhere between teasing playfulness, and a challenge.*

 

Na: *She looked from her mother to the Taelon again. So, that was Zo'or! Narya knew Taelon history very well by now. And she remembered the day when her brother had been severely chastised for sneaking into a forbidden area... and seen the one many called the Taelon prince. She stepped aside, giving him room to enter, and locked the door behind him.*

Z: *He stepped past the girl, his gaze on her mother, but knowing that he was indeed the center of attention in the room. He had always thrived on that...*

 

Na: *Narya observed him, knowing instinctively that he was aware of it. He was indeed regal - his motion fluid - yet each step was marked with a driven purpose. A rock in many aspects that was able to glide. That was the dichotomy that better defined him. Varria had taught her enough for Narya to also see a great change in her mother. Naor'rin was visibly stressed, though there was complicity in the way they looked at each other. She had a distinct feeling that their past was far more complicated than what Naor'rin had told her.*

 

N: Narya... *She looked from Zo'or for a mere instant.* Could you please retreat to your room? *There was indignation in her daughter's eyes... and curiosity. But she did not want Narya to feel tempted to speculate. Her daughter was too perceptive, and there were things better left to be told rather than discovered.* We will converse later. 

 

Na: *The tension was already rising to a palpable level.* Certainly... *she answered. Whatever happened, she would be able to feel it through her connection with her parents. She passed by them, nodding her farewell to their visitor, and disappeared down the short corridor that led to hers and to Zo'rak's chambers.*

Sc: *Sc'orr caught his daughter coming his way down the short corridor, but looking back over her shoulder. He took her shoulders before she could bump into him. He smiled down at her surprised expression.* You did not even sense me; whatever the distraction, it must be something major. One of those young men you have spoken about perhaps? *He already knew they had a visitor, and, as his daughter had matured, her body ripening a little too fast in his opinion, the door chimes had been ringing more and more with those eager for a moment of her attention.*

 

Na: I hope not... *she whispered. The sudden thought of drawing the attention of that specific Taelon was almost frightening. Her mane of black hair flowed over her lean arms when she turned back to get a glimpse of their visitor again.* Mom's acting strange. And that Taelon makes me uncomfortable... *she turned back to face her father.* Mother called him Zo'or. 

Sc: *He knew before the girl stopped speaking that he had been mistaken about the identity of their guest. Naor'rin's emotions began to flow into him; urgent and full of fear. He let go of the raven tendrils of Narya's hair he had been playing through his fingers.* Go to your room and wave closed the door, *he said quietly.* Please do not come out unless we call you. 

Na: *Now she was beginning to be alarmed.* Father... what is the matter? Why can't I....?*her hand gripped his strong arm, as if to awaken him from a strange trance, but he seemed to barely notice it and went on with his instructions.*

 

Sc: I also want you to call around and find Zo'rak. He might be with his cousin, or studying at the learning center - I do not know which. Without alarming him, tell him that he needs to return home immediately. If you cannot find him, call his escorts.

 

Na: *It was serious. The air was growing heavier by the second - like an invisible dome over them - leaving them to suffocate! Narya could sense both her parent's distress now. Not even T'than, on his worst day, had that effect on them. Her own curiosity would have to wait.* Very well. Take care... That one is up to no good. I can feel it.

Sc: *he kissed the top of her head, keeping his tone reassuring.* Everything will be fine. Your mother and I will deal with this... situation. *He gave her a tiny push toward her room.* Go now...

 

Na: *Narya gave her father a quick kiss on the cheek and practically ran into her room. The console was already activated... now, finding someone as active as her brother might prove a little hard. The same as keeping the worried tone out of her voice when she spoke with him...*

~*~

 

N: *Years had passed since she had last seen him. And if it had been a shock to see him fragile and demented, it was even more so to see him fully reconstituted. He was powerful again. The light in his eyes was a flame that could not be extinguished and it seemed to feed on her self-confidence. He was there for an obvious reason. He was there for Zo'rak. 

The day for the difficult truth had come.* 

Sc: *He came to stand next to Naor'rin, coming up behind her so close that their bodies touched. His demeanor was calm and diplomatic; the usual, comforting Sc'orr, though it would be a foolish mistake to believe that the Taelon did not have his guard up. This was the realm of his family.* Zo'or, *he said, nodding.* Naor'rin and I were not expecting to receive visitors today.

Z: I am certain you were not, *he smirked.*...and I am also quite certain that any visit from myself would never be welcomed, hence my impromptu arrival.

Sc: That is not true Zo'or. *The other Taelon did not look at all assured.* For what reason have you come here?

Z: Ignorance does not suit you Sc'orr, *he said, stepping forward, pretending to look at two figurines on a glass table*...especially when I know that you are anything but. *His eyes flashed, locking onto the older Taelon's like a laser.* While you hide it well, Naor'rin is not as apt at prevarication. 

 

N: *She was leaning slightly against Sc'orr. The warmth of his body pressed against hers was the only kind she could find in the room. The rest of the air seemed to have frozen. And Zo'or was indeed a creature of ice with his piercing blue eyes and clear aggressiveness.*

 

Z: *His hand floated up near his face* Or perhaps she lacks the motivation to do so unless it involves publicly humiliating me and then stealing what was rightfully mine. *He ignored Sc'orr's scathing look and dared to step closer, looking the Jaridian in the eyes.* I do hope, that you have had a... pleasant... life, for these past several years, Naor'rin.

 

N: *She found the guts to smirk at him, despite his subtle but clear threat.* Quite so. Actually, I should thank you for what you did to me. *Saying it out loud was liberating.* If you had not, I would never have found Sc'orr, nor had two wonderful children with him. You freed me. *She saw a flicker of hatred pass by, as if a shooting star had crossed his gaze and disappeared a second later.* And I will not allow you to imprison me again in any way. *He looked different. Looking now, deeply into his blue on blue eyes... she noticed that he too was partially free. She had seldom sensed that. In her time with him, there had always been chains holding them both: she had her duty and her species; he had the leadership of the Taelon race and all that implied. Zo'or had lost his leadership though; he had lost her and his own child. But... since she had last seen him, he seemed to have gained something. His strength derived from it.* What is your purpose here Zo'or?

Z:  To claim what I am owed. *For the first time he saw uncertainty in Sc'orr's eyes, and absolute fear in Naor'rin's.

Sc: We owe you nothing! *he hissed.* Zo'rak is...

Z: MY son! 

Sc: You annulled those rights the moment you decided to rape his mother and poison her mind! *He had left his mate's side and was now face to face with the former Synod leader. What hubris, Sc'orr thought angrily, that Zo'or actually believed that he could come after all this time and simply steal their child away!*

Z: *At one time Zo'or might have taken Sc'orr's proximity as a challenge and immediately accepted, but now, he did not even raise his voice.* Naor'rin made her choices, and paid the price for them.

 

N: *That was the greatest offense he could utter. After all... he felt no remorse or any sense of wrong in what he had done to her. In fact, in his twisted thinking pattern, he blamed her for what had happened! It was not difficult to let anger rise in her - not difficult at all when Sc'orr himself was outraged! She didn't have him to balance her thoughts anymore, and they were both leaning over the abyss.*

Sc: Zo'or, *he said lowly,* you need to withdraw from our residence. *He stepped closer.* Now.

Z: *He replied, though he was looking over Sc'orr's shoulders, directly at Naor'rin.* If that is your wish, however, are you really willing to let me go without knowing what brought me here today? 

 

N: *She stepped forward, reaching for Sc'orr's arm and pulling herself forward. Naor'rin went around her mate, standing between him and Zo'or again. She felt Sc'orr was holding on by a thread, and these were not two ordinary Taelons. They were both skilled in battle, and mentally and physically able to kill each other.* You have already stated your intentions - you mean to take MY son. Because make no mistake Zo'or, that is who Zo'rak is. Your contribution was merely biological. *Sc'orr's own emotions were sinking into her skin, taking her to the edge. Naor'rin took a deep breath and made an effort to calm down.* Speak what you will, and then do as Sc'orr suggested and leave.

Z: Very well, *he said, looking like his arrogant self of years ago. He wished he had his throne to sit in; he always preferred it when he was the focal point in the room. He put a few feet between them and once satisfied that he had their complete attention, he began.* My life up until this point has been rather...unfulfilling - much of that my own doing - however, I now have a purpose. 

Sc: Which is? *His words were clipped; he just wanted Zo'or to leave.*

Z: *He circled them once.* I have taken a mate. *Their mutual shock was vaguely insulting.* Just because you found me an inferior choice as a mate Naor'rin does not mean that others share your opinion.

 

N: *Her eyes narrowed somewhat. The person who had accepted to be his mate was clearly unaware of all the nuances in Zo'or's persona. But it was actually a relief as much as a surprise that he had found a new focus. It was the last link broken between them. Now there was only Zo'rak, and a past relationship that they had both left behind.*

 

Z: I took one on Blue Colony, and it appears that fortune favors me for a third time by bringing this one into my life.

Sc: We are happy for you, but what does any of this have to do with you coming here in what seems to be brazen attempt to cause disharmony in our family?

Z: *He looked first at Sc'orr and then over at Naor'rin.* You think that I intend to take Zo'rak from you?

 

N: Per your words, you are here to claim him. *her eyes squinted around the edges.* What I know of what you are capable of suggests that those are your intentions.

Z: *He smirked. He knew quite well how they would construe his actions - it was what he wanted; his minor revenge on them for being so happy.* You are mistaken. Even I would not be so cruel as to remove a child from an environment that he is clearly well-adjusted to, if your daughter is any indication. 

 

N: *Now, that was confusing. Had he just... commended them? She looked and looked for an ulterior motive. A hint of a lie, or subterfuge and hidden intentions in a little wrinkle of his face. But she found nothing! Could it be? He had waited all those years - more than she had expected. Could Zo'or, as possessive as he was, give away his parentage to Zo'rak?*

Z: Do not look so relieved just yet. My benevolence has a price.

Sc: It always does.

Z: Indeed Sc'orr. *He turned and looked out of the large window that fronted the elegant room.* It is too late for me to be a parent to this child, but that does not nullify my relationship to him; even if only 'biological.'  *He turned back to them.* I want him to know who I am. I told Naor'rin as much years ago and she wished to wait until the boy was mature enough to deal with the information. I believe that such time has come. 

 

N: *That was all true. She was surprisingly calm when she asked.* Why now? *Because he had indeed waited too long. Zo'rak was fully grown. In fact, he was already looking to move to his own quarters.*

 

Z: Before I can hope for a future with my new mate I wish to close the book on my past. *He looked... suddenly humble.* You have both created a more than adequate life together - unburdened by deceit. I ask for the same. I demand it.

 

N: *Naor'rin looked down, at her own hands. Her gaze was empty. She knew they had made a deal. At that time, she knew what the consequences would be. In a sense... all of them had protected Zo'rak from the truth. But all of them had known, the truth would not let itself remain buried forever.*

Sc: *He was silent for a moment, but then he turned to her.* Naor'rin, I will support you in whatever decision you make, but you must make it. This arrangement was between you and Zo'or. What do you want to do?

 

N: We will never be free from this lie unless we destroy it. Zo'rak has the right to know. *she looked into Sc'orr's eyes. He had been Zo'rak's father - he had put his own life at risk to save both she and a child he had known was not his. This situation was the most threatening to his position - both she and Zo'or were forever tied to each other with Zo'rak; for they were his biological parents. Sc'orr had been the one to nourish him, educate him; he had been the one who had brought up Zo'rak to being the wonderful young man that he was.* At the end of the day Sc'orr, you will still be his father. If not for you, Zo'rak would not have lived. *She turned back to Zo'or, even though he was still gazing outwards. She knew his attention was on them.* I have one condition though: You may be present, but he will hear the truth from my lips.

Z: *He waved her comment off dismissively.* It matters not who tells him, as long as he is told. I will remain to answer any questions he might have.

Sc: *He folded his arms, trying to keep the neutral tone he was affecting.* Are you certain that you wish to Zo'or? His questions may require you to reveal things about yourself that are not contained in the history texts - things that will force you to give up your legendary status. If you are not willing to be completely honest with him then you should leave now before he arrives.

Z: I understand, *he said, his hands floating, his feet firmly on the floor. He had no intention of leaving. No matter how hard, he would hold nothing back. T'lana knew what he had done and still she loved him. Perhaps the boy would forgive him also but regardless of the outcome he would do it. The truth would set him free.*

 

~*~

Zo'rak: *His uncle had burst into the training room, interrupting his exercise. Zo'rak did nothing to hide his disappointment - after a long series of blows he was finally gaining advantage over Volrath but No'ram had summarily ordered him to return home. His tone had been rather grave - not that the sound of his uncle's voice was ever anything but ominous with its thundering tone - but Zo'rak also noticed a hint of concern. All he got upon questioning him was that Narya had called and asked that he go home as soon as possible.

 

Zo'rak did so. He showered quickly and left his shoulder-length hair to dry out on its own. Exiting the training room he heard the faraway sounds of fighting - no doubt his uncle had taken his place on the mat. It had been a good day - he couldn't wait to tell his parents the progress he'd made! The adrenaline of his workout accompanied him all the way home, masking the growing awkward sensation in the back of his mind.

 

The door opened with a simple wave of his hand. The sight that greeted him home was a rather unusual one: His mother was seated on one of the sofas, his father standing right behind her. They were tense, but in all his youth Zo'rak didn't see the reason why - and it was just standing by the window!* Uncle said you called. I was working out with Volrath. *He walked to his mother, who got up, and kissed her on the cheek.* I can beat him eight times out of ten now! It's a shame J'thir won't join us more often. I guess he's more obedient to T'than than even T'lana! *He stopped then, as if in a blink of an eye his surroundings had changed. He finally sensed the psychic emanations from a stranger's mind. And his mother was not cheerful for him; in fact, she was nervous. And the look in her eyes... he had only seen it once - when he was six years old and decided to explore... just as he himself had only felt like that when he had first gazed upon...*

Sc: Zo'rak, *he said quietly,* we have company.

 

Zo: *He noticed it then, in the corner of his eyes. A figure... that was in all aspects misplaced, and was in every manner, beckoning him. Unable to resist, Zo'rak turned and saw him.* You... *Zo'or. His mother had told him about Zo'or. In all those years passed, Zo'rak had never forgotten those piercing eyes; for the Taelon he saw before him now was quite different. Except for the eyes. And the almost magnetic pull he seemed to exert.* What is going on, Mother? What is he doing here? 

 

N: Zo'or has come to see you, Zo'rak. *She got hold of his hand. Suddenly, she felt like she couldn't let go, fearful that he would run from her. Run from them all, and from the truth they were about to reveal.*

 

Zo: See me? *That sounded wrong. Hadn't that same Taelon scorned him before? And threatened T'lana!* After the way he treated us? 

 

N: Zo'or was unwell. But he has recovered since. *She glanced at the Taelon.* Be seated Zo'rak, the time has come for us to speak with you.

 

Zo: *He followed his mother and sat on the couch across from hers. His eyes looked up to his father.* What is going on?

Sc: We called you home because we needed to talk to you...

 

N: Zo'rak... *she called, feeling the presence of Zo'or coming nearer. Zo'rak grew more tense. He could feel him! Naor'rin gathered herself and took a deep breath* That feeling you have... the feeling you told me about five years ago when you first met Zo'or, has an explanation. 

Sc: *Moving from the boy to Naor'rin he sat down next to her, taking her hand. Zo'rak was confused, waiting for her to continue.* Go on; it must be done.

 

N: You and Zo'or are connected. *It was not only their names that were somewhat alike.* In my time as liaison for the Jaridians, when there was still war between our species, Zo'or was leader... *she looked down, then fully into her son's kaleidoscopic eyes.* and he was my mate.

 

Zo: *It was stronger blow to his stomach than any of Volrath's had ever been!* Your mate? *It was difficult to swallow such a huge pill. He looked at the intruder again - because certainly Zo'or was that - his mind remembering bits and pieces of their conversation. And of the distilled hatred it had been seasoned with. How could his mother ever have...* What does that have to do with me? *But in the back of his mind, it was getting clearer. His skin felt like it was being stung all over. His body knew that Taelon, even if his mind rejected him.*

 

N: *The tears welled up in her eyes and she did nothing to stop them. The knot that tightened around her vocal cords took a lot of effort to undo.* The pull you are sensing now... that you have always sensed around Zo'or is because you have his energy inside you.

 

Zo: *His eyes widened. He was certain he didn't want to hear anything else. With a pull, he withdrew his hands from his mother's and leapt off of the couch, stepping away from the trio and looking from one face to the other in disbelief.* What are you saying? *his eyes went from Sc'orr to Zo'or, and back.* Mother?

 

N: Zo'or... *She wanted to stand up and run to her child. He was in such distress! But her legs were trembling and so was her voice when she finally said it.* he is your father, Zo'rak.

 

Zo: *Zo'rak's eyes gleamed with a multitude of colours as he regarded Zo'or. They measured every inch of his body, painfully recognizing the likeness. He had always been leaner and more athletic than his cousin - no matter how hard he trained. Everyone in his mother's family was well built, and so was Sc'orr. But not him... And those eyes...

Z: Your mother speaks the truth. 

 

Zo: *The youngster shook his head in desbelief.* No! *He paced back and forth, like a caged beast before he faced the three again.* You are lying! 

 

N: *Naor'rin got up and quickly walked to her son, holding him by the shoulders.* Zo'rak, I would never lie to you. I wish I could... but it is the truth. 

 

Zo: *Disoriented, he pushed his mother aside and walked forward. He looked like he was about to strike, but Zo'rak stopped, mere inches from the Taelon.* If you are my father... where have you been all this time? *In his anger, Zo'rak was more like Zo'or than he ever realized.*

Z: You already know. I was severely injured in the attack that destroyed the Blue Colony. I have spent the majority of your lifetime in isolation - recovering my strength. 

 

Zo: *So, that was why... his mother had chosen to be with Sc'orr because his real father was incapable of seeing to them. He was at a standstill - not really knowing what to do, or how to feel. But it was too painful to try and feel anything else than anger at the moment... especially when he replayed Zo'or's words in his mind and did some short math.* The majority, yes, but not the whole of my life... *he hissed and then turned to his parents... his mother and his father... or foster father. He didn't know what to think of that picture anymore: Naor'rin and Sc'orr, standing by each other: two pillars that sometimes seemed to crumble if the other was not around; such was their connection.* What of the rest? *He saw fear in his mother and knew she would not answer that which was the main question in all that discussion, so he turned to Zo'or... #To my father# All he had read from Zo'or - all his doings - he had read with the curiosity of a youngster studying a great - but cruel leader. Now he had to face it as a son who had learned about his father - and he did not like it in the least!*

Z: Naor'rin and I followed different paths shortly after your conception. *He saw the anger in the young man's eyes - it flared quick and hot - much like his own. Sc'orr must surely be reminded often that this child could not have possibly sprung from his seed. The daughter was different. Even in the brief time he had been around her it was easy to see that she was a cool flame - slow to anger - like her father.*

Zo: The colonies split... *He looked back at Zo'or then.* You went your separate ways. *That was clear. What wasn't so clear was that hybrids needed both their parent's energy to survive! Hadn't they wanted him to live?* Was I a burden to you? *He was glaring at Zo'or.*

Z: No. I did not know about you. *His glacial eyes cracked; he suddenly looked devoid of energy, as if his former illness were lurking, ready to return.* Your mother departed with this colony. I did not even know of your existence until... until the day you found me in the infirmary.

 

Zo: *That was too much information for such a short amount of time. It looked like someone had grabbed him by his heels and turned him upside down, for that was how Zo'rak's world looked from his perspective. His father was not his father. It was another, whom he could not see as his father at all. No, he could not be the son of a despot. The thought crossed his mind - if only he had stayed in the training room. If only he had ignored the call. If... 'Ifs' were such treacherous things.* But... you did not feel me. You rejected both me and T'lana... even though... I felt you. *He had felt the pull back then, taking it for curiosity over that mighty and frightening figure. He fell silent. Zo'rak looked downwards, his long hair hiding away his features.* Why? *he asked at last, at first weakly, but then louder as he looked again into the face that he would now have to look at as that of his father.* How is that possible? Taelons feel their children... *he looked at Naor'rin and Sc'orr* They knew my sister was coming days after her conception. How could you have not known?

Sc: *He knew Zo'or's statement would lead to an inevitable question, and the young Taelon would have known too but suddenly he had gone silent - even looking away.* Zo'or! *he said sharply.* You instigated this meeting, and I warned you of its consequences! Answer him. Tell him why Naor'rin left and by the gods I expect you to have the fortitude to not lie to him about your actions!

Z: Do not act so self-righteous Sc'orr, *he retorted, his pallor chased off by his anger.* I know what must be said. But my actions are not the only ones that will be subject to scrutiny today. Know that I shall be completely honest. I hope that you are both able to withstand more than just a one-sided truth. *Truth, he thought with a wry smirk, was such a slippery thing; hard to get hold of. Zo'rak had existed surrounded by adults whose versions of the truth were subjective.*

 

N: *Oh yes, the ominous truth. All of them had sinned. And Zo'rak was the one paying the highest price for their mistakes. The fact that had been buried for a lifetime - for indeed that was what all those years represented - was about to be uncovered, and with it, all the shame that had lain dormant within them.* Answer him, Zo'or. He has the right to know... and the wisdom to understand.

Z: *He came forward, directly facing his son.* Well into our relationship, your mother had a liaison with Sc'orr. I learned of it, but not until months later. *There it was; disappointment clouded Zo'rak's eyes. Zo'or watched as his attention was diverted to his mother, and he did not try to hide his satisfaction over her discomfort. It would be temporary of course; a momentary respite, enjoying her shame before his own was revealed.*

 

N: *The expression in her child's eyes hurt more than the memory of the rape.* He speaks the truth. I had been outcast from Jaridia, after refusing to do their bidding and become a Jaridian's mate. For a while I avoided Zo'or, afraid that he would find out my species was going to attack them... I did not wish to betray them. In a moment's weakness, I sought Sc'orr's friendly advice.

 

Zo: *He grunted, angry tears in his eyes.* Spare me the details... I can see where this is going. *His hands were balled into fists. He had not only lost his father... it seemed that he had lost his mother too, because he could not look straight into Naor'rin's eyes and see her as he did before. The perfect image of his childhood was crumbling, and he was powerless to stop it.* 

 

N: No, you need to hear the whole truth. Sc'orr and I slept together that one time. I was young and foolish. To protect me, he erased the event from my mind. Life went back to normal... and I began seeing Jor'rel to break the barrier that kept me from conceiving. I wanted a child so much. *she was looking at Zo'or then.* 

 

Zo: Was that why he left you? He found out? *his tone of voice reeked with spite.*

 

N: *She almost did not recognize her son. It was like seeing a younger Zo'or - that fury in his eyes - that tormented anger of confusion and rejection. Zo'rak was right - but only partially.* The war came between us one final time. The Taelons discovered that the Jaridians were planning an assault. They charged me with treason, interrogated me and returned me to Zo'or. Imprisonment was my destiny. *she leaned to Sc'orr. It was a good thing he was there to give her strength.* This happened six months before you were born. You were not in my womb then...

Zo: *The pain in his mother's eyes was almost too great to bear. There was much suffering in her words - and drama. But it did not erase what she had done - she had betrayed his father!* Then when...? *It was taking too long. Zo'rak just wanted it all over.* 

 

N: *The knot was tightening so much around her vocal cords! It was hard to even breathe!* During my captivity... Zo'or came to me, one night, after weeks spent in torment in that cell. *He had come for revenge, but she did not want to be the one to say that. It would have to be Zo'or to tell that part of the story.*

 

Zo: *She was crying! He didn't have to look to know that she was crying. A part of him liked that - she should suffer for lying to him! It was only fair! But he was not blind to how his "father" reacted to her words. When Zo'rak looked back into those blistering cold eyes, he was surprised to see so much vulnerability. His own eyes made the demand - he wanted to hear the rest.*

Z: *Lifting his chin, his resolve was clear. All of the lies stood in his path like great stone barriers; it was time to topple them. No matter the outcome, T'lana would still be there; she still loved him!* I went to Naor'rin, but in the guise of Sc'orr. Unbeknownst to her I had ordered an implant to be placed in her brain, which would effectively alter her perceptions to my will. 

 

Zo: *The cunning and irony of Zo'or's actions were mind-blowing. So was the cruelty. He was telling him about the day when he had come into creation... and the very beginning of the story was the matter of a sick nightmare.* Why? *It seemed to him that this was bringing closure to his parents... though none to him.*

Z: The answer should be clear to you, since in your own eyes is mirrored the very anger I felt over her indiscretion. I wanted vengeance! I wanted her to suffer as I had and so, 'Sc'orr,' took her on a tour of the ship, where each of her deepest fears was realized: her race was conquered by us and enslaved; those she called friends were kept in a tormented existence, and she was a witness to it all. 

 

Zo: *The words followed each other, trumpeting in his ears and shredding his images of a perfect childhood like a bulldozer. Zo'rak felt that if he looked into Zo'or's eyes any longer, he would hate him forever. He did not look into Naor'rin's either... or Sc'orr's. He felt like he was caged inside a forcefield and made to witness a bad dream come true. And in that instant... he could not help but feel empathy for his mother for she had experienced the same thing once, on the day of his conception. But she had done something to bring Zo'or's wrath. What had he himself done?!*

 

Z: I wore her down; I wanted to see her humbled because... that is how I felt when I realized that she could feel attraction to another and once I had achieved that I took my ultimate revenge on her! *His voice had risen steadily as his words took him back to that time, making him feel all of his anger as if what she had done had happened yesterday.* 

 

Zo: *He was looking down. His eyes burned with tears - of anger, and of hurt. The emotions were simply too strong to control.* Go on... *he hissed, knowing what was to come. It was as if he could read Zo'or's mind - for the first time in his life, he had a connection with his father. Because he knew about boiling anger and how blinding it could be. And he was open to Zo'or's own emotions. The emanations were strong and as piercing as his words.* Say it... *He glanced at Naor'rin. She looked like she was about to crumble. He was looking at the couple, as if wanting to see Zo'or's punishment in action.* Say it. 

Z: I raped her. I wanted her to hate Sc'orr. I hated him for being able to support Naor'rin in ways that I could not, but my actions had an unexpected result: your conception. 

 

Zo: *A flash of an old dusty memory surged in his mind. In all his anger Zo'rak was a sponge, absorbing the words, emotions and thoughts of those present. He saw it through Zo'or's eyes... and he saw it through his mother's. And there was only pain there, in both of them. That was who he was - not a child of love. A child of pain!* You hated her... with the same passion attached to love. *It was as if his words were not coming from his own mind.*

 

Z: An accurate analysis. I did not feel you Zo'rak because my own hatred stood in the way. I make no excuses for it, or for what I did except to say that I was hurt and reacted because of it. Looking back I realize that I was wrong to treat her as I did. But, you did not suffer for it. You were raised in a secure environment, with a family who loves you.

 

Zo: No... with a family who lied to me. *he hissed.* You and your little selfish game. *Finally, he faced up to Zo'or again.* You were too proud to even confront her. And she... made too grave a mistake to be forgiven. I cannot love you, because of what you did. But I cannot hate you either, because what you did made it possible for me to live. *It was true - he did not know how to feel.*

 

N: *Her heart was breaking. She wanted nothing but go to her son and hold him. But she knew he would not permit it.* Zo'rak... what happened on that day does not define you. Sc'orr welcomed us both - he saved my mind from its torment as well as you. Zo'or was the one to bring a start to your life, but you must believe me, you were brought up in love. 

 

Zo: I was brought up in a lie!!! *he exploded.* The two of you knew this, and you never told me anything! 

Sc: We could not tell you sooner, *he said, stepping forward and laying his hand on the young man's shoulder.* We wanted you to be mature enough to bear this information. Son, please...

 

Zo: *Zo'rak reacted pretty much like a wounded beast - retreating for Sc'orr's touch as if it had burned him. He looked directly into Sc'orr's eyes; his were two tiny slits.* Haven't you heard? You are NOT my father. *He moved slightly away. Standing between those two Taelons made him feel claustrophobic.* I am supposed to accept that he is... *He tilted his head towards Zo'or.* I am supposed to accept that my real father raped my mother, who ran and joined up later with her lover. You have to laugh at the irony... *and he was indeed smiling, though tears still slid down from his eyes, Zo'rak appeared to be lost in some kind of madness.*

Sc: *He stepped back, stunned by the boy's rage. But what truly left him speechless was what Zo'or did next.*

Z: Zo'rak! *His commanding voice cut through the room, silencing everyone.* You will cease this behavior at once! *Having his full attention, he proceeded, stepping closer but not attempting to touch him.* If we had intended to lie to you, as you accuse us of, you would never have been told. I believed that you were ready to know. If you must express anger at someone then express it at me, for I bear the responsibility for much of what transpired. 

 

Zo: *He was looking at the Taelon. They were about the same height and complexion. Even their features were alike: delicate, eternally youthful and angular.* Seems to me, your only contribution in the matter was your seed. *He didn't know, until that moment, how much satisfaction one could derive out of being evil for the sake of lashing out and emptying his emotions.*

 

Z:  Upsetting as this news is for you, I see no point in your outburst. Your mother is not deserving of your disrespect. From what little I have glimpsed of your life it seems that you have been raised well. While I cannot tell you that you were conceived in love, I do not believe that you were ever denied it here. Am I incorrect?

 

Zo: You may be correct in that instance. But you are enormously wrong if you believe that I would ever consider taking heed of your words... Father. *There was scorn in his tone.* I want nothing to do with you. *He turned on his heels, facing Sc'orr and Naor'rin.* With either of you!

 

N: *Her heart was beating so loud; a rather macabre background tune to Zo'rak's words. His anger was like ice running through her veins, making her temples ache and her soul cry.* Zo'rak... *she began, carefully. With each word she took one tiny step.* Please, you need to calm down. It does not change anything - we love you.

 

Zo: *She was standing so close to him now. So close that she could merely reach out her hand and touch him. But his look kept her at bay.* But right now, mother... I hate you! 

N: *He said it with such calm. It disarmed her completely. How could her son have suffered such transfiguration? It was her fault... that was what her mother's heart told her - that she had failed to protect him from pain.* Please... do not say that.

 

Zo: All I want from you... is distance! *He looked at them all and started walking backwards, towards the door.* Leave me alone...

N: Zo'rak... *she reached out, her fingers barely brushing his jumpsuit. He pulled away, a look of disdain in his features.* 

Sc: Zo'rak... *He was appalled, and fully meant to take his son in hand.*

 

Zo: If you come anywhere near me... *he felt movement by his left, and at once his arm stretched in that direction, baring the Shaquarava. He knew he had gotten their attention - and it seemed, their cooperation. Both Zo'or and Sc'orr looked ready to move and stop him. But before they gave it a second thought, Zo'rak had shot at the table before them and ran out the door.*  

 

Na: *It was enough waiting in the shadows. Obeying her father and remaining in seclusion had proven impossible the moment she felt the emotions in the room escalate. They were too strong to ignore. So she had taken cover in the darkness of the corridor and listened to most of the conversation. Narya was as stunned as her brother - and she understood his pain. 

 

When she heard the blast she had come into the room, fearing the worst. She found her mother sitting on the couch, her face buried in her hands. The intruder, Zo'or, looked frozen in place, and Sc'orr too seemed lost.* I will bring him back... *she whispered.* 

Sc: No, *he said, coming to her and taking her by the shoulders gently.* Let him go. He needs some time on his own to work things out. *It was clear by the look on the girl's face that she knew what those 'things' were. Her rainbow eyes were full of uncertainty.* You listened did you not, even when I asked you to remain in your room? 

 

Na: I'm sorry. I know you didn't want me to hear, but I couldn't stay away when my family was in such emotional turmoil. *Being closed up in her room had been suffocating. She had understood the gravity of the situation, but it was stronger than she was to resist.* Are you angry with me, Father?

Sc: *The soft patterns of spots on her cheeks and forehead had deepened with her emotions. Sc'orr pulled her close, just to let her feel his comforting emanations, which needed no words to be expressed.* I am not angry with you Narya. Perhaps we should have included you in the discussion to begin with. I hope that, when you are older, with children of your own, that you will understand that your mother and I did what we thought was best for your brother, and that we only want the very best for him... and for you.

 

Na: *She nodded* I understand already. If I had a son too, I would do anything in my power to protect him and his future. That's what you and Mom did. Zo'rak will see that too. *She looked over her father's shoulder at Naor'rin. There were tears sliding between her fingers, though she was quiet.* 

Sc: *He gave her arm a squeeze and watched her go and sit down with Naor'rin.* Well Zo'or, have you achieved what you wanted to?

Z: If you are inferring that I wished to cause division between him and you, you are mistaken. I wanted him to know the truth. I did not anticipate that his reaction would be so volatile.

Sc: He is your son. What did you expect?

Z: Do you wish for me to find him?

Sc: No. Zo'rak is a highly intelligent individual, capable of drawing his own conclusions about things. As I told my daughter, he needs time. If and when he wants to find you, I have no doubt that he will. Until then, you will keep your distance Zo'or.

Z: *He said nothing for a moment, allowing Sc'orr to wonder if he would continue to challenge him, but, finally, he nodded.* Very well. *There was nothing more any of them could say. He went to the door and stepped through it, wishing he could have been a father to Zo'rak, hating himself for his lack of wisdom in his punishment of Naor'rin back then...and all that it had cost him. He swore to himself that he would never make those same mistakes again. 
Book Two
Part Three

A Birthday To Remember

 [Takes place two days after "Difficult Truths"]

C - *Cadence affixed one last crystal to T'lana's hair.* That looks perfect! *she breathed. Her daughter's platinum locks shimmered with the tiny jewels, which picked up the turquoise color of her dress, which had been picked to perfectly match the girl's brilliant eyes. A jeweled choker around her neck was the only thing keeping the panels of the plunging bodice over her ample breasts, revealing her pale cleavage attractively. The lower half of the garment skimmed over her hips, showing off her long legs, but with every step the many sparkling microthin layers flared out around her ankles, giving every move she made the look of fluid grace.

T'lana simply sparkled from head to toe!*

I just can't believe it, *Cadence whispered, stepping up next to T'lana and gazing at their reflections in the large mirror that T'lana could make appear and disappear at will. Her room was spacious, her pearly furniture sometimes picking up the color of her dress as she spun and admired herself.*

Tl: What can't you believe? *T'lana asked, having to look down slightly because of Cadence's shorter stature.* 

C - That you have reached the age of maturity. Eleven years... It doesn't seem like enough. 

Tl: *She smiled tolerantly. She adored her mother, but her human life had left her with some rather quaint notions.*

C - And not only that... It seems somehow not right that I don't age. A mother should look older than her child. *She was thirty-five, but her face had nary a wrinkle. She looked the same as she did the day she had first come onboard.*

J'thir: You look as T'than wishes for you to look. You will always remain the image that he fell in love with. Aging is a human frailty, not ours.

C - *They both turned to him - her son - T'lana's brother. Standing there in the doorway, his black jumpsuit nearly a match to his father's, J'thir looked every bit the perfect Son of the War Caste. His white-blond hair was neatly brushed back, revealing the angular features of his handsome face. He raised his chin in an identical manner to T'than's, his sensual lips petulant, his golden eyes fiery with pride.* J'thir...how long have you been standing there?

J: *He smiled at last, only with his lips.* Not long. I wanted to let you know that most of the guests are here. Sc'orr just arrived with his family. *He watched T'lana make minor adjustments to her dress.* You look lovely, T'lana. N'shen will be so pleased when he sees you. He has not arrived yet though.

Tl: *Her smile vanished and her eyes darkened.* I couldn't care less. You know that I don't think very highly of this arranged joining...

J: ...And I do not think highly of your tone. Our father has selected the best for you and...

Tl: YOU wouldn't be agreeing with him if he was selecting YOUR mate!

J: If he were then I would be his daughter, and I would know that he was looking out for my best interests.

Tl: *She spun, her hair a dazzling veil of crystals that still did not flash as hotly as her eyes.* Oh stifle the doctrine would you?!

C - Whoa! *she stood between them, one hand on T'lana's bare shoulder, the other on J'thir's chest. It was he she directed her comments to.* It is your sister's birthday. Let's save the discussion of war caste politics for another day, shall we? 

J: Yes, Mother. *He said, looking down.*

C - *That wasn't like him to give up so easily, and even with his face half in shadow Cadence could well read the disapproval in his eyes.* What is it? *He shook his head once, remaining silent. J'thir was his father's son; handsome, brooding, and traditional. The older he had gotten J'thir had listened more and more intently to T'than as he spoke about the pressures of command. Eventually he began taking J'thir to his office, teaching him everything about running the colony. Cadence had soon begun to hear T'than's caste doctrine echo from his son's lips. The arguments between J'thir and T'lana had started soon after that. She went to him, having to reach up to stroke his hair.* I don't want any drama at the party so, if there is something that you want to say, it might be best if we talked about it now.

J: It is just...the way T'lana rebels. You allow it. You encourage it.

C - She has the right to speak her mind, just as you do, *she replied, gently.*

J: Perhaps but...how can she learn to be a good mate when...

C - *She sighed, exasperated.* When...what? Out with it J'thir!

J: When you haven't been setting a good example! *He folded his arms, his eyes now locked on Cadence.*

C - J'thir...what are you talking about? *She was genuinely confused.*

J: I...have heard you and father talking these past few days. He wants another baby...and you don't!

C - You should not listen in on our private discussions.

J: *He was not about to let her change the subject. T'than had told him many times that males needed to be firm with females, though he kept his tone conversational. He had also been taught to respect his mother.* How can you not want a child?

C - *He looked almost hurt; she smiled playfully.* Do you...want another sibling that badly?

J: Mother this is serious! 

C - Oh J'thir, be your father's son if you must, but don't be so seeeerious all the time.

Tl: Yes J'thir, you are way too serious! *she giggled, knowing how it irritated him.* Mommy will have a baby when she is ready...and so will I.

J: Do you see what I mean? *he said, frustrated.* If you will not abide by your mate's wishes how can you expect T'lana to? *His sister rolled her eyes dramatically.* It is your duty...

Tl: Oh J'thir, why don't you go off and...impregnate someone? *she saw Cadence smirk* I'm sure that one of your female followers is just waiting for your order to lie down and spread her...

C - T'lana!

J: You may trust that I shall, sister. When I select one who is...

Tl: Worthy???

J: *He smirked and shook his head.* Suitable.

C - All right now that is enough! This is a party not a war zone! J'thir...*she pointed to the door*...go and make sure our guests are happy. T'lana, finish getting ready! *Cadence rarely yelled at them, and so when she did, they knew better than to argue with her. She was as fiery as they were.

J: Yes, Mother. *He waved open the door and almost fell as he tried to dart out of the way of the object that zipped past his face. Not far behind it ran a little girl. Her light brown hair was loose and tousled. She was dressed in pink overalls over a white ruffled shirt. He swept her up into his arms to her delighted laughter.* Cara Blue, what are you doing? *She looked at him, her large gray eyes surrounded by dark, fluttering lashes. She shrugged and giggled.* 

C - *She and T'lana came over, Cadence catching the flying toy with one hand. It was an exact replica of a Taelon shuttle.* Cara, you have to be careful where you fly your toys. You almost hit J'thir. 

Cara: I'm sorry, *she said, pouting sweetly; a tiny mirror image of her older sister.* 

C - It's okay but, why aren't you out with your mommy and daddy having fun?

Cara: Mommy sent me to look for you and T'lana. We want you to come out!

C - *She smiled. Once so worried about a second child stealing away her parents' love, Cadence soon learned they had enough to go around, and that she dearly loved her baby sister.* We'll be out in a moment. *She handed the toy back to her.* Where did you get this? I never had anything this cool when I was little, *she laughed.* 

Cara: Daddy gave it to me. I'm going to be a shuttle pilot when I grow up! *She pretended to arc the little ship through the air and then placed it on top of J'thir's head.* Vrooom vroooom! *Cadence and T'lana laughed and went back to primping in front of the mirror, but J'thir was making a frown at her.*

J: *He removed the toy from his hair and looked at it disapprovingly.* A shuttle pilot? *he asked, the words leaving a bad taste in his mouth.* You do not want to do that.

Cara: Why not?

J: Because...you are a girl, *he said, and then he smiled at her.* Remember what we talked about before? That T'than will find you a mate, and then...*he bounced her in his arms, grinning and making her giggle*...you are going to be... *He waited expectantly for her to answer.*

Cara: *She thought for a moment and then her eyes lit up.* A mommy! *She was rewarded with kisses and she hugged him back.*

C - *It was clear she was upset. She extended her arms, taking the girl from her son.* She is four, J'thir.

J: It is never too early to teach her the right things.

C - Cara will be anything she wants to be. I guess you haven't noticed our female volunteers.

J: Cara will be mated to one of us. She is destined for much more than to be a mere volunteer. Father says so.

C - Oh does he? *Her parents would have kittens if they knew that their toddler was already under Taelon scrutiny.* She isn't your child, and she isn't his either. 

J: *He shrugged.* Nevertheless, her destiny has already been determined by those wiser than her parents...and you.

C - *She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, remaining calm for the sake of her daughter's special event. She nodded and he relaxed visibly, smiling when she leaned forward and kissed him. Cara kissed him too.* J'thir, you are my son, and I love you.

J: I love you too...

C - Then take some advice from me for a change: There will come a day when you fall in love, and that love might make you question everything that you were taught and believe in. Just ask your father. *He said nothing, looking unusually thoughtful as he walked out of the room. T'lana followed him and Cadence did not see that she too, looked troubled by her mother's statement.* I'll be out in a minute... But first let's brush out your hair; it's a mess!

*She sat down on T'lana's bed, Cara on her lap as she pulled a brush through her wavy hair. The child babbled on about little girl things and Cadence enjoyed a moment of peace, pulling the girl close and rocking her; just enjoying the baby scent of her. She felt a rush of air - the door had been waved open. Quiet gave way to the sound of many voices.* I said I would be out in a moment, *she murmured, kissing the top of a silky head. There was no reply but she sensed her mate there, and turned to him.* T'than... *she smiled, rising and trying to put Cara down but the child whined in protest and so she cradled her and went to the Taelon, kissing him on the cheek.* Where have you been?

 

GT: I had to see to some final details for tonight. *Standing in the doorway, he had stood silently watching Cadence. She looked perfect - not her beauty, which had matured to his eyes, but with a child on her lap. She had been born for that role, yet she still denied him another child. And this moment, above all others, made him melancholy since he was about to lose his firstborn; his own little girl. 

 

T'than pushed his shoulder against the doorframe and walked in.*

C - Oh, well, I'm glad you are back. *There was a giggle and a tiny hand covered her mouth. Cadence looked down.* You just want attention, don't you? *She leaned down and pretended to bite Cara on her neck, the girl giggling and squirming in her arms.*

 

GT: You should reconsider your decision...and give me another child. *Though their relationship had reached a balance, it was always fragile; and she put that balance to the test often. He did not wish to force her, but his need to procreate was getting to the point where soon...he would not be able to deny it.*

C - *She looked up, exasperated. First J'thir and now T'than.* Must we have the baby discussion now? *She knew though that the image of her with a little one had great significance for him.*

 

GT: Now is as good a moment as any other. *He didn't mean to fight. He knew he had caught Cadence in a moment of tenderness. The presence of Cara always reminded her of how good it was to have a child around. And she too would feel the absence of T'lana and want another baby girl to pamper. Children grew too fast.* And if you were not so stubborn, this would not need to be seen as a discussion - only as the natural progression of things...

C - *Cara's eyes moved from one to the other as they talked. Suddenly, she reached for the Taelon and crawled from Cadence's arms into his, her frail arms around his neck, kissing his cheeks. Cadence had to smile; Cara was just like she was as a child - trusting, with endless affection for everyone. And his soft look as he held the little girl was not lost on Cadence, either.* I never said that I didn't want to have another baby, *she said, looking at the ground, unable to fathom why it was that she was feeling terribly guilty.* All I said was that I wanted to think about it.

 

GT: Since J'thir was born, you have had much to time to think on the issue. *It was ironic that now that it was safe to have a child - that both she and T'than had reached their balance, as had the whole colony - that she postponed a new conception.* And I have given you time. But I grow tired of waiting Cadence... *His need was biological - plain and simple. He hated having to hold back in their moments of passion. He had passed too long without completion - it was driving him to the edge of his control!*

Cara: Why don't you wanna have a lil baby? *she pouted.* I want you to make a little girl so I can play with her. J'thir said you would.

 

GT: *He had to smile at that.* The wisdom of the young. You should listen to your sister... 

C - *It was clear she was fighting a losing battle. She came close, letting T'than's other arm go around her waist and pull her close.* Okay, you win, *she said with an impish smile, and eyes that hinted at promise.* I do want another baby with you...*she whispered, her lips touching his. Cara wiggled out of his grasp and ran to the door.*

 

GT: *Why... he almost felt like making his guests wait and getting it done with before she changed her mind. He didn't, but it was clear in his kiss that he wanted to.*

C - *Now Cadence could put both of her arms around him and press up against his body with her own.* The thought of joining with you again... *She found herself eager for the night when they could be alone.*

 

GT: Soon... *he breathed, the sound muffled against her cheek.* Very soon...

C - *They were in the middle of a passionate kiss when Cara's babyish voice rose above all the others.* My big sister is going to have a baby!

 

GT: *The child's squeal woke him from his passionate trance. He arched a hairless brow.* 

C - *She grinned at him.* We better get out there...and you get to explain that one.

 

GT: Indeed... *With his arm around her waist, he swept her up for another kiss before guiding her to the lounge.*

~*~

Tl: *Their living room had been expanded for the occasion and still it was crowded with beings. There were Taelons, of course - her father's associates. Some of them had human mates, and with them were children - the few precious hybrids to be born so far. Some of them were her friends from school. A few were younger. 

Naor'rin was the noticeable exception in the room: she was the only Jaridian in attendance. T'lana thought sadly of how even though the Jaridians were now a complete part of their society, her father had refused to build any close relationships with any of them. Fortunately there were Taelons aboard - mostly in the political caste - who held no prejudices. Sc'orr was one. T'lana watched as he listened to something Naor'rin had to say, smiling softly and nodding his head. Narya was there also. She stood on her toes, trying to see them better beyond the crowd, craning her neck, looking...*

 

GT: *Cadence had quickly mingled with the crowd. He could hear her chatting with her parents not far from him. T'than walked towards his daughter - she looked radiant. He had to feel proud at how well they had succeeded in her upbringing.* T'lana. *he called, softly. He noticed she had been looking over to Sc'orr's family. The reason was obvious to him, but it did not matter anymore.* 

Tl: Daddy, *she said, * you scared me! *She had been so deep in concentration she had not even sensed his approach.* 

 

GT: Who are you looking for? *The right answer would be N'shen. But he had not arrived yet.*

Tl: I was looking... for Zo'rak. I don't see him with his family.

 

GT: *He smirked.* He had a little more decorum than you, it seems, and did not come. *He walked closer, standing by her side.* You should be looking for N'shen, T'lana... not Zo'rak. *Although the Jaridian hybrid had proven exceptionally skilled so far; which was not at all a good thing. It only meant competition, especially given who his Taelon parent was. His lineage made him suitable to rule. Fortunately, T'than could use the excuse that he was partially Jaridian to keep his daughter away from him.*

Tl: N'shen isn't here yet. *She knew well her father's suspicions about her friend. There had been a time when she and Zo'rak had believed they would spend the rest of their lives together but slowly their crush had faded, leaving behind a close friendship in its place. And then she had begun sneaking away to see Zo'or, though she had continued to let T'than believe that Zo'rak was in the forefront of her mind. That belief had allowed she and Zo'or to become lovers without his notice.* Zo'rak and I are just friends, Daddy. That's all. 

 

GT: You would not be lying to me, would you? *He nodded at a guest, then turned his face to his daughter. His eyes were ever so piercing.*

 

Tl: No, I swear it! *She was telling the truth, and it showed in her brilliant smile which hid a lie she would soon have to reveal. For now, she was his sweet, innocent daughter, and she hugged him.*

 

GT: *That was a little too much love. She should have been a little annoyed by his comment. But, then again, her happiness was only natural. T'lana should be happy and anxious: at the end of the party, he would be announcing her bonding with N'shen.* I believe you. *One of his arms went around her waist in a gesture of tenderness.* After today, you will know a new and wonderful life T'lana. 

Tl: *She smiled and blushed in his brief embrace. Her expression only wilted slightly when his words changed to her future. It was a grand effort to nod - to agree.* I... look forward to seeing N'shen later when he arrives.

 

GT: *He kissed the top of her head.* N'shen will be a perfect mate for you. I have seen to it. *He saw motion out of the corner of his eye. Someone was approaching. T'than went to stand with Cadence. Little Cara was begging for attention - no doubt she had already spread the news that another child was nearly on its way.*

Tl: *He did not appear to be suspicious when she pulled away. Sc'orr and his family were headed her way after all.*

Sc: T'lana, *he said, smiling handsomely* you look every inch the young lady coming of age. Happy Birthday.

Tl: *She accepted his embrace.* Thank you Sc'orr. I'm really glad that you could all come.

Sc: Have we ever missed a birthday of yours?

Tl: No, *she giggled. Narya came forward with a gift - a medium-sized box covered in bright foil and shimmering ribbons.*

 

Na: Happy Birthday Tee. *During the last days of commotion, she had found a way to sneak into the Jaridian part of the ship. They had crafted a very special necklace - and Elande had added a little something of her own as a small token for "Cadence's offspring." They had always been thankful of her, and that included generosity to her children.*

Tl: Oh...thank you! You shouldn't have...but I'm glad you did! It's almost too pretty to open. *Setting the gift down with others she smiled, noticing that just behind Narya's and Naor'rin's happy smiles lurked melancholy. They were obviously trying to be polite for her benefit and so she did not ask about it.* Where is Zo'rak? *The sadness seemed to overtake their smiles then.*

 

N: *It was her time to answer.* I am sorry, but he could not make it. *In fact, he had chosen not to. In his torment, Zo'rak had chosen to depart to a nearby planet to join a survey mission. It was a very physical assignment. He would work to exhaustion to fall into a deep sleep and forget. Naor'rin knew it, because it was her own way of escaping sometimes.*

Tl: He...isn't coming? But he told me he would be here! *She tried to keep the whine out of her voice, but it was difficult. This was her most special birthday, and he had promised to be there.* Where is he?

 

Na: *It was easier for her to speak, so she did.* He asked me to tell you that he's sorry... and that he wouldn't be very good company right now. He wanted to be here T'lana. You're his best friend.

N: I'm sure you're in this thoughts. *she smiled faintly. Naor'rin wished he could have come - to the party, and home - but she recogned it was still too early for him to come face to face with those he thought had lied to him.* So, in a way, he is here. 

Tl: Yes, *she said, listening to their reasons, knowing they weren't the truth but nodding anyway. It must have been Zo'or's visit. She could not contact him without someone knowing and so all she had to go on were his feelings, and after he had gone there he had distanced himself from her. Now she knew what he was hiding.* It's okay... I understand. When you see him, tell him that I said hello... and that I missed him.

 

Na: You'll get to tell him that yourself. He should be back within a week. *T'lana smiled back at her, but it was as uncertain and uncomfortable as that of her parents. They walked away, noticing Jor'rel and Jenny were arriving. But she turned into an absolute block of ice when she spotted another coming behind them. N'shen.

 

Narya couldn't really understand how someone could be mated to that Taelon. He was always so... Taelon! She felt her arm being pulled towards the farthest end of the room.* Hey, T'lana... *the girl moved with  amazing speed, pulling her along.* What's wrong?

Tl: N'shen is here, *she whispered, pulling her friend into a small group of their schoolmates, relaxing as she was surrounded by their happy chatter. They were all so lucky - Narya, and all the others - so unencumbered with the approach of adult life and its demands.* 

 

Na: *She looked behind her shoulder. The Taelon was walking in - as stiff as if someone had just stuck something up his... Narya smiled to herself and looked back at T'lana.* I thought you were supposed to fall madly in love with N'shen... *T'lana was obviously avoiding him.* ...not run from him.

 

Tl: I don't want to see him yet. *She wished again that Zo'rak was there, but Narya was her close friend as well, and she had confided in her several times about her impending joining.* I don't want to see him at all. You are so fortunate Narya, to have been born outside of the military caste. You will never be forced to follow its doctrine.

 

Na: *Her life wasn't perfect either - her family was going through a rough time - but Narya had to feel sorry for T'lana. She was so vibrant. N'shen would suffocate her.* I really don't understand how your father could make such a choice for you. Doesn't he know you at all? 

Tl: Oh yes, he does, *she said.* He just wants to do what is best for me... *T'lana had to push down the defensiveness that always threatened to make her mouth run away with angry words. Upset as she was with her father, she still could not bear anyone to disparage him. She got to see him as no one else did: a tender and loving parent.*

Na: *Glancing at the gathering of those of the military cast, Narya had the impression someone had passed one of them into a multiplying machine and pressed enter. They were all the same!* You shouldn't have to follow the doctrine either. It's foolish to have other people decide your life for you! 

Tl: Don't let him hear you say that. He believes that, in matters of mating, that compatibility is everything and that love will come later as a natural result. He said it happened that way with my mother. Every law he has set forth for the colony regarding coupling is based on it - the doctrine our caste lives by is especially based on it. *She looked down, sulking.* Look around; you can't argue with success. What can I possibly say against success? *Zo'or's face flashed for a bright second in her mind. Was she making an awful mistake? Her vivid eyes found N'shen in the crowd. T'than said he was the right choice. Was he right? No... no, he couldn't be. She knew what was right for her!*

 

N: Success will come from a life lived in happiness, and children begotten in love. *Narya knew well the consequences of being conceived in hatred. She had never seen her brother like that.* Not in numbers. T'than should let you choose. *But her friend looked distant.* Hey... Red colony to T'lana...

Tl: *Narya was tapping her shoulder. She focused on her pretty face, admiring the few coiling tendrils teasing the tiny scales on her cheeks.* Oh, sorry... I heard you. I have discussed it with him - sometimes we have had terrible arguments about it. T'than says that it is up to fathers to make the proper choices for their daughters. He says that females are...too emotional to choose the partner they will share a lifebond with for centuries.

 

Na: *It took a little effort to keep her jaw in place. As if! She was the cool head in her family - it was usually so with Jaridians. And somehow, it didn't look like the males were any less passionate. She noticed how the young boys - and even some of the Taelons - seemed to drool when a pretty girl walked by. They made choices all right, but with another organ than their heads.* Oh, please! Do you actually believe that? My father always told me it is my choice. He criticizes the warrior cast a lot on this issue. Your life shouldn't belong to T'than just because you are his daughter... 

Tl: He only wants what is best for me, *she said, but there was no vehemence behind the words. She pursed her lips and looked down at the floor.*

Na: *Narya shut up. She was upsetting her friend, and she didn't want to make her feel worse.* I'm sorry Tee. I wish there was something that could change T'than's mind about all of this. * If T'than really wanted what was best for T'lana, he would see how sad she was and give up that stupid idea of mating her to the likes of N'shen.*

Tl: *She shook her head* It's okay. You know that's why I like you so much; you speak your mind. *It was a quality not appreciated in her own home. Giving Narya a quick hug, T'lana put on a bright smile. The last thing she wanted was her father or brother to see her and start asking questions she wasn't prepared to answer. Narya's question lingered in her mind though: Did she believe T'than and what he said about her being too emotional to make the right choice? Almost everyone in the room had come together by her father's decree, and they all seemed happy enough. Once again uncertainty assaulted her. What if she was making the wrong choice? What if it did not work out between she and Zo'or? She shivered. It was too late to turn back now. T'lana shook off her worry; T'than's teachings were simply making her second guess the validity of her own choices. She loved Zo'or, and he loved her! Things would work out. They just had to! 

A group of their friends called to them. Narya pulled her along into the crowd of well-wishers.*

~*~ 

*N'shen looked around the overcrowded room sternly. He truly did not understand the concept of celebrating the day that one was born. Birth was an inevitability; out of anyone's control. Why celebrate an event that was merely a natural part of coming into existence? 

He found T'lana clustered within a group of young people - children actually - a lifestage that as of today she had left behind. She saw him and he nodded at her. She did not reciprocate it and continued speaking with another girl who was as raven-haired as she was strikingly blonde. His gaze lingered on her body. Over the years he had come to appreciate the female human form. Information on sexuality had been added to the Taelon data banks and that, accompanied by diligent instruction by Jor'rel and lectures by T'than, had prepared he and his brethren for what was to come. He found himself looking forward to being able to explore at length the subjects he had learned about.

He finally turned his focus from his mate-to-be and sought out her father. T'than was speaking with S'lir and J'thir. N'shen smirked derisively. As the colony had evolved, the three Taelon castes had become more distinct, each creating hierarchies which operated beneath the four who represented the main ruling party. These assemblies reported to the parent body when necessary but each assembly operated mostly independently of it, as well as of each other. S'lir had initially been selected to lead the Military Assembly, but was later demoted to a much lower and less prestigious position. T'than cited his 'failure to uphold Doctrine' as the reason. N'shen had been privy to the exact, sordid details when T'than had promoted him to the position. S'lir was now a proper representative for his caste, but it would be many years before he would be worthy of greater things. T'than's son however, was an outstanding citizen. N'shen hoped that the young hybrid would seek admittance to the Assembly someday. He approached the small group, waiting for them to finish their conversation before interrupting.*

J: ...as I was saying Father, I was appalled. I do think that you should have a serious talk with Logan and Hayley Blue. The ideals they are passing on to their daughter are rather alarming. The child truly believes that she wants to be a...shuttle pilot. *He looked toward Cadence's parents. Cara was still chasing after the toy, and some people were actually telling her what a good pilot she would make!*

S'lir: Disgusting, to say the least.

Ns: # What would you know about it you submissive lapdog?#

 

GT: I am aware that they raise their children believing in the freedom of will. *He knew well how much he had struggled with Cadence at first... and even now. But that lat part, he did not openly admit.* It is only harder on them to later learn how to be submissive, but it is not impossible to accomplish that.

J: M'var has already expressed interest in Cara, and feels that she should be monitored closely as she matures.

GT: Cara is only human. She still has many years ahead of her to learn. Her childish ideas will waver. Furthermore... *he moved from one foot to the other.* ...she will need my approval to become a shuttle pilot *He smirked, intent on making it clear that she would never get it.*

J: *He could not stop the victorious smile the turned his lips up at the corners.* True. *He looked over at the little girl again. She was very pretty. It was unfortunate that human children took so long to mature. M'var would have a nearly two-decade wait ahead of him. Logan and Hayley definitely struck genetic gold with the female offspring they produced. J'thir thought idly that they should be encouraged to have more.*

S'lir: I am relieved that my children are older and not acquainted with Cara, so they will not be exposed to the Blues' radical ideas.

Ns: # Your children are already exposed to radical ideas. You enjoy being on your hands and knees before your mate. You are indeed a sage of moronity.#  Indeed, it is fortunate.

GT: *T'than had the vague impression that all of them were hiding much of what they thought.* Indeed. But if you have raised your children well, they would not succumb to such weak influences.

J: *He listened intently but then turned to N'shen.* This will certainly require further discussion, but I can see that N'shen wishes to speak with you. *He nodded to his father and S'lir, who also moved off, and then, to N'shen.* It is good that you could attend this event. I am sure my sister is gratified.

Ns: *He merely nodded and, once alone with T'than, proceeded.* I wanted to inform you that my quarters are now fully prepared. When you approve it, I will take possession of T'lana.

GT: *He glanced over at his daughter. She was conversing with Narya - not the best influence on her - but T'lana had a good head on her shoulders. And she had grown - so fast! For a moment, he thought twice about letting her go at all. He hated to admit it, but he would miss her. He returned his focus to N'shen.* She is ready. Let her enjoy today's events. However alien to us, they seem to please her. *It was not only her birthday. That party was also a farewell.* We can schedule the joining to any of the following days.

Ns: Of course. Forgive my impatience. Before our species faltered, my lineage was one of the strongest among the Taelons. I am eager to see it live again in the next generation.

 

GT: *He was aware of that. It was one of the reasons why he had chosen N'shen. His Taelon lineage was strong.* I am aware of it, and your impatience is understandable. *N'shen had, after all, waited for years, when T'than himself had succumbed within months of meeting Cadence!* We shall meet to make the final arrangements tonight. I believe you should be the one to tell her that, after my announcement.

~*~

*J'thir kept a neutral expression, though he was very aware of T'lana's girlfriends admiring him with differing levels of adoration. Even some of the women in attendance - some of them married or mated - followed him with their eyes. However there was one girl who seemed aloof to him. Her indifference only fueled his need to pursue her, even knowing that his father might not approve. Cadence's words echoed in his mind as he came closer.* Hello Narya, *he greeted, ignoring the giggling from the other girls. His sister was giving him that 'give it up' look that annoyed him so much so he donned what he knew was his most attractive smile.* Are you enjoying the party?

 

Na: # Up until now...# *She was not oblivious to the other girls staring at J'thir, or the way they blushed, giggled and whispered around him. She never really understood why. J'thir was... annoyingly full of himself. Maybe to all the other girls he was the prince charming of the human fairy tales. To her... he was just obnoxious.* Yes. *she answered politely, but rather dissmissively as well.* It is very... festive. *Shame that the only person that should find it such, was actually feeling miserable. And J'thir as her own brother couldn't even see it!*

J: *Her failure to worship him scratched at him with sharp little claws. And yet, it aroused him too. She was a challenge, and he loved a good challenge.* Indeed, it is very festive, as it should be. T'lana is an adult now, and ready to fulfill her destiny.

 

Na: So I've been told. *She smiled at him, but it did not reach her eyes. The next moment, she was already looking at T'lana again, hoping that J'thir would have gotten the message and walked away. He was a misfit in that girly group. He should go back to talking with T'than, N'shen, and the likes of them.*

J: *He decided to try another tact.* Did Volrath tell you how I bested him in the Pad'ar rings? I do not think that he believed that he could ever be defeated by a Taelon.

 

Na: #Go tell someone who cares...# *She rolled her eyes. T'lana actually looked a little more cheered. Seeing how she smiled at her, Narya fueled it a little more. J'thir was insistent. The girl turned on her feet to face him instead of speaking over her shoulder. He looked... the same as always. Stern in his black jumpsuit, the perfect contrast to his pale skin and hair. He only had something in common with herself and Zo'rak: the colour of his eyes. They were golden - different from that of the other hybrids. But that was where the similarity ended. His personality was a photocopy of his father's.* My cousin doesn't bore me with the results of his every match. My brother though, does seem to find it interesting to do so, but he never mentioned you having beat him. *Was that smoke she saw coming out of his ears?*

J: Perhaps it is shame that keeps him silent. *In truth, Zo'rak was a worthy opponent - the only one who could beat him. But their wins over each other were equaled by the many draws also.* 

 

Na: *She smirked. If genetics did not prove otherwise, she could swear J'thir was in no way related to T'lana. They were as different as night and day. And Narya loved T'lana in the same amount that she could not stand her brother.* I'm sure it does...  

J: So, you find competitive events boring. *It was not a question.* Perhaps you should... locate... some interest and attend. Males are still few in our generation; the competition for them will be intense and...we will only choose the best. *Girls behind her nodded. He recognized each lovely face. They were always around, hoping to be seen. A few had already had their mates selected by military caste fathers. The rest though, haunted the arena, waiting to be noticed and chosen; the unfortunate ones from other castes.* Otherwise, you will remain alone - unjoined. *He shook his head in mock sadness. He would requite her irritating comments.* A girl without a mate... is nothing at all.

 

Na: *Now, that did it!* Then you should not waste your time speaking to an inferior being. I'm both a girl... and a Jaridian. *And proud of it as well! Sometimes it was hard to stand the company of all the other girls - they were all empty in the head - worried about being picked and constantly obsessing on if they looked their best to be noticed. It was so shallow!* And I would prefer being unmated... than ending up with someone... #like you!#  *but she did not say it, only implied it in her sparkling eyes.*

Narya wasn't unaware to the outraged gasp of one of the girls in the group. That only made her smile more. Her perfectly aligned teeth were as white as the dress she was wearing. It appeared to be made of many tiny white scales that changed colour as she moved, like pearls. It was longer on one side and there was only a single strap holding it in place, leaving one of her naturally tanned shoulders completely bare. Her hair was pulled away from her face quite attractively, and held behind her head with a single white flower.* 

J: *Ah, there was that fire he loved so much. It simmered in her chameleon eyes and made her skin glow. Her breasts lifted and fell with her breathing, and he could see each enticing movement of her muscles beneath the pearly second skin of her dress.* Such a sharp tongue you have. You are only upset because you know that I speak the truth.

 

Na: Oh J'thir... I have known you for too long to be upset by your words. I have heard them many times before. It is not like they are original. *J'thir only knew how to mimic his father. Despite her brother's words to the contrary, Narya had grown convinced that J'thir was no different from T'than. Always so stiff, his emotions bottled up inside and barely under control.* I know the "doctrine."

J: Let us not argue, *he said,* especially not in front of an audience. *grin* I actually came over because there was something that I wanted to show you. *He offered his hand, though in his voice there was vague command.* Walk with me.

Na: *The nerve!!!* Are you certain you want my company? *She looked at all the other girls. They were regarding her with something akin to jealousy; some, even hatred. Looks that changed to that of an animal hypnotized by the car lights when they looked at J'thir. They were as blind too.* Any of them would no doubt find that "thing" much more interesting than me. *she let it linger, as though she meant she would say no. She did not feel very friendly leaving T'lana alone. And she did not feel like walking away with J'thir either. But she had lied before about not liking a good fight. J'thir had spiked her with that question, and no doubt expected her to fight him so he could show the others how powerful he was. And if he tried anything, he would have a surprise.*

J: *He didn't say anything, but his gold eyes looked from her down to his outstretched hand.*

Na: Very well... *With a malicious grin, she set her hand on J'thir's. That might also show the other girls that drooling all over a male was not a way to get their attention.* #Not that I want J'thir's attention... and not that I think he is after it.# Go ahead, show me this "wonder." *She winked at T'lana once and then followed J'thir's lead.*

~*~

C - *T'than! *she called when she saw him finally alone* Come over - Jor'rel and Jenny have news! *Cara was in her arms again, admiring the iridescent stones that sparkled brightly on Cadence's short, black dress. She had been trying to gather their friends to hear whatever the couple had to say. Sc'orr and Naor'rin walked closer also.* So tell us Jenny, what is it? *she asked excitedly.*

Jenny: Well, as you know, I've been studying these past long years to be a healer and...*She opened her hand. In it was a small silver badge bearing the Companion symbol in blue and purple, and a Caduceus in black in front of it.*

Jor: *Jor'rel came up behind her, his deep blue robes making him look exceptionally regal.* She has...'graduated.'

 

GT: *That news was not news to him. Not that he had liked Jor'rel's decision, but he had abided by it. Secretly, of course. A female in such a position could never be endorsed by him, lest all the others start to make demands. So, he stood by quietly, watching events unfold before him.*

C - Jenny, that's wonderful! *She threw her arms around the girl, making her skin glow with a blush.* Do I have to call you 'Doctor Madden' now? Or, Healer?

Jen: No! *she laughed.* Jenny is fine.

 

GT: *He smirked. Healer or not, she would never give him any orders. He had seen to it that Jor'rel was his family's only healer.*

Hayley: Congratulations, Jenny. *Logan caught her in his large embrace, practically lifting her. Once Jenny was back on the ground, she said.* We are all so proud of you. I know that you have wanted this for a long time.

Jor: Indeed. But no one could be more proud of her than I. *Jenny looked up at him, fit to burst with happiness.*

H: So T'than, *the woman chided playfully* ...what do you have to say to your newest healer hmmm? It should make medical exams far more exciting for you. *Cadence tittered, as did a few others around them, and she saw Naor'rin smirk.*

 

GT: If you consider peril exciting... *he smirked* indeed. *He kept his cool, but a little anger showed in his features: not because of his audience or the comment, but because his eyes caught the sight of his son walking away in rather bad company. The fool! Fortunately, Narya's parents had their backs turned, so they did not see the youngsters walking out the door. A comment later, he was back to focus on Jor'rel and the others.* I would prefer though that our young Healer had shown better ability at begetting children, than tending to them.

H: *Jenny had opened her mouth to reply, but Hayley cut in.* Well I for one will be glad to see a woman tackle an important position around here, not to mention, that it will be nice to have a woman around for certain procedures. It's just not right that this colony started out with only two female physicians and now they are both mated and off having babies.

Jor: It is also an important contribution, is it not?

H: Well, of course but... *She looked down. Her youngest daughter was pulling at her delicate dress.* What is it darling? *The child was pointing to her chest. Jenny's medical badge was affixed to it.* Well my goodness, are you a doctor now?

Cara: *She bounced on her tiny toes and shouted gleefully, pointing at the pretty pin* I'm a doctor, I'm a doctor!

Logan: But I thought you were going to be a shuttle pilot.

Cara: I'm a shuttle pilot and a doctor!

L: And you will be great at being both, sweetheart.

 

GT: *He would have a say in that... even if he had to make Logan and Hayley face the terms of their contract. They had been allowed aboard if they had children. Productive children. And Cara's DNA made her too precious to waste on account of free will.*

Cara: *She ran to T'than, wanting to be lifted and pointing to the pin.* I'm a doctor! *she chirped.* 

 

GT: *He picked her up. Despite all her misled childish ideas, T'than was fond of the little girl.* Well, for now you are just a little girl. *He took the badge from her clothes.* And you should leave those dreams to when you are asleep, Cara.

Jen: *She came forward, taking the badge from his fingers, aware of Cara's pouting face and keeping her voice as free of her disapproval as she could.* Well, there is another announcement that I wanted to make to my friends. Don't worry T'than, you can stay. *She winked, just as Jor'rel came to stand with her.* Regarding children, I am going to 'beget' one in just over three months. *She moved her hand over her stomach, smoothing down the deep red velvet of her dress. Her slightly rounded belly was visible now without the loose folds of material to camouflage it. 

There were gasps and cheers and then a small sea of people came forward to congratulate them. People shook Jor'rel's hands and women hugged him.*

Sc: Congratulations to you both. This is wonderful news.

Jor: Thank you. We could not be happier.

 

N: I'm so happy. You deserve this blessing. *The couple had set exemplary standards - always helping everyone with inexhaustible energy. She turned to Jenny.* You must not take my question wrong, but why did you not decide upon having children sooner, Jenny.

Jen: *She listened to Naor'rin and then took her hand into her own.* Don't feel bad for asking; you aren't the first to make the comment actually. Many people thought that Jor'rel and I had decided not to have children. Others, *her eyes flicked toward their leader*...of course thought that I was malfunctional somehow...and I suppose they were right...in a way. 

 

N: *Of course... only T'than could be so blunt as to make such comments.* How so?

 

Jen: Jor'rel and I...we are not compatible. *She looked away for a moment.* It took three years of painful joinings for us to admit it. The thought of never having a child devastated us.

 

N: *She knew the feeling. She had often wondered if she was incompatible with Zo'or. Though later she found out otherwise. But it looked even more tragic for a couple such as Jenny and Jor'rel. They loved each other so much. One could not miss the look of adoration and pride in the Taelon's eyes when he looked at her.* How did you manage to conceive then? *It should have been impossible.*

Jen: Jor'rel changed my energy signature. *Naor'rin's stunned look came as no surprise. An energy signature was as immutable as a fingerprint. Or, at least it was.*

 

N: *Her eyes turned in Jor'rel's direction. She was stunned, but not so much as the Taelon leader, it seemed.* That's impossible... I mean, not entirely, but in essence, one's energy never changes.

Jen: He created a device that can change the frequency at which a person's energy resonates. Don't expect the idea of compatibility to fly out an airlock though: the signature has to be changed in minute increments, slowly over many years and...the process is very painful. 

 

GT: *He was very glad to overhear that. The last thing he needed was for Jor'rel to advertise a miraculous treatment for the fools in love who had been too stupid to follow Doctrine.*

N: That is nothing short of a miracle. *Possible only because of the love they felt for each other, no doubt* If that is so, you deserve this child even more. I wish you all the best! *She grabbed the girl by the shoulders and gave her a hug.*

 

Jen: Thank you! Good wishes from our friends...well, they mean the world to us. *She and Jor'rel received other well-wishers and finally, T'than and Cadence were there.

C - *She hugged both she and Jor'rel, and reached down to feel the swell of the young healer's belly.* I'm so happy everything worked out for you. Despite some people, I always had confidence in you!

Cara: *Sneaking back through everyone's legs, she looked up at Jenny.* Are you going to have a little baby girl like Cadence so I can play with her?

Jen: We don't know yet if it is a boy or a girl.

Cara: I don't want a boy. Boys are yucky!

Jor: T'than, what is this I hear about Cadence? Are you expecting and decided to not make your healer aware of the fact?

 

GT: *He wasn't always comfortable with joyful moments. Or with disarming private questions as Jor'rel was so prone to asking.* Not yet. But we have decided upon having another child. *He exchanged looks with Cadence.*

Jor: Oh, *he nodded.* Well, you should both come in before you conceive so I can look you over.

Jen: Yes, and I can see to Cadence, *she said excitedly.* 

 

GT: Cadence and I are perfect, healthwise. *He did not feel like being prodded. It was not like they were not compatible and needed a magic elixir to procreate.* We are both perfectly able. *He then focused on Jor'rel's mate.* But, if we need assistance in any matter, I will make certain to contact only you... Jor'rel.

Jen: *He was truly irritating!* If you trust Jor'rel you can trust me; he did train me after all! And you need not worry; if she becomes pregnant soon I will not be there to deliver the baby because I will be off with my own. I just thought that I would help Jor'rel with the pre-conception health review.

 

GT: He should have instructed you better then, especially on knowing your place. *Ah, a sparkle of annoyance in Jor'rel's eyes. Such a rare thing.* A place that you are now beginning to occupy. Such a short accomplishment yours will be, for certainly now you will wish to leave it.

Jen: *Now she looked confused.* Leave? What do you mean?

 

GT: You are with child. It was a complicated achievement, I understand. It would be safer if you withdrew to your quarters and rested. *It was just perfect! She got her promotion but wouldn't be able to use it.* 

Jor: *It was time to wipe that smirk off of T'than's face.* Jenny will not be retiring T'than. Of course she will take a leave after the baby is born but, she will return.

 

GT: *T'than arched a brow* Return? *It was not a question. Rather a word that expressed that Jor'rel had to be joking.*

Jen: Yes. You did not think I went through all of that training to just, give it up, did you? 

 

GT: You did not go through all the trouble of conceiving this child to put it in jeopardy, did you? *He was being quite sarcastic.* 

Jen: *His question took her by surprise, and even with an assuring thought from Jor'rel, she faltered.* N...no, of course not! You know we would never...

GT: *But he cut through her speech, as if her excuse was a vain one* Where will the child be when she is at work? Besides, now that you can conceive, perhaps you should consider not stopping at the first child.

Jen: I will bring the baby with me. He or she will not be without a mother. I will be there all the time, and if I am busy the other nurses will be delighted to baby-sit.

GT: It is a real mother the child needs. Not a surrogate one. *He had to grimace. No doubt there were certain points of view that T'than did not understand.* I see that I made a mistake in allowing the different castes to uphold their ideologies on how to organize their lives. You as healer should uphold Doctrine and make others follow the example. We need as many children as can be conceived before we reach our destination.

Jor: I never waver from our goals. Birth statistics have risen greatly over that last several years, of which you are already aware. As for Jenny and I...*He beamed proudly.* ...we are members of the Science Assembly; military ordinances do not apply to us.

Jen: And I couldn't be happier.

~*~

*After a short journey, J'thir led Narya onto the new, upper level of the bridge. New work stations had been added, manned by volunteers who offered the couple a quick nod before looking back to their tasks. Pulling her forward they stood, looking over a railing at the activity below. A Taelon from the military caste sat in the command chair, speaking to another quietly while volunteers worked efficiently around them.* I thought that you would like to see the nucleus of your colony. From here your life is kept in balance; your every need met. Your people are very fortunate that the Red Colony is the one they found. 

 

Na: Your arrogance is astounding, J'thir. I would say that it is your people that should be very grateful that the Jaridians found this colony, otherwise, many Taelon lives would have been lost. *She leaned over the balcony, looking down at the workers. They were like busy ants, each knowing their place and working quite effectively. Jaridians were still not allowed to occupy such working stations.* Besides, not all needs are biological or environmental. *She cast him a quick glance* It is important to make those that surround you happy. *Narya focused back on the lonely Taelon. His posture gave away his caste.* 

J: You mistake my pride in my caste as arrogance. I am proud of my history and will not camouflage it in false modesty. And you, *he said, his face so close that he could feel her breath*...should learn to appreciate it as well, and stop being such an insolent child.

 

Na: *She turned a little too swiftly. So much so, her nose brushed against his, and their lips nearly touched. Narya withdrew at once, doing her best not to look ashamed. Her heart was beating a little too fast for her personal taste.* Insolence is something you wear like a crown, J'thir. You should not preach others on their faults, when yours are the same. 

J: *His full lips turned up into a smile - not necessarily a patronizing one. He was enjoying the debate, and her proximity...he was enjoying that as well.* Do not stop on my account, Narya, *he challenged.*  You were doing so well; please continue.

Na: *Her cheeks were feeling warm, but he had rekindled the fire in her eyes.* I am proud of my history as well, and I descend from a lineage of elite warriors. *Narya smiled to herself. She had indeed been fortunate.* You cannot expect me to act like one of those brainless dolls that your caste creates. I say, in all my insolence, that I'm not a simple vessel to have children. I am a warrior like my mother, and I have my father's wisdom. And my mate will cherish me for that.

J: I am certain he will... *He was distracted, following the tiny swirling patterns of the delicate scales over her browridge and cheeks. Realizing it his lips tightened and he looked to the side.* Of course...Jaridians do not mind if their women are manly...I mean, athletic. 

 

Na: *He was impossible! It seemed nothing good could spring from the warrior caste. The girls were submissive dolls. The boys, little toy soldiers that thought too highly of themselves.* At least we can defend ourselves. We're not a dead weight in times of hardship. *She pushed her hands against the rails and raised her back, turning to him.*

 

J: *He smiled, again aware of her energy as it rose with her anger. He stood in front of her and took a step forward.* We Taelons appreciate females who do not reject what they were made to do...*He had her back against the railing, his chest almost touching hers, and her hair moved as he spoke near her ear.* ...to give pleasure....to give life...

 

Na: *She was feeling trapped... but there was also a different kind of nervousness. A sweet anxiety that was the fuel to her words.* Spoken like a real son of the warrior caste. Shallow and selfish.

J: I am a son of my caste. If my caste did not uphold the values that it does there would be no colony for you to live on and you would be preaching your radical ways to a population that was slowly dying out! 

 

Na: *She was shocked! Listening to J'thir was like reading Doctrine! They had been made to read and memorize it during classes, per T'than's imparative.* Or maybe... everyone would just be living their happy lives, and I would not need to preach to anyone about their obvious rights! 

J: The right to die perhaps? *he said, eyes flashing with anger.* 

Na: *Narya ignored his threatening manner. She wasn't the least afraid of him.* Women are not... machines. You don't own them, and you can't expect to use them at whim! *It was hard to believe that he actually missed the look of misery in his own sister's eyes.*

J: We do not 'use' them! How dare you make such an accusation when you know nothing of what you speak! There must be children if we are to flourish and continue. We honor our mates by entrusting the future to them!

Na: *His words almost made his reasons noble. Almost. She pretended to waver and her features softened. Her hands sought support against his chest. They slid over it as if they were drawing a caress. She was looking up into his eyes - they were beautifully intense. The eyes of a Jaridian - only the spirit behind those windows was vain. Narya smiled at him - it was her own very flirtatious smile - and when she felt him relax somewhat, she simply used the rail for balance and swiftly escaped his arms.* Then you seemed to be a little confused. If that is all you want of your mate, you should hit on those girls at the party. I'm certain they'd all be willing to lay back... and at least fake better than I can.

J: Fake?! *He was stung, but what he could not understand is why he even cared what she had to say! Well, he would show her! She was right; he didn't need her!* Those 'dolls' you speak of were at least raised with enough discipline to know where their duty lies. *He grabbed one of her tanned arms, feigning sudden surprise.* Oh my, you did not actually think...You thought I was making advances to you? 

 

Na: *She glared at him. She wasn't a complete fool as he thought. There were signs, and she was good at interpreting them.* Let go of me... *but he ignored her.*

 

J: *He shook his head and chuckled, knowing it would hurt her.* I could never choose you - someone with... values... like yours. I would never want a mate who rejected her womanhood as you do.

 

Na: *If only he had had the strength to believe his own ideas, instead of mimicking his father's. And unlike T'lana, J'thir had had his chance and his freedom.* Was this all you wanted to show me J'thir? *Because apparently, he had not learned anything from what she had to say. Thick-headed as he was, she shouldn't be so bothered by that fact.*

J: Yes, I thought...that you would enjoy seeing a place you will likely never be allowed to go.

Na: *Narya looked disappointed. And to her surprise, it was genuine.* I think I have seen enough then... and this was quite a waste of time.

J: Yes, *he said wistfully.* I guess it was. I'll take you back to the party. *The entire walk back to his home was spent in silence. She looked as unhappy as he felt. He wondered though if her reasons were the same as his. Odd as it sounded, even to him, he kind of liked her.*

~*~

*Cadence saw T'than beckon to her and came over. The party had been in full swing but it was slowly beginning to wind down. People spoke and laughed with each other, but there was a sense of anticipation in the air. At least there was for everyone except their daughter. T'lana's girlfriends looked so eager. If only it could be one of them to be given to N'shen. Cadence was sure they would be happier than T'lana.

Cadence knew why her mate had called her close: they had new guests. Zo'or stood, looking as strong and regal as she remembered, speaking with several other guests. He had not been invited, however he had come with Da'an, and T'than's volunteers had apparently not wished to deny the soft-spoken Taelon entrance. He watched Zo'or for a while but finally, he spoke.*

 

GT: *Zo'or's presence was a clear provocation. T'than had not been made aware of his full recovery - information he would later chastise Da'an for not revealing. But for now, the important thing was to keep things under control. The announcement would be made momentarily. After that, he would be free to politely invite Zo'or to leave.* It is nearly time to announce T'lana's engagement. *His daughter had still not spoken to N'shen. In fact, he had watched as she avoided him throughout the entire party. And J'thir was also late to return, which was not a good sign.* Though I would prefer to do it with J'thir in the room. She is his sister after all...

C -  T'than, I was thinking that... maybe this party is not the best place to make the announcement.

 

GT: *He moved his focus from Zo'or, to Cadence.* Nonsense! *But he could see she was serious. And despite what he led others to believe, T'than often listened to what Cadence had to say, though that did not mean he would actually follow her advice.* Why are you inclined to think so?

C - T'lana has been upset and nervous today - surely you've felt it? 

 

GT: *He smiled reassuringly.* Yes, I have. I have read that it is normal for humans to feel nervous before their "marriage". Certainly, she is just feeling anxious and eager. *That last word seemed somehow exaggerated, but he meant to ease Cadence. T'lana had indeed been acting strange in the week prior to her birthday. And skittish too...*

 

C - *She looked over at their child. The girl was staring at them with eyes that were a little too large.* T'than... please don't do it tonight... please? I have a bad feeling about this... *She knew her daughter hated her prospective mate, and what was worse, T'than knew as well!*

 

GT: I cannot postpone this, Cadence. I gave N'shen my word. It was stipulated from the first day that after her eleventh birthday T'lana would become his mate. We have prepared her for this day ever since. I know she thinks N'shen is not her ideal mate, but in time she will learn that we made the right choice. He will tend to her every need.

C - I don't care about N'shen! I care about our daughter. *She tried one last-ditch tactic. She took his hand and whispered into his ear.* Wait on this announcement until tomorrow, or the next day. It won't hurt anything to wait that long. That way, it gives us some time together. Without the extra stress of such preparations we could...make a baby...*kiss*...tonight...

 

GT: *He had to smile. It was indeed tempting, but he saw her advances for what they were: a deception. He pulled her away softly by the shoulders, and planted a kiss on her forehead.* It is time, Cadence. It is time to let go. It pains us both, but we have to admit it. T'lana is not a child any longer. *Over her shoulder, he saw the doors open. His son walked in, followed shortly by Narya. They went separate ways, and seemed glad to do so. It was a good sign.* Now... *he let his shoulders drop and, pushing Cadence softly aside, he walked to the small dais that had grown at the other end of the room.

 

When he walked to stand on it, the lights in the room faded, except for the ones directly above him.* If I may have your attention... 

 

As all of you are aware, today marks the beginning of a new era for Taelon history. T'lana, my daughter, was the first hybrid to be born to us. Eleven years have since passed, and we were fortunate to have witnessed the birth of many others. However, this day shall be twice remembered for it announces the second stage of our evolution. *He turned to where T'lana stood, and silently beckoned her to walk to him. She was shaking by the time she took his hand. He nodded reassuringly at her and helped her on the stand alongside him.* Today begins what I am certain will be a fruitful union between my daughter and N'shen, from which the second generation of hybrids will spring. *He motioned for Cadence and J'thir to step forward.* I invite you to share in my family's satisfaction as I give T'lana to her future mate...

Tl: *Her father beckoned to N'shen but it was Zo'or who was coming forward! But then, she blinked; the tears welling in her eyes had changed what was, into what she wanted it to be but when she looked again it was N'shen stepping up onto the dais and nodding to T'than. T'lana looked back out into the crowd, searching for Zo'or but her view was blocked by the tall Taelon now standing in front of her. Her eyes climbed up his purple jumpsuit to his face. He did not look stern now, but rather like a satisfied shopper who had just found the perfect item.*

Ns: T'lana, *he said, as a hush fell over the room,* this day has been very long in coming. *She nodded but said nothing. He found her childish fear of him stimulating. He waited patiently for her to make the proper response and still she stood there, frozen. Had her father not gone over the ceremony with her? He could hear people quietly murmuring in the background.* T'lana, *he said softly,* place your hands in mine and speak your vow of allegiance to me. 

Tl: *Her arms stayed at her side. She tried to lift her hands but nothing happened. She looked over at her mother desperately.*

C - T'lana...*she said, moving forward but T'than stopped her.* Please let me go to her! *she whispered.* She needs me!

 

GT: *He did not like her hesitation. T'lana knew what she had to do - they had gone through the ritual a dozen times!* We must not interfere. *He was holding Cadence's wrist, away from the eyes of the curious crowd. But his eyes were on his daughter and there was such strength in his glare as though he meant it to become tangible and force her to move.*

C - *She could feel his nervous irritation; neither his mate or his daughter was adhering to decorum with obedience.*

 

GT: I am certain she is only nervous.*It was taking a little too long for comfort. T'than wasn't really sure that was all that kept her from acting.* #T'lana... You mustn't succumb to your nervousness. Take N'shen's hand. Take him as your mate.#

Ns: *The crowd made sympathetic noises over T'than's comment and N'shen tried to maintain his patience. She was young, and so he urged, softly but firmly.* T'lana, your duty is no longer to your parents. Obey me, my mate, and give me your hands.

Tl: *She felt hot; she thought she might faint! A group of her girlfriends stood to her left at the front of the crowd, quietly urging her on. To the right stood Sc'orr and his family. They each were looking at her father with disapproval, and at her with pity.* No... *she said, only loud enough for those on the dais to hear.*

Ns: *He reached out and firmly took her hands into his own.* There. That is not so bad now, is it? *Her skin felt so soft - so good!* Speak your vow... now! *he commanded. He was impatient to leave. He wanted to be alone with her; he needed to be! Her palms lay over his and he dared to pull at her energy - just for a taste - one brief moment to feel her in him but he received a shock instead. Her hands jerked  - repelled from his; utter betrayal!* What is the meaning of this? *he demanded, looking at T'than amidst gasps from their audience.* Do you mean to disgrace me?!

 

GT: *N'shen's words were an offense! T'than's decorum was hanging by a thread! If it weren't for the extensive crowd, he would have put the other Taelon in his rightful place in the blink of an eye. How dare he reject T'lana?!* That question is mine to ask, N'shen! *His daughter stood in the middle of the dais, shaking and crying. And completely closed to him.* Why have you broken the ritual?

Ns: Do you think my abilities so weak that I would not sense another's energy in her? It was agreed T'lana would come to me untouched!

 

GT: *What?! It didn't register in T'than's mind that N'shen's words were even a possibility! Maybe he had made a mistake in selecting that Taelon to be his daughter's future mate. He was a foe in desguise!* T'lana is as pure today as when I promised her to you, years into the past. *His eyes bore a warning - he had had enough of that humiliation.* She is not to blame if your abilities to sense it are questionable.

Ns: *Cadence was looking frantically between he and her daughter and trying unsuccessfully to pull away from her mate.* Perhaps it is not my abilities that are weak if you cannot sense your own daughter's contamination T'than. If you deny the veracity of my words then take her in hand and see for yourself!

 

GT: *So far, T'lana had not said a word. She was still when N'shen had left her; trembling and frightened. He reached to her, but she shunned him.* T'lana...? *He tried again, but she closed shut the doors to her mind. She had never once dared to challenge him like that! Could it be? T'than took a step forward, but T'lana moved just the same amount away from him. He had only to throw J'thir a glance though, to put an end to her attempt to flee him.* 

Tl: No! Mommy! *Cadence tried to come to her but J'thir now restrained her as her father came closer.* Daddy... please!

 

GT: Have you lied to me, insolent child? *At the moment, T'than was oblivious to the many eyes staring at them from below. He got only silence from her; silence and tears. J'thir was holding both arms behind her back* Tell me N'shen is wrong and I will let this matter go. *It would be a plea, if his tone did not sound so threatening. He could feel the weight of N'shen's shadow over his shoulder.* So be it. *She flinched but T'than ignored it and put both hands to her temples. It would likely be painful - but he could not afford not to know. However painful it would be to discover the truth, he needed to know.*

C - *T'than, *she hissed, but he ignored her, his focus solely on their terrified child. She pulled at his arms but T'lana's face was sealed into his grip.* T'than!

 

GT: *At once his fingers felt the electrifying feeling of foreign energy. The moment he focused and pulled she resisted. But he had never let her learn all there was to know about blocking her mind. He pushed in all at once, ignoring the gasps from the crowd and Cadence's pull at his arm. It was too late... he was in, and one image was enough to make him aware of the cruel reality. T'than pulled away, as repulsed and N'shen had been. But deeper than that, sprung hurt. The kind that turned him into a hateful beast.* Blasphemy! You have betrayed me... *His voice was low, choked, and it died away. His hand was raised, and before anyone could stop it, it came down against T'lana's tender cheek. The slap resounded in the room. Even his son was surprised.*

C - T'THAN! *T'lana cried openly, her head hanging, her face hidden by long strands of her crystal-encrusted hair. Had J'thir not been holding her she would have collapsed.*

Zo'or: *He had pushed forward through the crowd. There had been many times in his life when he had wanted to kill, but none had urged up his rage as much as when T'than dared to strike T'lana - the one he loved! Volunteers had appeared from thin air, holding the crowd at bay. One was struggling with Hayley Blue. Her husband was trying to pull her back with one hand while holding a crying child in his other arm. He pushed forward but Da'an called to him - his parent did not know about his bond.*

Da'an: Zo'or, we should vacate these premises before this situation escalates any further.

Z: I cannot.

D: I do not understand. Why not?

Z: *He looked over his shoulder, speaking matter-of-factly* Because T'lana is my mate.

D: *Admittedly he was shocked; of all the females who Zo'or could have chosen....* We should retreat regardless. I believe that T'than knows. You are in danger Zo'or!

Z: I must remain! She needs me.

D: I do not dispute that, *The poor girl was distraught; her emotions rose above all the others in the room in white hot waves of fear.* ...but if you stay you will endanger yourself and thus, your ability to help her. *That seemed to halt Zo'or's passage through the crowd, but he was still close enough to the stage to be seen.* Zo'or...

Z: I will stay!

 

GT: *T'than wasted no more time. The perpetrator would have to pay! He would have to pay for years of work in raising that child. For the destroyed expectations of a happy life for his daughter. No one would want her now... and he would rather die than see her falling prey to his bitterest enemy!

 

His eyes turned to the crowd, and swiftly located the one in question. He had come forward the moment T'than had slapped her. And in all of T'than's hatred placed upon that figure, Zo'or seemed to glow and stand out from the crowd. Without so much as a second thought, he ordered his guards to move forward.* Seize him! 

D: Zo'or, I insist we leave... while we still can! *Two volunteers were closing on their position. The extreme number of people in the room would make it difficult to evade them and escape. He pulled back but Zo'or moved in the opposite direction - toward the guards!*

Z: *He waited calmly for the two men to take his arms and then he struck! Waves of white energy flared outward from his chest, rushing over the volunteers, instantly electrocuting them. People screamed. Many in attendance with their children grabbed them and fled out of the doors. The room was not empty however - some, both Taelon and human were foolhardy enough to stay, drawn by their own morbid curiosity.* Touch my mate again in such a manner and I will kill you T'than! *Now he had the leader's attention.* 

 

GT: She is not your mate. *The room was holding its breath.* If anything, she was your whore for one night. One you manipulated at your whim.

Z: Release her to me now!

 

GT: *He smiled derisively.* I will see you dead before that happens.

Z: Do not threaten me! *His shoulders rolled as he came forward.* I should have killed you years ago! The void is where you belong. Your daughter belongs to me - she came to me of her own free will and there is nothing that you can do to alter that fact. Release her!

 

GT: You forget your place, Zo'or. You are leader no longer. And it is not with this ruse, of taking my child, that you will get to that position again. *T'than's eyes were slits, and his glare as sharp as blades. He truly felt like striking - the atavus had not been so close to awakening in over ten years, but now it was so close that his skin tingled.* Your ruse ends here. *He could see the guards... and they were completely loyal to him.*

Z: *More guards approached but these were not implants and had the foresight to keep their distance when they saw his body begin to glow again. T'lana screamed but he turned too late to see the two men coming up from behind him, Exolinks at the ready. His face registered a look of pain when the discharges hit him; he was unconscious in seconds.*

Tl: NO! ZO'OR! *She was hysterical. They had killed him!* J'thir let me go... LET ME GO! *They grabbed him up under his arms and dragged him away, Da'an following but not before glaring angrily at her father.* LET ME GO!

 

GT: *He turned back to his daughter. She was struggling against J'thir like a fish on a hook. He missed his own son's troubled look.* Let her go. *T'than said simply.* And let her be gone. This day shall indeed be twice remembered: As the day my firstborn died. I no longer recognise the creature that stands before me. 

C - *She rushed to her daughter, taking her into her arms.* T'lana... my baby....

Tl: *Her father's words had stabbed her deeply; she felt her very heart ache. Her tortured eyes found his but he quickly turned away. She cried against her mother's breasts, drawing strength from her - enough strength to pull away.*

C - No! You can't leave! I don't care what T'than says; I'll go with you...

Tl: No, *she said, shaking her head.* Don't do something foolish on account of me.

C - You are my child T'lana. I would die for you!

Tl: I know. I love you Mommy, *she wept*...but I have to leave. I have to find out what happened to Zo'or! No matter what Daddy does to me, I still love Zo'or. *T'than could hear her and her last words were directed to him.* AND I ALWAYS WILL! *She fled - fled from her mother's arms - fled from the shock in her brother's eyes...and from the hurt and disappointment in her father's... The echo of her cries were her only company as she ran down the empty corridors.*

 

GT: As for all of you! *he turned to the crowd. Sc'orr and Naor'rin had obviously stayed behind, and T'than could not care less about the looks on their faces. So had Cadence's parents, N'shen, and a couple of others who derived some kind of sick satisfaction from that failure. Vultures!* You are forbidden to give her any assistance, under charges of treason! *He glanced down to the door where T'lana had vanished* She chose her path. And she will learn how bitter it is for one who has chosen to betray me.

C - *She had run to her father, falling into his big arms.* Daddy, *her voice was muffled into his chest.*....Don't let her be out there all alone!

Logan: I won't, honey. I have to go and check in on Hayley; I sent she and Cara away, but after that I will look for her, I promise.

 

GT: *His eyes found Cadence and his ears, the sound of treason being plotted.* You will do no such thing, if you value your life as it stands, Logan Blue.

L: *His green eyes were baleful as he glared at the Taelon.* There is no threat that could keep me from looking for my granddaughter. What you have done is unforgivable!

 

GT: I have done nothing. I have merely set her free... it seems to be what all of you wished. *he smirked* Your wish is now granted. Suffer with it!

L: *The room was empty by the time he strode out. The volunteers had made quick work of clearing unwanted spectators out.*

 

GT: And now, it is time the rest of us return to our prisons... *Without so much as a hint of gentleness, T'than got hold of Cadence's arms and pulled her away from her father.*

C - Leave me alone! *She struggled and slapped at his face* You are HORRIBLE doing what you did! *She saw J'thir quickly move off to his room.* Love for a child is unconditional, or it is SUPPOSED to be! 

 

GT: So is a child's obedience to their parents. *Was he the only one to see clearly how deep ran T'lana's treason? It was not only that she had lost her purity to another; she had mated with Zo'or! His bitterest, and only enemy as it stood merely an hour ago!* And so should be your obedience to me!! * T'than was obviously beyond caring about the consequences of his words.*

 

C - *New tears soaked her cheeks* I am so glad I held off on getting pregnant! Don't bother to ask again because I WILL NOT be a party to bringing another child into the world for you to abuse like you did tonight!

 

GT: *His grip tightened. The thought crossed his mind that he could make her swallow those words. It would be so easy. To force her, to take out all that anger in an act that should be made of passion and love. His own thoughts struck him like knife through his chest. He pushed her away with a single rough movement.* Be gone from my sight... before you live to regret it. *He did not wait to see her gone. T'than ordered the volunteers to escort the remaining people out of the room. It seemed to take forever for them to do so - there were some that had clearly expected to stay behind and give him a piece of their mind.

 

But T'than had enough thoughts of his own to confront. He had to find a way to remedy that situation. That was all he thought of until the door finally shut and the room fell into an oppressive and absolute silence. Then, to his surprise, his thoughts were no more of ways to contain that disaster.

 

All his body could register was pain. And a weight that made his spirit and body collapse. Whatever energy had set his arms and legs in motion was gone. There was barely enough for him to reach his chair and sit in darkness and isolation. He did not feel angry anymore. Just empty, and exhausted. The first thoughts of the day could never have been more ominous. T'than would indeed lose his little girl that day... he had just never expected it to be so completely.*
Book Two
Part Four

A Brother’s Guilt

*J'thir watched the stars go by; at their velocity the suns appeared to be little more than narrow bright threads. Once again he requested the time and was given an answer by the ship's sexless computer voice.

Over thirty minutes had passed, he staring out the window, too depressed to enjoy the lush scenery around him in the garden, while he waited for the volunteers to find her and bring her to him. Perhaps they had had to drag her the whole way. That thought would have made him grin two days ago. But not today. 

The mood on the ship was heavy, and tense. After T'lana's disaster of a party all news service had been suspended, and anyone in attendance had soon received a message with just enough veiled threats to keep them mum on what had occurred should anyone who was not there, ask.

Those who had not attended - the majority of the population - had no idea that their leader had disowned his daughter - the princess - the beautiful girl who they all hoped to glimpse on her rare visits to the promenade. As usual, no one had seen her.

And that is what worried him.

She was free now - she could go anywhere she wanted, and still it was as though nothing had changed.

His moody ruminations were halted when he heard the doors dematerialize. Stepping from the trees he came face to face with Narya. Her arms were tightly held by his men.* Release her and leave. *Now alone, he continued in his normal, haughty manner.* Greetings, Narya.

 

Na: *She pushed her disheveled hair off of her face; her fingers brushing it away so that her glaring eyes no longer needed to peek through the raven strands. Taking a deep breath, Narya straightened up.* You've been learning a thing or two from your father. *she spat, adjusting her sleeves. The guards had shown little respect for her - which was unusual. But ever since T'lana's disappearance, everyone on the ship was unusually tense. It was like their dream of a perfect life had collapsed.* What do you want?

J: *He put his hands behind his back and pretended to admire the flowers.* I thought we might visit for a while.

 

Na: And you need your minions for that? *The volunteers had already disappeared behind the vegetation, though she had a feeling they wouldn't move very far away.* 

J: The volunteers were just...a technicality. You would not have come on your own, would you?

 

Na: *She smirked. After what had come to pass between them... and after J'thir's behaviour when hell broke lose at T'lana's birthday party, the answer was obvious.* No. 

J: There, you see? And that is why I had you escorted here.

 

Na: You mean, dragged here. *They had caught her by surprise and alone, otherwise, they would have had to go through a lot of trouble to seize her.* You should revise the meaning of understatement, and stop playing your stupid games.

J: I am not here to play games, *he said, looking somewhat deflated than from a moment ago.* Games are the last thing on anyone's mind. I brought you here because... I wanted to ask you... if you have seen my sister?  

 

Na: *She was ready to spit something back - some nasty comment over his first words - he always did that to her. Narya was usually very cool and sensible; not feisty. But she couldn't help herself around J'thir. He provoked her; and didn't even have to open his mouth to do it. But this one time, her jaw stopped before any words could be uttered, and there was silence. Silence during which she looked up into his face, drew the contours in her mind, as well as the little wrinkles of his expression; silence broken only by her sigh. He was being honest... but no, certainly he had to be faking it!* Is that a trick question? *But it was rhetorical - he could be doing his father's bidding, trying to nail her for helping her best friend when he had forbidden it. Ah, that angered her so!* 

J: I need to know if you have seen her, *he said through clenched teeth, trying his best to hold back a biting comment of his own.*

Na: No. *She looked down* I have not seen her. But I have looked, if that is what you mean to find out. And you can tell your father that I couldn't care less if I broke any of his rules!

J: So you mean to be placed in confinement as well? To be branded a traitor?

 

Na: I would rather be a traitor in the eyes of those like your father, than to abandon a friend... *She folded her arms, her eyes accusing and alight with resentment* ...a sister.

J: You do not understand, *he said calmly in the face of her outrage.*

 

Na: *Narya hissed* Oh, I understand too well. Only I'm not afraid to think for myself. If T'lana needed my help, I would give it to her, regardless of the consequences! *What did he want from her? Hadn't he heard already what she had to say?*

J: You are wrong! *He cried, suddenly as furious as she. He lunged forward seizing her by the arms, her long hair tickling his hands as he shook her.* You fly in the face of reason by challenging T'than's laws. Do you want to be locked away until people forget you ever existed or worse, made an outcast, forced to hide in what should be your own home? Because when that happens I... *His last word wavered on his tongue, agonized; ready to break. The hands holding her arms were shaking; he had stopped shaking her.* 

 

N: *He had taken her by surprise, and she did not make any effort to flee. The words tumbled out of his mouth as though they had been imprisoned there, like water in a dam. Only the dam seemed to have broken...* You what? *she asked, amazed at how soft her voice sounded; but it was still edged with her fury.*

J: I... won't be able to help you, *he croaked, knowing there were tears welling in his eyes. He pushed her away and made a disgusted noise, turning away.* Go. I should never have called you here. *He fled from her into the trees, so far back into the garden that the light became dim and misty. He raked his fingers through his hair harshly, leaving silvery strands in his fingers. His head hurt and he massaged his temples and then rested his forehead against cool virtual glass. He wished he could go through it, out there; to fly free through the universe like a rogue star.*

 

Na: *She stood where he had left her for a little while. Suddenly, everything was very confusing. Had she truly seen fear in his eyes? Torment? He had obeyed T'than's orders so promptly - J'thir always had - that Narya had never given it a second thought to wonder why. She had just assumed it was in his nature, and in doing so, she had committed the same offense as he had when he saw no more in her than a foolish emotional girl.

 

Narya couldn't back away, so she made her way through the vegetation, carefully pushing the plants out of her path. In his intensity, his energy was not difficult to feel. She found him at last, his figure not so cocky or strong anymore. Any of the other girls would probably have fled in the face of his weakness. And so it became clear that everyone lived inside their own cage - and J'thir's was the image of strength.*

J: *Narya's tentative footsteps were so soft they could have been a passing breeze, but he knew she was there even with his back turned to her. Words began to flow out of him like gentle stream. At long last, someone to talk to...* I know you believe me to be identical to my father. *He looked over his shoulder.* Even when you don't say it, I can see it in your eyes; and you are not the only one. 

 

Na: *She came closer, her footsteps barely audible, and stood directly behind him. His voice sounded choked, as though he was on the verge of tears.*

 

J: You say it with resentment, and others say it with an air of expectation. I feel as though I am being pulled in different directions all at the same time! 

 

Na: It doesn't need to be so. *It seemed T'than had drawn a picture of what his children's lives would be and had forced them to follow it. There could be no greater cruelty than keeping someone from becoming who they truly were.* Just because you are T'than's son, it does not mean you have to be the same as he. He did not have the right to do what he did to T'lana... or to you. *Tentatively, she rested a hand on his shoulder. He was so tense!* 

J: It is because I am T'than's son that gives him the right! *He looked back sharply over his shoulder - at her delicate hand there.* I have known my fate - had it drummed into me - almost from the moment I stopped needing my mother's breast. T'than's beliefs became my own, and they were my own and I was proud to uphold them. *He closed his eyes for several seconds and gently rubbed his cheek against her fingers. Finally he took her hand from where it still rested on his shoulder and looked into her pale eyes.* At least I was up until two days ago...

 

Na: *Seeing him that changed in front of her was... like a little miracle. He did not look like the same person she had argued with a little more than forty-eight hours ago. Or maybe he was, only... something had set him free. In any case, it was flattering to be there and listen. Narya felt her heart warming up to J'thir. Maybe there was some depth to him after all. Her fingers brushed softly against his neck.* Go on... you have already started this. You might as well end it... 

J: Indeed... *He sighed heavily.* Two days ago I was strong, with a great future ahead of me. I scorned all who I believed to be weak. Imagine my surprise when I realized that I was what I scorned. I stood there and dutifully held my sister while my father... raped her mind. *He chuckled softly.* It is easier to fight for one's principles than to uphold them.

 

Na: Your father shocked many people with what he did. His actions raised much doubt... as well as fear. *For if he could do that to his own daughter... imagine what he would be able to do to those who were not in the least related to him. A shiver went down her spine thinking of what might have happened to Zo'or - not that she liked him particularly, but he was Zo'rak's father.* He is turning more and more into a tyrant.

J: No, *he said, shaking his head.* He is as he always was, but he lost control, and allowed many to see a side of himself that is normally only exposed to a few. *He began to walk, knowing instinctively that she would follow. Now it was he who rested his hand on her shoulder, making her look up at him. His tone was soft, but serious.* I refuse to define my father by a single, regrettable action. I love him, and I respect him. He does want this colony to survive, and despite what you and others think about Doctrine, it has worked and kept us on track with our goals. 

 

Na: The very basis of Doctrine is wrong, J'thir. Even if the reason behind it is a noble one, the means do not justify the ends. You cannot force a person into a jacket that does not fit; and life is ruled by similar laws of physics and energy. Forcing someone to become and do what they were not meant to, will only bring pain and sooner or later, it will bring disaster. For all involved.

 

J: It was only meant to be implemented until we reached the planet on which we will live. By then, if all continues to go well, our population would be large, and diverse enough, that it would no longer be needed.

 

Na: *She smiled sweetly at him. Despite the doubt in his heart, J'thir was still very much his father's son, and the good scholar.* There is nothing wrong in believing in a better future. But our future starts a second from this moment. If it is built on fragile foundations; if it is but a dream of freedom that stands on oppression, it might crumble. If you stopped by the Jaridian wing you would see... how happy and fulfilling a simple life can be.

J: *Two days ago he would have thrown back some haughty comment to her, but today he smiled, his face lighting up. He felt so...free...* Narya, *he laughed, getting hold of both of her hands and pulling her a little closer.* this colony must survive, and T'than is following the right path but... that does not mean that there is no room for change. 

 

Na: *Perhaps two days ago she would have pulled away. Perhaps twenty minutes ago she would have pulled away too. But she was discovering a new J'thir. And however odd it may seem to her, Narya liked it. And she liked him, and the fact that she had been there to see him cry and smile.* The change is for our generation to make. And I guess your sister started it... so she is very much your father's child too.

 

J: Oh yes, *he replied.* I do not think I knew how much she was until today.You know it is funny. A few days ago my mother told me that one day I would fall in love, and that that love would make me question everything that I believed in. 

 

Na: You have a very wise mother then. *Her own words had a deeper meaning when she heard them, than when she had spoken them. She realized she could not look away from him....*

 

J: I didn't believe her but I understand now. *He pulled her closer - her body grazed against his.* She was right...

 

Na: They have an annoying tendency to be so... *For her mother too had told her many times that love came in many guises. Narya had never liked J'thir, but now that she was so close to him - feeling his heart beating a little faster against her chest; feeling his energy make her scales stand on end - it was clear. The one she loved would always be the one that she could never be indifferent to. And that was true for J'thir - maybe her anger had not been at him; maybe it had been frustration that he could not be as she wished him to be. For certainly, now that she had seen deeper into him... there was no more anger to speak of.

 

Just a very unnerving and demanding feeling to lean forward... close her eyes... and...*

J: *Her lips were warm and soft - she was warm and soft! He let his body linger against hers, his hands moving gently over her back. He had kissed girls casually before, and he hoped this would not be a passing moment between them. But he did wonder, as his tongue moved against hers, if two people who held such strong - sometimes opposing - beliefs, could ever have a lasting relationship. Narya would never live by Doctrine and J'thir decided that he could accept that, but, he still wanted a girl whom he could cherish and protect like his father did for his mother; and he wanted children.*

 

Na: *She was positively dizzy. Her thoughts were all over the place, the same as her emotions. That kiss was a forbidden thing - and Narya couldn't help feeling guilt over it - but as it deepened, it seemed everything was buried underneath a stronger feeling. A feeling that made her tingly all over... There was a magnetic pull coming from his body; from his hands... How could she not let go? Be lost in that kiss and relish in that selfish moment of happiness.*

J: *His hand was buried in her hair, pushing her head closer so he could deepen their kisses. His body was responding all over - in some ways that would be entirely inappropriate and the last thing he wanted to do was offend her. But it was noise in the trees that made him pull away rather than his physical reactions.* Did you hear that?

 

Na: *She absentmindedly licked her lips. There was something... someone. She nodded. They had been seen!* Who is there?

T'lana: If Daddy could only see, *T'lana said, emerging from the shadows.* I am sure that he would be so proud. 

J: T'lana, *he whispered, feeling instantly guilty. He was supposed to be looking for her but had become distracted. T'lana had gotten rid of her party dress in favor of a plain, dark blue jumpsuit. Her face was a study in pain; her beauty was hidden behind dark shadows beneath her red and swollen eyes, and her porcelain cheeks were marred with dozens of dried tear-tracks. She looked like a dirty China doll.* 

 

Na: *Her lips had spoken her friend's name, which echoed in unison with J'thir's voice. At last, there she was! But she was barely recognizable - not physically. T'lana looked a little bit like a wild and hurt animal.* 

Tl: And I thought that only girls made choices based on emotions, *she sneered.* 

J: *He let go of Narya and went toward his sister.* No, you don't understand, *he said, trying to smile in a way she would find comforting but instead she blushed angrily, her eyes turning to turquoise fire.*

Tl: I understand perfectly, *she said, still sneering,* I understand that you are a hypocrite - a fucking hypocrite! At least Daddy lives by his ideals. You are nothing but a pretender! *She lunged for him but Narya had put herself in the way, and she was stronger than she looked! Despite sharing nearly identical height and body size, the Jaridian hybrid was a barrier T'lana was unable to cross.*

 

Na: Calm down Tee... *but her friend was struggling with greater force than Narya had thought her capable of.* You better go J'thir. *she turned to him in the face of his hesitation to do as she said.* Go away!

 

J: No! I want to explain to her - I understand now... *He stepped forward again, ready to embrace his distraught older sister but the girl blushed again and screamed.* 

Tl: I'LL KILL YOU! *Her voice broke into angry sobs* It's YOUR fault! You could've helped me but instead you let Daddy hurt me! *Her face fell against her friend's body, her cries full of hopelessness.*

 

N: *Narya turned T'lana around, pressing her forehead to her shoulder and embracing her through her cries. She eyed J'thir quite intently - he should know when it was time to leave! T'lana's distress was palpable even to Narya. Certainly J'thir felt it too.* 

J: Okay...I'll go. *The corner of his mouth was twitching - he did not want them to see him cry. He would not cry! But he doubted that he would ever be able to escape the shame of his actions.* Please... make her understand Narya... *He was embarrassed over the pleading in his voice. He looked into those lovely iridescent eyes one last time before he turned away, fleeing the sound of his sister's crying - the sound that told him how deeply he had stabbed the blade of betrayal into her heart.*

 

Na: There... he is gone. *She had to hope he would have the decency of keeping that scene to himself. T'than must not know where T'lana was - and that she had found help - lest he send his minions after her.*

Tl: Why? *she wept* Why did you stop me Narya? Why do you want to help him when you saw what happened!

 

Na: He did not know... he did not know that your father would go to such extremes. *She petted her friend's golden hair.* J'thir is hurting as well, T'lana. What happened stirred his convictions, and he is very confused. In a way, he was forced into helping your father the same way your father wanted to force you to mate with N'shen. 

Tl: He has no convictions, *she said sullenly, sniffling.*

 

Na: There... enough talk about J'thir. *Narya brushed a few errant strands of hair away from T'lana's face. It seemed the blue of her eyes had been washed away by the many tears she had shed.* You need rest and nourishment. You're so cold and pale...  

Tl: There isn't much in the way of energy where I've been. *She sulked and looked down. She did not feel like taking nourishment anyway and had barely noticed the deprivation of it over the last two days.*

Na: *Her voice rose, as if she was suddenly feeling cheerful* I know, you can come to my house. My parents respect our privacy, so they rarely go into our rooms. And since Zo'rak is away, you can stay in his room and rest. I can easily steal some energy for you from sickbay, and there is food in the house.

Tl: Your place? *she asked, but there was noise...*

 

Na: *...Noise outside! The volunteers had stayed behind and had probably heard T'lana's scream* We have to hide... *She heard J'thir's voice, ordering whomever had come to go away. She had to smile at that - there was hope for him after all. But it still meant that they were trapped...*

Tl: You can't help me, *she said, shaking her head* If you do it could make things difficult on your family...and you. My father said...

 

Na: I don't care about what your father said! *She lifted T'lana's chin.* You are my friend, and the rules of friendship come before his foolish orders. I am loyal to you. *But Narya was apprehensive. She relied on her father... and maybe J'thir to help her out if something went wrong. Her smile was infectious though, and devoid of doubt.* All right?

Tl: *She released a breath and nodded. She was too tired and wrought to argue.* All right. *She squeezed her shoulder.* Thank you. You are a good friend. And Narya?

 

Na: Hmm? *She glanced in the door's direction. The voices were not gone, but no one had come in.*

Tl: I'm sorry - for what I said to J'thir - not for him but for you. I don't want you to think that I believe him being with you is a bad idea. If he ever grows up, I think that you would be very good for him. *She was still very angry with her brother.*

 

Na: I have faith in him. This episode will change a lot of things... and a lot of people. *She smiled again.* And I sort of like him. Even when he is all stiff and bossy. *she shrugged* It's all a facade; it's a privilege that he opened up to me. *But this time, there were footsteps, and noise of plants being moved away. And the voices were getting closer!* We have to go!

Tl: Come on, this way. If we're quick they won't find us! *Taking Narya's hand T'lana led her right to the water's edge and pulled her onto the narrow shelf of rocks. Her friend must surely think that she meant to pull them into the lake!*

 

Na: We can't go that way! *she looked around* It will slow us down and they will hear us!

Tl: It's okay, just hold my hand and watch your step. I've been doing this since I was five so put your feet where I do and you'll be fine. *Soon they had reached the other side and T'lana pulled Narya into the thick foliage. Upon reaching the rock face she waved her hand and they stepped inside the cave before it closed.* We are safe for the moment. There is an accessway in the back of this chamber that leads right into the infirmary. From there we can get to your quarters. *But Narya's eyes were moving over the intimate space; the sofa and table...the bed...*

 

Na: *Her jaw was slightly fallen. Not only because it allowed her to breathe a little faster after their run, but for what her eyes were seeing. The place was like a nest... and judging by the size of the bed, it was meant for two.* This is where you've been... No wonder no one could find you! *and that no one had suspected a thing!*

Tl: *She thought that the sight of the bed would make her cry again but she had no more tears to shed. For two days she had lain alone, her fingers stroking where Zo'or had rested with her.* This is my secret place and... eventually it became our secret place. *She knew the other girl would know who she meant. Anyone who had remained long enough at her party would know with whose energy she had been infused with.*

 

Na: *T'lana's was the most tragic story; made of the same fiber as a fairytale. Narya had only to hope that it ended the same way. She did not say a thing, only walked back to the other girl to offer the comfort of closeness.*

 

Tl: I was so worried that Zo'or had been killed, but, after I lay here for a while and focused I felt him. My father is holding him prisoner somewhere... I wish I could make him understand how much we love each other. When Zo'or makes love to me it's like...

 

Na: You mean... you two have... you're not...? *After what Narya had heard about Zo'or, she almost cringed at the thought! But then... who was she to judge anyone? Didn't she like the one she said would never even get her attention... let alone a kiss? Love was a strange mythical beast.*

Tl: *She bit her lower lip and blushed, infusing her pale face with a bit of color.* No, I'm not a virgin anymore. Oh Narya, *she said, grasping her arms and for a moment looking like she did before her birthday*...it is such a beautiful thing; to be one! And, it feels so good... that is, after the first time. *She giggled.* I'm certain that you will understand soon, *grin*...with the way the boys admire you.

 

Na: *She had to smirk.* I get a little tired of that sometimes. And it's not like I'm in a hurry. When it happens... it happens. *Though the thought of being skin to skin with another... her mind wondered for a mere second and she had to shake herself awake when the usually faceless companion assumed an identity.* I think we both need a cold shower... *she smiled*

Tl: *She nodded* Okay, let's get out of here. *Revealing the rectangular patch of bioslurry behind the stone, they slipped through it.*
Book Two
Part Five

In Narya’s Home

*Returning to her home was more complicated than Narya thought. Everyone on the ship knew T'lana, and in her state, the girl was bound to get too much attention. But, after a long and skillful game of hide and seek, they managed to reach her quarters. Narya called her home from a console at the end of the corridor to see if someone would pick up - at that time her mother and father were usually at work, but she wouldn't take any risks. She had a suspicion that they would help T'lana, but no guarantee. Furthermore, her mother was on T'than's black list, and she didn't want to bring her family any additional problems.* Okay, the coast seems to be clear... *She peeked down the hallway to see if anyone was coming. There was no one, or any noise of footsteps.* Lets go...

 

Narya entered her home before T'lana. It was empty... but there was no more time to wait. She headed past the lounge and into the corridor that ended in the two doors of their rooms.* Okay, lets settle you in, shall we. *Fortunately Zo'rak had not locked his bedroom door with his palmprint like he sometimes did when they argued. The room was surprisingly in order. It was fairly simple: with a bed, a chair with a datastream where he usually studied, a few old books and Jaridian artifacts on a shelf. The ceiling was different though: it displayed a view of the stars outside - a hologram in real time, directly linked to the ship's computer. At the moment it was possible to see the planet where he was working. The ship had put itself in orbit there over the last few days.* I know it's not much... a boy's room, you see. But you can rest and check the news if you want. 

Tl: No, it's perfect...and the bed...I feel as though I could sleep for days. *She moved her hand over the soft mattress and was just about to sit down on it when her friend spoke again.*

Na: Ah, but first... *she took T'lana's hand and pulled the girl along. 

Tl: Narya, *she whined,* I'm tired! I don't want to go anywhere else right now.

Na: *Peeking out the door, she pointed to the little room located at the end of the hall.* You can take a hot shower while I get you some food. You'll see you'll feel much better after that. * Narya rushed down the corridor, suddenly turning as she noticed she had omitted one important detail. *Oh, you can use one of the fresh towels by the shower, or simply sit by the tub and let the hot hair dry you out.

Tl: Okay, *she said, a bath sounding like an ordeal and wonderful at the same time. She waved closed the door and looked at herself in the mirror; she could see why Narya suggested it. T'lana had never known any sort of deprivation in her life. Each of her needs was met in a timely manner. Even after a full day of playing as a child she had never been this dirty; it disgusted her. Moments later hot water sprayed her and she began to wash away the visible signs of her torment.

If only her mind were as easily soothed...* 

~*~

 

Na: *Leaving T'lana to bathe and relax, Narya went directly to their energy stash. She realized then it probably would not do. All of her family had Jaridian energy in them to some extent, which was not the case with T'lana. She'd have to go back to the infirmary and steal a couple of vials, unnoticed. To make up for it, she quickly prepared her favorite juice and headed to the room. The sound of running water was still coming from the shower. Narya left the glass in Zo'rak's room on the little table by the bed, with a simple written note: "Be right back with lunch."
 

Narya had to ignore people as she walked through the corridors. She even had to dismiss a guy who had suddenly started walking with her and flirting. She knew him, and it wasn't the first time she had gotten his attention, but today - more so than those other times - it was most unwanted.* Sorry, I can't stay and chat. You see... my boyfriend is waiting. *She smiled gingerly, watching his features twist with disappointment. The way to the infirmary was full of thoughts: she had made up that excuse, but, was it truth? Did she have a boyfriend? It had only been a kiss... but...

 

She was so distracted, she nearly bumped into the sturdy figure of Jor'rel. With a start, she jumped backwards just in time before crashing against him.* Ah, sorry Jor'rel!

Jor: Narya, *he said with a smile, the sleeves of his silvery-blue robes draping her shoulders as he held them gently.* Where are you going in such a hurry?

 

Na: *She smiled nervously, and stood up straight. Her heart was beating so fast, she had to gasp for air once.* Sorry, I was distracted. The stash at home is almost gone and I'm feeling a little hungry. *In fact, the energy they had stored was more than enough to last them a month. Narya had to hope it wasn't Jor'rel who dealt with it personally.* I just came over to get some.

Jor: Oh, of course. I was occupied with something but would be happy to get you a new supply. *He turned, nodding for her to follow him down the hall. They went into the laboratory. He was working alone at a long table which, at the moment was covered with bottles of colorful substances surrounded by petrii dishes and glass tubes. An open datastream displayed what was beneath something that resembled a microscope, only it was much larger with three rows of magnifying lenses.*

 

Na: *He was awfully quiet for someone who had bought into her lie. And she knew that look in his eyes: tender, but inquisitive. Her father had the same look sometimes when he was up to her mischief.* Well, I'm sure you're very busy, so I'll just go get it myself. 

Jor: Please wait. It is not yet ready. 

 

Na: *When he told her to wait, she nearly froze in place.* What do you mean, 'not ready?'

Jor: *Normally he would have given her what she asked for and sent her on her way but the girl was nervous; not surprising given the overall mood on the ship at the moment, but, her close friendship with T'lana made him wonder if T'than's daughter did not have something to do with it.* I was not expecting you, and I need a moment to prepare your supplies. *He offered another of his usual, comforting smiles and opened another datastream, bringing up the log of consumption for her residence. What it said made him fairly certain of the reason for her discomfort.* Narya, it says here that your father signed for a supply eight days ago - for ten vials. That much concentrated energy would last your family for two months as long as each of you spent adequate time beneath your showers. Is everyone well?

 

Na: *Shi'pra!* Well, we did have some in storage, but Zo'rak took a lot of it with him. His work on the planet is very demanding, and I insisted. *She hated lying, and it seemed the day had only just started.* I guess I can wait a little while... *The truth was that she could not. She had to be home before her parents, and make sure T'lana was nicely settled, and she had no idea how long it took for Jor'rel to make his special mixtures. It was one of the reasons why the colony was so productive. Jor'rel played a very important part in the children who were conceived, by keeping them and their parents in perfect health.*

Jor: Yes, I think you should wait, but, if you are really that low on your supply, have your father come by tomorrow. *In her eyes was a look of desperation and Jor'rel was becoming more certain with each passing moment that her ruse had everything to do with T'lana. He kept his attention on the stringy blue substance he was stirring together with a thick green gel as he spoke.* How have you been doing since T'lana's party?

 

Na: *It was not going very well. Damn her distraction for making her bump into Jor'rel...* Ok, I guess. I still can't believe what happened though. It was scary... and frustrating not being able to do anything to help. *It was scary just thinking they were all in T'than's hands. He had gone insane!*

Jor: Indeed it must have been an unnerving experience. With T'lana being your best friend, I know that the entire situation at the end must have been hard on you to watch.

 

Na: I don't think it was easy on anyone who is friends with her. *She was talking to Jor'rel, but taking the chance that he had his back turned on her, her eyes started roaming the tables, in search of something...* And it's even harder to be forced to stand by and do nothing. She's been missing for two days! *Okay, that should help convince Jor'rel that she was as ignorant as everyone else.* I'm really worried about her... 

Jor: I am very concerned about her too; two days without energy is not healthy at all. I hope that she will be found and brought to me. *His back was to the teenager and he gestured offhandedly to the wall behind him; it was lined with transparent shelves.* I have a full supply of concentrated energy for her on the third shelf in that small case. It is the reason I was not ready for your order. T'lana will no doubt be in need if she continues to sequester herself for an extended period.

 

Na: *There they were - the vials! If she stole two or three, maybe Jor'rel wouldn't notice they were gone! Narya bit her lip nervously. But she couldn't just get them and run - she'd have to wait for Jor'rel to finish what he was doing. But it wasn't necessarily a waste of time.* I hope she comes back soon. She must know she has people who care about her. *Slowly, she began to move towards the shelves, pretending to be interested in the many devices that were around the room.*

Jor: I too, hope that she will return. T'than must learn to let go of his grievance with her; she is his child after all.

 

Na: # He got what he deserved! #  I don't think they'll come to terms anytime soon... *She tapped her fingers on the shelf. She might as well make something of the time she was being forced to wait.* Have you heard something about Zo'or? *Close, so close. But he moved and she stopped immediately.*

Jor: *His eyeridges arched and he looked away from his work.* Zo'or? I am surprised you are asking about him. You do not know him...*He put his hand on her shoulder.* ...but I will forward your concern to Da'an - his parent - who will be grateful. 

 

Na: Yes... *She tried not to shudder. He had nearly caught her trying to reach the case!* Please do that. *She tried again* You know, a lot of people are wondering what happened to him.

 

Jor: He is fine. The charges from the Exolinks disrupted the flow of his energy but it was not severe. He will be completely restored in another day. Now, if you will excuse me, I really must return my complete focus to my tasks.

 

Na: Yes... certainly. *And she had to hope that his focus on his work was indeed complete.* I'll be on my way then. Nice to see you, Jor'rel...

Jor: It was nice to see you as well. Please give my best to your family. *Once again, his back was turned. He made no move to indicate that he heard the furtive rustling behind him, as supplies on the shelves were moved...*

 

Na: *Her heart was beating so hard, it was literally thundering at her eardrums. She left the infirmary quicker than she had entered, and stopped only at the hallways to peek at what was in her hand. A swift motion as she turned was all that she had had to grab the vials. Three... not bad. It should last them for a while. Narya had to pray that Jor'rel wouldn't notice that they were missing...

Jor: *Now alone, he went over to the case of energy vials he had stored on the shelves. Other items were out of place but nothing was missing...at least, not until he opened the case and noticed three vials gone. He closed it and smiled to himself. T'lana would welcome help from her best friend over him. It was for the best...and he hoped it worked out well for them without any interference.*

~*~

 

Na: *Going back home was fast. No one stopped her in the halls, though she was half expecting to be followed. What if he had noticed, and sent someone after her?

 

But fortunately, nothing went wrong. Her home was empty too, and silent. Narya checked, but she didn't feel her father or mother. A sigh of relief broke the silence as she made her way to her brother's room.* Tee? Can I come in? *The answer was positive, so Narya went in.* Look, I got you some energy! 

Tl: *She rolled over on the bed, her hair veiling her sleepy face.* Oh good *she mumbled sleepily and tried to pull the covers over her head.* Leave it; I'll take it later.

 

Na: Oh, come on, you have to eat something! *Her friend was visibly in dire need of sustenance.* Hmm, if you don't take this vial from my hand and use it, I won't tell you about what I found out...

Tl: *A turquoise eye peeked through silver strands* Found out? About what?

 

Na: What do you think, silly? Zo'or, of course!

Tl: Zo'or! *she cried and sat up.* Tell me tell me Narya!

 

Na: *Her face turned serious.* First things first. *She held the vial before T'lana's face.*

Tl: C'mon please? I'm not really hungry. Tell me!

 

Na: *So it was true what they said: those in love often thought the only thing they needed to live, was love.* T'lana, you're pale and freezing. I can barely feel energy when I touch you! Eat first; talk later!

Tl: So my skin is a bit cold...it's no big deal. *Again she was face to face with the nourishement* Okay, *She sighed, taking it and upending into her palm. She shuddered and blushed so bright she saw Narya squint. She did feel warmer...and better.* Tell me now Narya! I am going crazy - I must know so please...*She took her arms*...please, tell me what you know about Zo... My mate.

 

Na: *She smiled and pulled T'lana down, so they were both sitting facing each other on the bed.* So, I sneaked out to the infirmary, right? I nearly bumped into Jor'rel and had to make some crazy excuse about what I was doing there... *She could tell that part of the story wasn't really of much interest.* Anyway, while I was waiting for him to finish something, I took the time to ask about Zo'or. I figured he would know, since he is the healer and well... Zo'or was shot. *Narya bit her lip and continued.* ...but he is okay! Jor'rel told me the shot merely disrupted his energy flow, but it was not severe. Zo'or should be fine in a day or so.

Tl: *Her shoulders dropped and she sighed dramatically, falling back against the pillows.* I know he was shot. Is that all that you found out?

 

Na: I know it's not much, but at least you know he's been cared for and that he is well. Other than that, all I know is what everybody knows: that Zo'or has been taken to a cell per your father's orders.

Tl: Yeah, I guess so, *She pouted, her fingers entwining and then pulling apart, over and over. Then she yawned.*

 

Na: Tee, I know you want to sleep and all...and I don't mean to upset you, but... how did you fall in love with Zo'or? *He was much older, and a Taelon... and evil. Narya only felt sorry for the fact that he was locked away because it was making her friend suffer.*

Tl: It just...happened. Zo'rak and I accidentally found him when we were little. He was scary, and we were ordered to stay away from him because it was said that he was wicked, *she said. She was lying back now, her eyes on the dark expanse of stars projected on the ceiling.* He was mean! But that just made me want to know more about him. Slowly, we became friends. He was only evil because he was unhappy and I...*her words began to fade away like little puffs of smoke*...I made him...happy...so...happy... *Her eyes closed; after two days she finally slept.*

 

Na: *That wasn't much of a story... but Narya had to smile at the picture of her friend sleeping. Exhaustion had finally won her over, and thankfully, there was some peace back in her lovely face. She pulled the covers gently over her and exited the room without a sound. A yawn caught her by surprise - all the excitement of the day had taken its toll on her as well.* 

~*~

 

*Walking back home was pure torture. Not only did Zo'rak know what awaited him once he got there - questions! - but also, his muscles felt sore. But it was a good feeling. Working to exhaustion had helped him clear his mind, and he had felt useful to the colony. He had felt like he belonged somewhere again. It had helped put things into perspective. He could not blame his parents for what had happened. And no matter what was in their path and his, the truth was that they had raised him well. And indeed, if given the choice today, knowing what he knew about Zo'or, he would not have chosen to be raised by him.

 

He had J'thir to think of, and how hard his life had been under scrutiny by T'than. And after all the bad blood between Naor'rin and Zo'or, they would probably have never gotten along. But it was still complicated...

 

Those thoughts walked him to his doorstep. He knew by instinct that his parents were not home. He had not been wrong about the time then. Surprisingly enough, the first thing that popped on his mind the minute he stepped inside was not food... but a warm shower. It would help his muscles to relax, and it would probably help him sleep as well.

 

Dropping his things by the shower cubicle he went inside. Water began to pour over his head. The dust that had clung onto it was disappearing, making it raven black again. With a groan, he put both his hands to the walls and just let the water do its wonders before he actually washed himself.

 

But his patience was again tested. Someone had taken the last towel and forgot to replace it.* Sha'bra! *All that was left was a smaller one. Still dripping, he did his best to tie it around his waist. Squeezing the excess water from his hair, he went straight into his room, not even noticing the wet footprints he left behind.

 

The door opened with a little wave. It was dark and he didn't do anything to bring up the lights. Once in the privacy of his room, Zo'rak took the towel from his waist and dropped it on his head, scrubbing away the water from his hair. He was walking half-blindly into his bed as he did so, reaching out to pull the covers back...* 

 

What the...? *It took him a while to register that bizarre event: someone was in his room. Not just someone, T'lana. And not just in his room - in his bed! And it was not only in his bed... she was naked! And then it dawned on him - as did the heavy blushing on his cheeks - that so was he!*

Tl: *His voice had roused her just after the cold air on her body had. Still caught in between the gauzy layers of sleep she sat up and rubbed her eyes. It was dark; she saw someone standing there.* Wh... ere am I? *She slurred.*

 

Zo: *He was frozen in place; as was his hand, holding his towel over half of his head.* In my room... *he replied automatically, barely registering her words. She was lying in his bed... and he could see the tiny reflections of the stars mirrored in her alabaster skin...* In my bed...

Tl: *His words made no sense to a mind wrapped in exhaustion. She shook her head and blinked up at him. The lights came up a little and his...entire body slowly came into focus. On the bed she was only waist-high to him and her eyes fluttered along with the butterflies in her stomach at the sight of his muscled torso and anatomy which confronted her between sculpted thighs. It was then that she realized that she was naked too; long blond hair lay over her breasts but they were too full to be hidden adequately. Narya had given her a sleeping gown but at some point she had tossed it away - she had slept nude since infancy - it was nowhere in sight now.*

 

Zo: *He was as lost staring at her... and she was staring at him. It took him a while to realize where she was looking, and his hand flew to cover himself.* What are you doing here? *Only a few seconds later, he switched hands - after all, the towel would be much more useful around his waist than over his head!*

Tl: Zo'rak...*She swallowed and made an effort to look at his face.*

 

Zo: *Thank the great Shaquarava that the lights were down!* T'lana... could you please... cover yourself? *He swallowed hard; his stomach was acting weird, and there was a strange stirring in his groin.* And tell me what are you doing here...

Tl: I'm sorry... Narya said that I could sleep here; you were working on the planet...

 

Zo: I came back... *He was wrapping the towel around his waist now.* 

Tl: I should go - I'm really sorry! *She leapt out of the bed.* Do you see a pink nightgown somewhere? *She bent over at the foot of the bed and sifted through the rumpled bedcovers. But she stood up quickly - he had been right behind her watching the entire time. She turned to face him.* Was it a nice view? *she asked with a crooked smile and then she spun around in front of him.*

 

Zo: *His ears were on fire! How did she manage to act so unabashedly...* Yeah... I mean no... I mean, I didn't look... *At least, he had tried. He could swear he had tried.*

 

Tl: Just to quell your curiosity, this is me. *She squeezed both of her breasts and giggled.* What do you think?

 

Zo: *She managed to make him smile - first a stupid smile, but it quickly turned to an amused smile. It had been the most awkward situation.* You're very pretty. But I always knew that... 

Tl: *She opened her mouth, and then she smiled.* Thank you. Well, now that we have that out of the way - do you see that gown lying around here?

 

Zo: *He was really reluctant to wave the lights on, but at last he did it, making the illumination in the room rise to a brighter level.*

Tl: *It was finally found, under the covers where she had been and she quickly slipped it on, taking her own private enjoyment over watching him dress. Once he was comfortable he came and sat next to her on the bed.* I will tell you why I am here...if you will answer a question for me first.

 

Zo: *Now, it was much much better. He could finally breathe properly. That had been quite a return home. Surreal, to say the least. But not at all unpleasant.* Hmm... *His brow rose - she was in his room, and she was making demands?! So much for T'than's subservient little girl. Which reminded him again: what on Earth was she doing in his room?! T'than would kill him!* Sure.

Tl: *She bit her lip and looked down.* Why...didn't you come to my party, Zo'rak? *Her voice trembled - he could have helped her that night.* I really missed you.

 

Zo: I'm sorry T'lana. But I really could not come. There were... developments. *He supported his elbows on his knees and looked down, letting the hair veil his face for a moment.* I was not the best of company. *He looked back at her.*

 

Tl: *She looked into his eyes.* It is because of what Zo'or told you when he came to see you, isn't it?

 

Zo: *He straightened up. How did she know that? But of course, Narya must have told her.* You know, huh? 

Tl: Yes, *she said softly.*

Zo: *His shoulders dropped.* I cannot say I was thrilled to find out who he was. After all, he isn't exactly the nicest of Taelons. And he was so aggressive to us when we found him, remember? 

Tl: Yes. I had nightmares about him for a week afterwards. My father was livid! But... what of you? Why did you leave?

 

Zo: They dropped a bomb on my head. Everything that I believed my life had been, suddenly was taken from me. It was like... they pulled the carpet under my feet. There was no solid ground to stand on anymore. No notion of home... This revelation raised many more doubts in my mind - I needed time for myself, to think about everything. *Even now, it was still strange, though he could accept it a little better. Things were as they were - there was no point wishing otherwise.* Zo'or and my mother... *he snorted.* Can you believe it?  It is still a funny thought, even though I know now that he is my biological father. I find it hard to believe she could have ever loved someone so... manipulative. *it was a little harder to mention his own father in such a way.* 

Tl: Oh, *she said, looking down at her hands. It was them she spoke to now.* So... you believe that Zo'or is beyond redemption then?

 

Zo: I have to trust what I see T'lana; what I know of him. And... my memories of our encounters aren't the best. *He stared up ahead, at the closed door, without really focusing on it.* I cannot forget how cruel he was to us... We were children. And I was his son... *Of course Zo'or hadn't known back then.* How could she love him?  *Zo'or and Sc'orr had two very different personalities.*

 

Tl: *She looked back up.* Perhaps your mother saw a different person when she was with him. I mean, maybe he was different to her in private...you know, like how I told you T'than is to my mother, and yet, he is completely different publicly.

 

Zo: We saw him in private. And he was cruel to us when we were no more than children... I find it hard to make excuses for him and see him in any other manner.

Tl: Well, regardless of what you think, your mother obviously saw something different. She must have believed that he had some redeeming qualities.

 

Zo: I think... she did not see at all. Love blinds people, T'lana, makes them see the best and close their eyes to the worst. *He sighed.* What my father did to her, out of revenge, bears no excuse. It was not a crime of passion; when one loses reason and lets the temper and anger take over. He had two very long months to plan it all; to plan the best way to hurt her. *Zo'rak's eyes were empty, and dark - a bottomless pit.* And he did, with a coolness and cunning that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end!

Tl: *She nodded. What Zo'or had done to Naor'rin had been more than cruel...and T'lana herself had told him so.*

Zo: He was just not counting on me, I guess. I still cannot say if I was a happy surprise, or simply just another obstacle in his path. *He hadn't had to time to confront Zo'or yet, alone, though Zo'rak knew he was very skeptical about receiving a warm welcome, or even seeing past that shell T'lana had been speaking of.* I am very afraid of what his legacy might be. I do not want to be like him... I do not want to be his son. *He looked deeply into T'lana's eyes. She looked... troubled. Sad, and at the same time, angry. But he couldn't really understand why...* Thank you for defending him, despite what he did to us in the past. But I know my father and... nothing you can say will ease the opinion I have of him. 

Tl: *And so, that was that. He had already made up his mind about Zo'or. What could she possibly say to change it - to get past his resentment? What would he do when he learned of her bond? Would she lose him as she had her father? There was a familiar pressure behind her eyes; tears threatening to come forth...when he finally rejected her...* Will you...*she swallowed over a throat that was closing up*...ever see him again?

 

Zo: T'lana... he IS my father. Of course we will yet have to speak. I have returned with that conversation at the top of my list of priorities. That is, after I do this. *Quite surprisingly, he cupped her cheeks with his hands and pulled her to him for a kiss; which barely missed her lips.* Happy Birthday! 

Tl: *Her head tipped down after the kiss. Her forehead rested against his chin. She did not respond, but she was taking soft gulps of air, and her shoulders were trembling. It took all of her efforts not to fall against him and let it all out.*

 

Zo: *He tried not to let his confusion change his comforting tone.* Tee, what is the matter? *He let his arm go around her and pulled her closer. She was shaking!* Tell me... *His breath was warm against the top of her head. There was something very wrong with her...* 

Tl: *She shook her head and whispered* You wouldn't understand... *She rose from the bed and headed towards the door.* 

 

Zo: Then help me understand. *He got up a mere second after she did, and got hold of her wrist quite easily.* Don't run. *He had a feeling that she was running... from him!*

Tl: Please let me go...*Tears dripped now from her eyes and she felt hot - the pressure inside of her was so great!

 

Zo: Not before you tell me what is wrong!

Tl: Let me go! *she sobbed.* Let me leave knowing you are still my friend!

 

Zo: *That did not make any sense!* T'lana, what are you talking about?  *His voice was calmer. Zo'rak himself was a rock, still while she pushed against him in a vain attempt to escape. Without any second thought, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, until she stopped her struggling.* Why would you say something like that?

Tl: Because I don't want you to hate me! *she cried. His arms were so comforting though, and she so needed comfort.* My father already does... I can't take it if you do too...

 

Zo: *He rocked her gently.* I could never hate you. I love you... *But there was not passion in his words, just companionship.* You are my closest friend. Now, stop that nonsense... *Slowly, he pulled her along towards the bed.* ...and tell me what's bothering you... *He knew she would take her time. But he had all the time in the world for her.*

Tl: *They were sitting again and after a few minutes she finally had gotten herself together enough to talk.* Well, you were gone, and I know that what happened was kept from the news service so you would not know...

 

Zo: *And he had been out of contact with his family as well. Zo'rak simply nodded - he did not want to interrupt her. He was there to listen and give her strength when hers should falter.*

Tl: At the close of my party, my father made my bonding announcement. I was to make my vow of allegiance to N'shen. The only problem was... that I had already made such a vow... to someone else. *She looked up at him.* Of course, N'shen knew it the moment he touched me. He was furious, and made a scene in front of everyone. Oh Zo'rak... please don't ask to hear anymore! It is too horrible to tell you... about my shame...

 

Zo: There is no shame in love, T'lana. The shame is on your father for wanting to make decisions for you. And for your heart. *Zo'rak had known very well how T'than worked his magic of control. He had separated he and T'lana when they had been very much in love, several years ago. The remnants of that love had remained though to forge a great companionship and complicity between them. And he could not help but to feel that in a sense, he had betrayed her... for not being there to help when she most needed him.* You must tell me. Let it all out... Vent and cry all you want. Whatever you say will remain between us, in this room at this time. *He looked down.* Let me help you now... because I obviously failed you before.

Tl: No... you did not fail me...*She looked up*...and you can't help me but... I will tell you because, in a way, this whole thing involves someone you know.

 

Zo: It involves you... that is all the reason it takes, T'lana. *He reached for her hands, holding them in his own. They looked so tiny and pale in comparison.*

Tl: *An ironic smile darkened her lips.* No, not me. I should have said it involved me and someone else you know. 

 

Zo: *Why was she hesitating so much. Didn't she trust him?* You can tell me anything, you know that.

 

Tl: *She shook her head* This is so hard... I could not answer T'than's questions regarding my virtue; lying to his face is a much harder thing to do than simply going behind his back. He... probed my mind. He... saw the face of the one who I gave everything to because I love him. The hardest thing for me to bear was seeing his love for me turn to hurt. 

 

Zo: *So, T'than's plans had backfired. The reason for T'lana's appearance in his room was beginning to make sense... and Zo'rak was again rediscovering an ancient animosity towards T'lana's father. He had obviously hurt her.* I still remember what he did when he discovered we were getting too close. *He had been livid! But... not likely hurt. Maybe his pride had been injured, because T'lana's future with N'shen had obviously ended prematurely.* He was furious... but hurt? 

 

Tl: He feels that I repaid his love by turning to the arms of his oldest enemy... *Slowly her tearful eyes moved from his chest to his face*...Zo'or. Your father - your real father... is my mate.

 

Zo: *Talk about a rough call into reality.* Zo'or? *He did not hide the surprise... and concern, from his features. Was T'lana blind? N'shen was awful - but boring as he was, he was no match for Zo'or. His father was dangerous! Didn't she see that?!* T'lana, what have you done? 

Tl: I... I followed my heart! *she gasped, preparing for her friend to order her from his home forever.*

 

Zo: He is dangerous! My father is capable of love and hatred in the same amount. I am the proof of that! *The tears were now a tiny river sliding down her face. And there was fear as well - fear of rejection. He toned down, and tried to be calm for her.* I am just worried for you - worried about what he might do. Zo'or can be a very compelling individual - he is a master of deceit. *But he did not think his father would go to such extremes as to seduce T'lana, perhaps to prejudice T'than.* 

Tl: *She released the breath she had been holding and her heart slowed its galloping pace. The avalanche of fury she had expected to fall upon her had not come and... there was no glint of betrayal in Zo'rak's eyes; only deep concern - concern for her. She wanted to utter words of gratitude to him but the emotion shone from her eyes with far more depth than her voice could ever give it.*

Zo: *Bits and pieces of their conversation began to pop into his mind. Zo'or had come at last to reveal the truth, because he had found a mate. And he had looked so serene, like if some strange wind had transfigured his stony features.* It wasn't Narya who told you about Zo'or's visit to me. It was Zo'or himself...

Tl: *Her look was enigmatic - between innocence and wisdom, and she shook her head.* He did not have to tell me. It was I who urged him to come. 

 

Zo: *It was all beginning to make a macabre sense.* I see... *But it was difficult to register - T'lana, his friend for life... and his father! It was an eerie thought, though Zo'or was the youngest of all Taelons...*

 

Tl: Zo'rak, I have another, difficult admission to make, and it is that, I learned of your relationship to Zo'or early on into my relationship with him.

 

Zo: *That was like a slap across his face.* And you did not tell me? *His eyes gleamed in the dimness. How could she have kept that secret away from him?! Had he been the last to know about the truth? Had everyone deceived him?! His mother, his father... Zo'or, T'lana... and he was quite certain that Da'an and T'than both knew as well.* Why did you keep it from me? HOW could you know and not tell me?

Tl: *She leaned against him suddenly and put her finger against his lips.* Hush... You have no idea how many times I wanted to tell you. To look into your eyes, knowing that I held such a secret was agonizing! But Zo'or insisted that I hold my silence. You see, your mother told him who you were right after that fiasco when we were children, and she made him promise not to reveal anything until you were old enough to bear the information. 

 

Zo: *It made perfect sense now - that day, so many years ago, when they had seen Zo'or. How his mother had made sure he learned everything there was to know about Zo'or, but keeping the sordid details for when he was much older and could somehow put them into a leader's perspective. Zo'rak felt his old anger come back...* I had the right to know... but I was the last to know. *he whispered, as a vent, knowing it would make little difference in how things had happened... or would happen to hence forth.*

 

Tl: *She looked up at him from where she lay against his chest* If I had told you, Naor'rin would have thought that he had broken that promise and rightfully so. He told me that... he had already broken too many promises to her. And so, I agreed to keep the secret to myself. 

 

Zo: *He did not want to admit it... and maybe he would have rejected the thought, but T'lana was right. They had all plotted to make things happen in a certain way. It diminished the blow... somewhat. The circumstances mattered very little in such a great revelation.* How long have you two... been lovers?

  

Tl: Three years; that is when we knew that we loved each other. Our relationship did not truly become serious though until recently. I would have joined with him months ago, Zo'rak, but I waited. We waited, for you to be ready, but, we could not enter that new stage in our relationship with so many shadows from the past hanging over us, and that is why he came to you when he did.

 

Zo: But T'lana... you cannot pursue this! *He was genuinely worried. He did not know enough of Zo'or to know if he had changed or not, as T'lana was suggesting. All he knew was that he couldn't help but feel sorry for his friend! Zo'or would hurt her! If she did not fill the role of his perfect mate, he had the imagination to hurt her dearly!* What he did to my mother... *he stopped his line of reasoning. Maybe she didn't know and it didn't feel right to let it drop in her lap like that* He did it once... he could do it again... # to you #. He hurt...

Tl: *She cut him off, brushing his hair away from his cheeks and looking straight into his eyes, watching the colors cascade endlessly with the ebb of his lifeforce.* You don't need to tell me what he did to your mother. We joined! There is nothing I do not know, and I can tell you that after his rage evaporated it left behind a hole that was filled with grief and guilt. *His hands were now in hers, and in her small fingers was a strength that had not been there earlier.* He has grown since then; the loss of Naor'rin... and you... the loss of yet another mate after that, taken this time by fate because none of his actions could go unpunished...

 

Zo: *It seemed right to know Zo'or had suffered. It didn't feel so right when Zo'rak remembered that despite everything, he was his father. Maybe there were many youngsters that would love to be in his shoes - the son of a powerful Taelon - but he had enjoyed his life of simplicity, and all that had crumbled the moment Zo'or had come forth.* Perhaps... but his nature is not good. All that I know of him makes me aware that he is capable of great evil, and I fear that he might hurt you.

 

Tl: The danger and cunning of your father that you have heard of is all gone. Zo'or is a tragic figure, but I have made him happy! I have made him strong again! 

 

Zo: *In a gesture of exasperation, Zo'rak pulled his hands from hers and pulled his hair backwards, as if meaning to contain a terrible headache.* Stop, T'lana. *Of all the people she could have chosen... Zo'or was the only one that he could not defend her against. How could he ever stand against his own father?! He took a deep breath and looked her way.* Why did it have to be him? 

 

Tl: Oh Zo'rak please understand! *She was clinging to him, talking against his warm and silky black hair* You and Narya and your parents... they might be the only link to a family that I will have from now on...

 

Zo: *It dawned on him, that he had totally been monopolizing the conversation - though the issue that was Zo'or, was now something they had in common. But in the process, he had forgotten one very important detail: why was she in his room, if Zo'or was now her mate?* What are you talking about, T'lana? You have your mother and father, as well as J'thir. And there is Zo'or now too, it seems...

Tl: My father... he banished me from my home, and said that anyone who dared to offer me help would be accused of treason. Narya didn't care; that is so like her, *T'lana chucked.* 

 

Zo: *That rendered him speechless! T'than had always been the overprotective type - it looked so unlike him to banish T'lana. But of course... she had mentioned he had taken it as treason.*

 

Tl: He did this after Zo'or tried to stop his aggression toward me. T'than ordered the volunteers to arrest him, and when Zo'or posed resistance... they shot him. *She looked down, worry replacing her former serenity.*

 

Zo: Shot him?! *It escaped his lips before he could stop it. And upon hearing the echo of his own words, Zo'rak recognized worry. So, he was not so indifferent to Zo'or as he thought.* Is he all right? *He had not felt him gone - but they never had established a proper link in any case, so he couldn't rely on his instincts.*

Tl: Narya was able to find out that he was not seriously injured, and that he is recovering. 

 

Zo: *That was a relief. Zo'rak wanted closure. With Zo'or gone, he would not have the chance to speak with him and obtain some kind of understanding that they could both live with.* Where is he now? Why aren't you with him? *Zo'or didn't strike him as the type that worried about T'than's threats.*

 

Tl: Where Zo'or is I do not know. I only know that...I am frightened. I just know that my father will take some terrible revenge against him!

 

Zo: We cannot let that happen! *His answer was immediate. It was his father they were talking about, and T'lana's mate. And he had not done anything wrong - if T'lana spoke the truth about being happy with him - he had merely crossed T'than's path.* T'than has no right to injure Zo'or in any manner. His only mistake was to let you fall in love with him, and that is not a crime. Not a crime that T'than, as leader, has the right to punish him for. Your father has gone too far this time T'lana...

Tl: I know. *It was the first time that she had ever openly agreed with someone saying anything negative about her father; it was the first time she had truly agreed with such an assessment.* But we do not even know where to begin to look. 

 

Zo: Well, he has to be somewhere on this ship. And I guess we could start with the detention unit - I have clearance to go there.

 

Tl: T'than would never retain Zo'or in the detention unit, even though he is the leader. He used to tell me stories when I was little that he had secret cells where he could place his enemies where they would never be found. As a child it made me feel secure - that no one could ever harm my father and get away with it but now... now it fills me with a sense of terrible dread!

 

Zo: *Yes, it made sense. T'than was too smart to lock Zo'or in a place where others could easily help him. Not that Zo'or had many people willing to help him in the first place. * We have to start somewhere. I will go there, and if I do not find him, I will go speak to your father about this. I was not present at the party, so that should give me some kind of leverage.

Tl: Whatever you decide to do, I'll help you. I can't stand the thought that they might be hurting Zo'or! *Would her father go that far? She did not know, but she did know that T'than would have no qualms about locking Zo'or away forever.*

 

Zo: No. It is best if you stay out of this issue for the time being. If your father is truly furious about your choice, then it might work in our disfavour if you get involved. *He stopped to ponder a little bit.* Maybe I should go speak to him now. The longer we wait, the worse it might be. *T'than was quite capable of injuring his father if he so chose. He would have no qualms about it - but Zo'rak decided to keep that thought to himself.*

Tl: Zo'rak... I am as worried as you but... I am so very tired. Please... just rest with me? *She lay down, feeling him come to rest beside her. Ever since her party she had felt perpetually drained and now her body made its demands clear.* A few hours, that's all we need.

 

Zo: *He was worried and anxious, but her request reminded him of his own tiredness. All of a sudden, the tension and soreness of his muscles was back. He allowed himself to relax as he looked upwards into the surrogate starfield that made up the ceiling. So much had happened in his absence...*

Tl: Zo'rak, *she whispered, his breathing the most soothing lullaby* 

 

Zo: Hmm? *his eyes were already closed, and the sound of her voice was like an echo; a whisper that transported him to the land of dreams.*

 

Tl: Don't be afraid of being like Zo'or. I think that you are wonderful; you have two fathers, and you embody the good qualities of each. 

 

Zo: *That was why he liked her so - she was herself around him. And he too felt free around her. He was not Naor'rin's or a Jaridian's son. Not Sc'orr or Zo'or's son. No one disputed them - there was just Zo'rak and T'lana. His lips curved softly with a smile.* Thank you... *He snaked his hand down the pillows and pulled her closer.*

 

Tl: *She kissed his cheek and closed her eyes. He could have rejected her that night, but instead he had listened - really listened to her. He was her dearest friend, and she wanted him to be a part of her future. She only hoped that there would be a future for her to have, and that Zo'or would be in it too.*
Book Two
Part Six
Plotting To See Zo’or

*They had probably been the loneliest three days of his life; because T'than knew exactly what he had lost, and how much he missed it - his family. He had refused to go anywhere near Cadence - she was still furious at him; he could feel it. T'lana was nowhere to be seen or found. T'than had tried to reach her, but the girl's mind was closed - probably due to the shock. As a last resort, he had scanned the ship for her energy the day after her disappearance, to no avail. She had evaporated into thin air.

 

And even J'thir was acting more reserved around him. He missed his son's self-assured nature. As of late, J'thir was tense, though T'than had not pressed him about it.

 

So, those had been three days exclusively dedicated to work - with a few in-between moments in which he fed his urge for revenge. And he could not mourn the loss of his daughter until he had revenge!

 

It was Zo'or's fault! Had he not interfered... T'lana would have gone on with her life. She would be mated with N'shen by now... with a secure home and a good protective mate; instead of a power-hungry Taelon who had used her to reach his goals!

 

And this was one of those moments when his mind was focused on revenge. J'thir had been holding a datapad in his outstretched hand for a few seconds now, and T'than did not make any move to grab it. The sound of his son's voice woke him up - and with a glare, T'than snatched the device from his hand and then dismissed him back to his duties in his outer office. *

J: *Back in the outer office J'thir found that they had a guest. He did not say anything to the person, merely jerked his head in the direction of T'than's inner sanctum. He knew he would not have dissuaded the other from facing his father, even in such a dark time as this. His curiosity was getting the better of him though, and so he switched off the open datastream at his desk and proceeded back into T'than's office.*

GT: *He was not in the mood for work. Even less so to receive any guests - but it seemed that destiny was keen on frustrating his wishes. He had a visitor standing by the door. It bothered T'than that he had not noticed it before - he did not appreciate being watched; or better put, being evaluated.* Enter Zo'rak. *he said at last.*

 

Zo: *He had never seen T'than act so distant. All of the times Zo'rak had faced him, the Taelon had always been sharp and cunning. He stepped inside, noticing no one else was present.* I waited until it was the end of your shift. I hope I am not interrupting anything.

 

GT: *He smirked, tapping his fingers on the armrest.* A leader never rests, Zo'rak. I received a report on your assignment. You did well.

 

Zo: *He arched a hairless brow, but let it relax when he came to closer focus. T'than, commending him? Yet there was an edge to his tone. He did not want him to be there.* That is not the reason why I am here. I have come to discuss my father's position.

 

GT: *The plea made little sense.* Sc'orr is...

 

Zo: I am not talking about Sc'orr. *He assumed T'than knew - T'than always knew about everything that happened on the ship. Which had to make the fact that T'lana and Zo'or had mated in secret even more frustrating for him.*

 

GT: *His eyes darkened at once, as if a dark misty veil had descended upon his face.* You should tread carefully, Zo'rak...

 

Zo: I have heard of what happened, T'than. My concern is genuine. Zo'or is my father, and he is not being held prisoner for legitimate reasons. *He was holding both his hands behind his back. A very T'than-esque gesture. A gesture that meant he was willing to stand his ground, no matter what.*

 

GT: Zo'or is being charged with conspiracy to commit treason. He wants the seat I occupy, and he used... *he had used his daughter. His weakness. His love!* ...someone close to me to achieve it. *It was acutely painful to speak of the issue. And he did not feel like speaking of it at all.* Therefore, he is legitimately secluded.

 

Zo: I wish to see him.

 

GT: Request denied. *His expression spoke of how smart it would be for Zo'rak to let go of the issue, but the young hybrid did not. He was either a fool... or very brave.*

 

Zo: T'than, this situation is unbearable for all involved. Regardless of your... suspicions, fairness dictates that all parties involved should be given an opportunity to explain themselves.

 

GT: You waste your time as a diplomat, Zo'rak. That is not your father's caste... nor your nature. This issue will be dealt with as I see fit. *He reclined, as if relaxing and embracing his position - embracing the power of being leader! But the loneliness too.* For the time being Zo'or will remain imprisoned. And you need not present your suggestions - he will be dealt with accordingly for the severity of his offense. Soon.

 

Zo: *He was obviously being dismissed; but he had strong reasons to stay and try one more time.* I am not seeking to be a diplomat, merely alerting you to the unfairness of your actions. Allow me to see my father, T'than. It is not such an outrageous request.

 

GT: *He rather liked that boy - Zo'rak had proven himself quite extraordinary, considering his origins. But his value was misguided in that instance, and it was starting to test his patience.* I have denied Da'an the same request. My decision stands. And so does my dismissal. 

 

Zo: *He was obviously there on borrowed time. Knowing it was probably foolish, but given that his anger was beginning to take its toll on his coolness, Zo'rak was prepared to speak his comeback. But was - perhaps fortunately - interrupted.*

J: Zo'rak, *he said, his voice quiet but resonating in the room with self-assurance.*...T'than has rendered his decision and given you your answer. You solve nothing by continuing this debate.

 

Zo: Something needs to be done, and first, it needs to be said J'thir.

 

GT: Come back when you have learned the importance of knowing when to be silent, Zo'rak. *It was somewhat of a relief to feel his son standing by him. There was someone after all; someone who had not deserted him. Who had seen things as he did.*

J: *He noted the approval in his father's eyes when T'than nodded at him. He returned the gesture and then moved so he stood slightly behind the General's chair.* It is time that you leave now however, if you will wait in the outer office I will at least give you an update on Zo'or's condition. *His gold eyes flicked in that direction and he hoped that in his anger Zo'rak would at least see that he wished to talk to him privately. Then, stepping forward again, he looked down at T'than.* I am certain that would be allowed would it not? As a goodwill gesture to show Zo'rak that your laws are not without compassion.

 

GT: *He nodded again. It was a compromise he could bear.* I will leave that to your discretion, J'thir. *it was a gesture of trust.*

J: If you will excuse me, Father, I will take leave of my duties for a short while to contact Jor'rel and offer that update.

 

GT: You may go. And report to me later about the outcome.

J: I shall return shortly. *A single nod and he went to the other office, having to keep a brisk pace to keep up with Zo'rak, who had retreated out the door into the halls.* Zo'rak wait!

 

Zo: *He turned briskly. The fiery glint of passionate fury was in his iridescent eyes.* What for?

J: Where are you going?

 

Zo: Away from here. To seek the answers where they are given, and not denied on account of mere revenge! *he spat, but then gathered himself and replied simply.* You said the answers were with Jor'rel. I prefer to speak with him personally.

J: *He waved him off.* We don't need to see Jor'rel; I only said that so we could speak alone! I can already tell you that Zo'or is well and resting... as comfortably as can be expected... given his accommodations.

 

Zo: *He turned fully so he could face his friend. Though sometimes, he barely recognized J'thir.* That much, I already knew. *T'lana had told him. Though Zo'rak knew the source of his information was to remain secret.* T'than has no right! He is trying to sweep this issue under the carpet, and no one is opposing him on it! 

J: *And no one would, he thought, uncertain as to whether that was a good thing or not.* T'than is...a powerful force to be sure.

Zo: But it shouldn't be so. *They needed a strong leader, but not a dictator.* I can almost understand why he suspects Zo'or - my father has a dark past - but T'lana? She is an innocent... and he never once at least heard what she had to say. Nor did you.

J: And it is something that I regret, believe me...

 

Zo: Forgive my skepticism, but after what I have witnessed lately, I doubt that J'thir. *Regretably, it was true. It was about time J'thir began to take his stand and wake up from that constant trance he was in around T'than.* 

J: I do regret it Zo'rak! *He was just as angry at his friend as Zo'rak was with him.* STOP trying to tell me how I felt because you don't know! I am so tired of being told what to do and how to feel. You have no idea what it is like to be T'than's son! I love and respect my father, and no matter what anyone says regarding his laws - especially the ones for my caste - I believe in them, and in him... most of the time. But T'than does not accept dissenting opinion from anyone under him, especially from me!

 

Zo: *He arched a brow... J'thir had shared a closeness with him that T'lana could not because of their gender. He had always known how strict T'than was and how willing - almost desperate - J'thir was to fulfill his father's expectations. Yet, it had pained him at times. And this was one of those times.* Then speak up! What would you do if our positions were reversed... if it was my father the one to hold yours in a cell? *It did dawn on him though... that if Zo'or was really after power and if he got it, that that scenario might come to pass.*

J: I can't speak of 'ifs' now - I won't. But I know that this is not the time for me to voice opposition to him - not with him feeling betrayed by one child already. If I go against him, there will be no way to ever resolve this situation. I want my sister back.

 

Zo: Then believe me when I say, for you to accomplish that, there are many things about the doctrine that you will have to disregard. *T'lana had sounded serious about Zo'or. Even though Zo'rak was yet to speak to his father about that issue.* I want what is right for Zo'or. This is opening up a dangerous precedent...

J: I know you want what is right for Zo'or too - I did not forget! But neither of us will get what we want if I move hastily. 

 

Zo: We won't get what we want if we don't move at all J'thir! *he paused, trying to bring his friend to a different point of view.* Your father is known for his efficiency. We do not have much time. *Because Zo'rak had a feeling that even if there was a trial - it would be a fictitious one.*

J: *He looked away.* I cannot betray my father. *Gold eyes clashed with mirrored ones.* I will not. But, you are my friend also, and I can help you.

 

Zo: *He stood still as a stone, letting his eyes ask the question: how?*

J: I can make it possible for you to see Zo'or - for a short time - without T'than knowing.

 

Zo: *He wanted to smile at that. It was a small victory. Not so much because he would see Zo'or; but because J'thir had finally taken action.* The location of the cell in which Zo'or is being held is unknown. How do you expect to accomplish that?

J: Because we don't need to look for the cell; in a short time Zo'or is going to become accessible to us. Go to the infirmary and wait there in room C. In an hour Zo'or will be brought there so Jor'rel can attest that he is now fit to stand before T'than and the council. *And fit to receive punishment, but J'thir decided to leave that out for now.* I will speak to Jor'rel; he will make sure that you get a few moments of privacy, and also make sure that your presence there does not end up in his outgoing report.

 

Zo: *Jor'rel was one to do that, and much more.* Okay. *he nodded and finally let his face relax.* Your gesture surprises me, J'thir. 

J: I told you that I do not agree with everything my father has done, and I don't agree with him not allowing you to see Zo'or.

Zo: Thank you, J'thir. You are a good friend. I hope I can one day repay the favour. *He placed his hand on his shoulder for a moment. It was as much of a physical gesture as J'thir would allow.* You are doing the right thing. 

J: *His lips looked like they were being tugged at the corners though the smile never came. His eyes did soften though.* There is a favor I would ask of you, and I ask it today.

Zo: Very well. What is it?

J: I would like to see my sister. I know that she is with you. Narya and I were...talking...in the gardens when T'lana appeared. I left but, I know Narya would not have left her there. We have an hour before you need to be in the infirmary; will you take me to T'lana?

~*~

*Moments later they were on their way, right after J'thir checked in with T'than and requested to be relieved of duty early. He said that he wanted to look for T'lana again. After a pause his father had agreed and dismissed him.

~*~

Tl: *T'lana sat quietly, watching Narya read her lesson on a datapad. She missed the days of being in school, but she had completed her courses and graduated with very high marks, earning jubilant praise from her mother and satisfied nods from her father. Narya was a year behind her and still had a few courses in front of her.*

 

Na: *She pressed her thumb to the side of the datapad, bringing the text further down so she could proceed reading it. It never seemed to end! Exasperated, she set it on her lap for a moment.* I'm sorry Tee. It just looks like this lesson will never end! The exam is coming, and I want to do well. *She wanted to do better than the others... especially the boys.*

T: It's all right - take your time. I am just relaxing anyway... and, history is very complex, what with our respective species' having so much of it. It makes me almost envy the humans; a few thousand years, with almost anything of importance taking place within the last two millennia.

 

Na: I know! They are so young! *she smiled at T'lana and then her eyes returned to the seemingly never-ending text.* And you are lucky to have to study mostly Taelon history. You know how proud my Mom is of her heritage, so I have to know everything from the Jaridian perspective too. Luckily, Varria teaches me more than just history during our lessons, but she is very strict about my having to learn the rest. *She loved the lessons about studying other people; about feeling their energies and learning to anticipate their moves by reading their body language. According to Varria, she was gifted. Much more so than with the arts - Elande was often exasperated at her lack of talent.* They should have stopped this war a long time ago, so we wouldn't have so much to study!

T: *She nodded and smiled and was just about to say something else when Narya's chime sounded. Rushing and ducking down behind a table, she waited silently for Narya to send whoever it was away.*

 

Na: *Her heart was at her throat, beating madly! Narya did a small exercise to calm herself and tried to feel whomever it was that had knocked. It was not her parents.* It's ok, it's Zo'rak! *She walked to the door and waved it open. But just above her brother's shoulder, she saw another face. Her heart started beating fast again - for other reasons than fright.* Oh... hi J'thir.

Tl: Make him go away! *she hissed.

J: Hi Narya, *he said, keeping his tone casual for all present. But, they could not see his energy move through his veins just a little faster; he was happy about that.* I would like to talk to my sister.

Tl: No! I never want to speak to you again!

Na: *She heard T'lana protest behind her. Zo'rak looked slightly compromised, and J'thir had that same look of rejection that he had shown in the gardens.* Have patience. Give me a few minutes with her, please. *she shrugged.* Sorry... *Waving the door closed she turned back.* C'mon Tee. Give him a chance to talk to you; to explain himself! 

Tl: *She stood up and came out from her hiding place.* I think he explained himself just fine at my party! *Her chin was raised; her entire stance that of her father, but her eyes were fiery, her lips petulant; traits from her mother.*

 

Na: Your brother can be your ally, but you will have to give him an opportunity. *T'lana was not about to calm down any sooner.* 

Tl: He is just going to run back and be a good soldier and tell my father! *She was a little annoyed; why was Narya speaking up for him all of the sudden?*

Na: If he wanted your father to know where you are, I am sure he would have told on me by now. I think that is enough proof that he wants to make amends for what he did to you.

Tl: I don't know, *she said warily.*

 

Na: Just talk to him. Zo'rak and I will be here, so there is nothing you need to worry about. Besides... you trust my brother, right? I'm sure he had a good reason to bring J'thir. 

Tl: *She folded her arms, still sullen.* Well... all right...

 

Na: So, can I let them in now? It will look suspicious if they are spotted waiting outside. 

Tl: *She let out an exasperated breath.* Yes fine, whatever. But, you and Zo'rak have to stay like you said you would.

Na: *She smiled.* Ok then. # Come in Zo'rak. #
 

Zo: We can enter now. *he announced. He tried to wear a calm expression, though T'lana's eyes were shooting daggers his way. He was unsure if they meant to stab him, or J'thir, who followed him closely.* He already knew you were here, T'lana. *He went to stand closer to his sister, though her eyes were set on their visitor. In fact, she was staring - which was quite unusual.*

J: T'lana, *he said softly, looking over her face and body.* You look much better....I mean, since I saw you last.

Tl: Yes, and it's no thanks to you! Why don't you just leave and return to the offices of the military council? You will fit in just fine with all the other sycophants who work there!

J: *He looked down.* I guess I deserved that... *She said nothing, nor did she look convinced of his sincerity. He stepped forward and reached for her hands. They jerked, as if she meant to pull them back but his grip was firm.* T'lana, I am so...very sorry, for what I did at your party. Father gave me an order, and I acted without thinking, and by the time I realized how wrong I was, you had fled and it was too late. *She was silent, but looking up at him, trying to see into him, he was certain.* T'than is preparing me to lead someday, and after your party I realized that being a leader is not so much about ability, but responsibility...for all decisions, both good and bad. *She was relaxing, and he was gradually pulling her closer.* That is why I am here, to take responsibility for my actions - to admit to them. To apologize. *He held her now and he was slowly stroking her long silvery hair. She was his big sister but most of the time he thought of her as being younger, especially since he had outgrown her. She was tall, but not as tall as he, and she was fragile...to him anyway. He was supposed to protect her, and he had failed her. But never again....*

Tl: *Thank you, *she whispered.* It means a lot to me to hear you say that. *She looked back up at him.* I have missed you J'thir. *Her voice trembled* I miss Mommy too and...I even miss Daddy. He doesn't...love me anymore...

J: *He wiped at her tears.* Yes he does. Do not ever believe different. 

Tl: *She shook her head* He doesn't! He was so angry...

J: *He smiled sadly.* Anger is an entirely different thing from love. He is angry yes, but I know that he loves you. I think that he regrets how things turned out as much as I do, but he is unable to admit it. But, he has been looking for you, *He chuckled* ...something I doubt he would do if he did not love you. Mother is furious with him and I think even T'than does not wish to challenge her in this instance, and T'lana, if he truly believed that he was right, he would. You know this.

Tl: Yes but....oh J'thir, the things he said!

J: You are his little girl; he wants what he believes is best for you. I know that he should not have chosen your mate, or made you follow Doctrine but...

Tl: *She shook her head* It was never Doctrine that really bothered me. I believe in it.

J: *He was genuinely shocked.* What? But you always fought him...

Tl: I fought him because he chose a boring dolt to be my mate! J'thir, *she implored*...don't you get it? I want to be a mother, and protected by my mate but I also want to feel something other than repugnance toward said mate! Look at Mommy; she lives by his doctrine. Yes, she pouts and cries and complains sometimes but, when Daddy gets angry with her - when he takes her by the arm and leads her to their quarters - I have seen the look in her eyes - the fire - the desire! She loves it!

J: *He blushed. He too had noticed...*

Tl: But Daddy doesn't love her because she simply...obeys him! She is a challenge to him - a Gordian knot that he will never be able to fully unravel. And he challenges her. *She stood back from him, flushed with the vehemence of her words.* I want to be the same for my mate...and, I want the same in return. I would have suffocated under the weight of eternity with N'shen! With Zo'or though, it is different. He was and still is a challenge to me. He is exciting! He protects me. He loves me! And I love him! With him I would follow Doctrine, and give Daddy lots of grandchildren he could be proud of!

J: Oh T'lana, *he sighed.* Zo'or is T'than's greatest enemy. They fought for years - even tried to kill each other from time to time!

Tl: It won't be like that now!

J: T'than will never believe that! He thinks the only reason Zo'or is with you is to usurp the leader's position!

Tl: Do...you believe that?

J: I don't want to T'lana but...it is a large part of his persona. Zo'or was born to lead. I do not know if he will be content to be just an ordinary citizen.

Tl: *Doubt. It rolled into her mind like thick fog. If what her father and brother believed was true then Zo'or had only been using her. But no! They had joined, and she had not felt anything like that!* He loves me. I know he does.

J: *The chronometer on his global beeped.* Zo'rak, you should go to the infirmary now. If you can, question Zo'or. See if you can ascertain that what my sister believes is indeed the truth.

Tl: *She had completely forgotten that they had an audience.* Zo'rak... you are going to see Zo'or?

 

Zo: *He was standing just behind his sister, and as glad as she that things had gone so well. It had also been quite interesting - though weird - to hear a little bit about the private life of their leader. He was not so cold as he often looked.* I am. 

Tl: I must go with you!

 

J: No! *He grabbed her.* It will be hard enough keeping Zo'rak's visit a secret. Your presence there would be impossible to hide!

Tl: Please! *Ignoring J'thir she went to Zo'rak.* Take me with you?

 

Zo: *He shook his head slightly.* I am sorry, but I cannot, Tee. T'than has not allowed this visit. We have to be discrete. *He looked back at J'thir, who was walking closer.*

J: T'lana, in this instance you need to allow us to look out for you. Let us determine for ourselves if Zo'or is indeed the Taelon you say he is. If he is, then I will... do what I have to do to try and resolve this situation. *He looked to both of his friends.* Can you hide T'lana here for a few more days?

 

Na: *She answered promptly.* Sure. My parents still don't know she is here, but they would help her even if they knew. And we have enough energy. So, there isn't any problem. *Besides, she rather liked having T'lana around. And so did Zo'rak.*

J: Good. I have to leave so I can speak with Jor'rel on Zo'rak's behalf. *He went back to his sister and lifted her chin.* T'lana, be good please? Don't do anything impulsive. You're safe here with friends. I will contact you soon. *She nodded - she looked unwell.* Are you all right? 

Tl: Yes... I just feel... a little sick. Weak. 

J: It is all this excitement and stress. *He kissed her cheek.* Rest. I'll call you soon. *Zo'rak was at the door and J'thir leaned over quickly and whispered in Narya's ear.* Take care of her for me. *Then he kissed her cheek* I miss you. I cannot wait to be alone with you again...

 

Na: *She did not say anything out loud; but her eyes were wearing the gleam of desire. She bit her lip softly, feeling her energy run faster, and smiled to herself as he went to follow her brother out of the door. Narya was visibly daydreaming, and woke up only to the sound of T'lana's voice.*

Tl: *She had not missed J'thir's kiss.* What was that about, Narya? *Her friend though, apparently did not wish to discuss it.*

 Na: You know... you're brother is right. You look pale... *Unhealthily so. It was rather strange, because she had taken a good dose of core energy just the day before.* Do you want some more

energy? You should take it and rest.

Tl: I'm fine. It will pass. *She had said it more to herself. Over the past several days the intervals between the strange bouts of fatigue had lessened. She had nearly forgotten what it felt like to feel normal.* I... just need to see Zo'or, that's all. I am worried for him.

 

Na: *T'lana looked really stressed and anxious. It was no wonder - they were going to see Zo'or and she had to stay behind.* You'll receive news soon, don't worry. *She took her friend's hands.* I'm sure everything will be all right in the end, you'll see. You will have your mate, and a family. And your father will see he was wrong to treat you like that. *Slowly she pulled her along and made her sit.* Now you just stay there. I'm going to get the energy, okay?

Tl: *She said nothing, her mind still on what Narya had said about her father. If only it would come to be true... When she looked up again she was alone. If she hurried, she might still be able to catch up to Zo'rak and J'thir, and follow them. She could at least watch from a distance. Even to just see Zo'or would make her so happy! It was as if she had been sleepwalking; she barely remembered leaving Narya's room, or traversing the hallway. The living room was dim and empty, and the alcove to the door loomed in front of her, and just before she could be swallowed by its shadow the voice stopped her.*

 

Na: Hey! *she called.* Just where do you think you are going? *It was fairly obvious... and suicidal too. If T'lana was spotted by the wrong people, Narya's family could be in big trouble!* The energy is right here. *She extended her hand, pretending to ignore T'lana's attempt at escaping.*

Tl: *She was like a robot, wanting to argue but knowing she lacked the strength. She let Narya gently pull her back into the bedroom. What had she been thinking to try and leave like that? She took the proffered vial and upended it into her hand.* Thank you, *she said, lying back on her friend's bed.* I...I'm sorry I tried to leave. I just miss him so much...

 

Na: *Narya petted her friend's head, playing about with a strand of hair that was as silver as her own was raven.* Hush. It's okay. I understand... Just rest now. You'll see that when you wake up, things will already look a lot better.

Tl: *She smiled. The smile remained on her lips as she drifted off to sleep watching Narya return to her lesson, though her mind saw a different image than her eyes: She and Zo'or, together and in peace. T'lana could not know that once, a long time ago, her mother had fallen asleep with the same wish, when her life and T'than's had been just as uncertain.*
Book Two
Part Seven

Father and Son

J: *They arrived to the infirmary with time to spare. Jor'rel was not difficult to find; he was the only being within sight wearing robes of emerald green flocked with gold trim.* Jor'rel, *he called.*

Jor: J'thir, Zo'rak, greetings. What brings you here today? 

J: A favor, actually...

Jor: Oh? 

J: Yes. I am aware that Zo'or will be here soon for his final medical evaluation and... *The healer's eyes were on him steadily and he swallowed. He had never had problems speaking with him before.* Zo'rak made a request through my father to see him, and T'than refused...

Jor: And you thought that I might be so inclined to allow him to surreptitiously enter Zo'or's room for a time and speak with him. *His blue eyes flicked to the dark-haired hybrid.* Is that not correct Zo'rak? And then you expected me to simply, forget, that I ever saw you here, thus leaving it out of my final report to T'than, correct?

 

Zo: *Jor'rel surely put it in a way that made the whole request insane! In a way, his irony was a much more effective dissuader than T'than's anger. However, they had come that far; they would not back down.* I need to see him, Jor'rel. *Jor'rel had assisted in his birth, and his mother before it with her own trauma. It was unlikely that he needed to keep the matter a secret around him.* Zo'or came to talk to me, before my departure about a week ago. I think... you know what he came to talk to me about. And now I want the opportunity to speak with him. For me, and for another person whose destiny is intertwined with his... *The Taelon was still wearing the same expression as when they had entered, and didn't seem moved at all. Zo'rak exchanged looks with J'thir - they had not expected opposition.*

Jor: *He remained stern, patiently listening while Zo'rak searched for logical reasons for their being there. It was good to see J'thir with an uncertainty to match his age for a change as well. He brought up his hand, stopping them both.* As it so happens, Zo'or is already here and my examination is complete. I was just about to summon security to return him to detention however, as it happens, I have misplaced their call codes. Perhaps J'thir could assist me in locating them?

J: *He grinned.* I would he happy to.

Jor: Good, but I warn you, I could have filed them anywhere. It could be a long search. 

J: *He looked at Zo'rak and smiled again.* I don't mind.

Jor: Very well, come with me then. Zo'rak, *He pointed toward the closed door of an exam room.* The door is unlocked.

 

Zo: *He cast a quick glance at the door. His father was just beyond it; and so was a conversation that could change a lot in his life.* Jor'rel... you forgot the report. 

Jor: My report... Ah yes well, T'than is always so fond of commenting on my advanced age - perhaps he is correct. If I can lose important call codes, it is possible that I could also forget when I have certain unauthorized visitors sneaking into private rooms. *He quirked a lopsided grin* Oh my... *Then they were gone around a corner, leaving Zo'rak alone.*

 

Zo: *Jor'rel had given them quite a fright. But now Zo'rak couldn't help but grin at the healer's twisted sense of humour. He had always liked that about him. Ever since he was a child, the monthly visits to the infirmary had never been boring - Jor'rel made sure of that. And it was with a somewhat lighter heart that he approached the door.

 

The healer was right. It was unlocked and opened with a simple wave. The face that greeted him was stern, but wore the same kind of greyish tone as T'lana's. He was tired, and weakened. Without so much as permission, Zo'rak stepped inside and closed the door behind him.* We meet again... Father.

Zo'or: No doubt you have come to rejoice over my new status, or should I say, lack of one. When I was in command, prisoners were beneath even the most menial of my staff. You must feel a great sense of satisfaction; a kind of retribution for everything I have done to your mother... and you.

 

Zo: *There it was: The bitterness as he remembered it from their first encounter.* Do not mistake my intentions by what yours might be were positions reversed. *Well, this was starting out really well. Zo'rak took another step into the room, carefully observing Zo'or's movements. He was clearly studying him. Zo'rak continued, after a pause to gather himself.* The purpose of my visit will depend upon you, Zo'or. *It was true. He could take their conversation far beyond the talk of son to father that he had expected to have. He could tell him about T'lana.* 

Z: *He moved from where he was standing and sat down on the bed heavily. Just when he thought the years of exhaustion were gone for good it had returned with a vengeance that had surprised him.* I am in no mood to replay the discussion about Naor'rin and myself.

 

Zo: What happened between you and my mother is for the two of you to discuss. Though I was born as a result to your cruelty, it never injured me directly. 

Z: *His eyes blinked once, but that was his only response. But, he was glad the child had never been made to suffer.*

 

Zo: You see, my parents raised me well. I am willing, and prepared to accept you for what you are. There is no point arguing against facts. *He was standing right before Zo'or. And in a sense, it was like looking in the mirror: Zo'rak's body was stronger, the muscles well defined. A Jaridian trait. But he was also lean, and had always been very agile, characteristics that were easily seen in Zo'or's body. And there was also that matter of temper... they clashed because they were so alike.* Now that I know what you are... I want to know more of who you are. Not through files stashed away in the main computer; but through you. It seems, however, that time is running short.

Z: Why not ask T'than who I am? It is he who sent you here is it not? A moment of benevolence, to allow you to see the condemned before punishment is summarily meted out...

 

Zo: You are wrong. Though your situation is not without irony... it is also quite unfair. *He smirked slightly.* T'than is totally unaware that I am here. In fact, he denied my request to see you. 

Z: Then you should leave immediately. *He glanced at the door quickly and then back at the boy; at his son.* The volunteers will return momentarily to take me back, and I can assure you that whatever crimes you have read of me committing in T'than's version of history are quite benign compared to the ones he is capable of. He will not hesitate to make an example of you, as he is doing with me.

 

Zo: *His smirk deepened.* I know T'than. I grew up in a ship ruled by him. I am also not afraid of what he might do if he finds out - which he won't. However, I suspect his intentions regarding you are precisely those you mentioned. I had to see you. *Zo'rak was opening up. He knew it, and somehow, the sense of finality about that meeting helped him on. A sense of finality that was even greater as Zo'rak took a deeper look - Zo'or was indeed not well.* You are still unwell. *he stated after a short pause.* 

Z: *He smirked* My health will have no bearing on any consequences I am to suffer, despite the ruse of bringing me to the infimary. *He knew that he must look awful to the boy; it was reflected in his eyes.*

 

Zo: Jor'rel told me you were fully reconstituted... physically. *Certainly he would report the same to T'than. But it did look like a blatant lie.*

Z: Jor'rel is a most able healer, *he smirked again*...despite my original estimation of him to the contrary. I am completely recovered from the... incident, at the hands of T'than's minions. My ailment now is merely the result of...*he looked away then*...separation. *It pained him to think of T'lana. He would probably never see her again.*

 

Zo: *He arched a brow.* Separation? *Then as quick as the echo died away, he remembered T'lana, and the way that she wore the very same shade of grey on her skin.* You speak of T'lana. *he said, more to himself than to Zo'or. Well, it was time to give away some information as well. A small reciprocation.* She told me about what happened during her birthday... and why it happened. You may be unaware, but T'than has vanquished her from his home. But she is safe, living in secret in my house.

Z: *The alarm that was about to surface in his voice simmered away when Zo'rak added that T'lana was safe. Zo'or could not bear the thought of the girl out there alone somewhere; unprotected...* I am glad that she told you about us; she has wanted to for a long time. It was extremely difficult for her to keep so many secrets from you; she was forced to. She values your friendship you know. Perhaps the strength of it will spare her.

 

Zo: *He did not want to tell Zo'or that she looked ill already. And only after three days of separation.* T'lana is strong. And she has many people who love her and who will stand by her no matter what T'than says. Furthermore, your separation is only temporary, so there is no need to speculate.

Z: Certainly you must know that T'than does not intend for me to survive through a long confinement. *The momentary flash of arrogance dimmed.* My bond with her is so new, that perhaps when it is broken it will be no more than a distant flash on the horizon, if you are there for her that is. *It could have a tragically opposite effect, and for one vindictive moment, Zo'or hoped that by murdering him, T'than would also lose his child; a fitting retribution.* 

 

Zo: We will not allow things to reach such extremes. T'than has been a good leader, albeit a stubborn one. But if news of this spreads - if the truth gets out - he will have to back down. It is not the best move to cause the death of a fellow Taelon; when he admitted that your lives were the most precious on this ship. *He had to smirk. In truth, T'than had never sounded so resolute. Because this time, it was purely personal.* His own doctrine may be on the line. *It was, in any case. T'lana had already gone against her father's wishes.* 

 

Z: You might be surprised at how far a little well-timed manipulation can go at times such as this. Plant the seeds of fear in the fertile ground that is humanity...*he paused, his look bitter* He will accomplish much. My demise will cause little more than a murmur amongst them. If there is something more you wish to ask, you should proceed. It might very well be your final opportunity.

 

Zo: *He shook his head. It actually bothered him to see his father wearing the mask of defeat. Years of suffering and a mate's death on his shoulders had suddenly resurfaced. And his face became T'lana's in an eternal mourning for the loss of her love.* I will not allow that. *It was all the he could say - to himself, as to fight his thoughts; and to his father, to reassure him.* So I will ask nothing more, for now. I will say however... that T'lana loves you. If nothing else seems to feed your spirit, let that be your nourishment. You have to survive, for her.

Z: *His blue eyes flashed. The arrogance of the boy! Did he think that he wanted to die? He had no intention of doing anything less than fighting to live...for her! But he was a realist as well. At last he nodded. Though Zo'or did not believe that Zo'rak would wield much influence with T'than, it was...a gratifying feeling to have someone on his side, especially, the child he thought would never so much as acknowledge him after his confession.* You must depart now, while there is still time. 

 

Zo: *His back was covered, but it was indeed unwise to abuse luck. He nodded in acquiescence, secretly enjoying the hint of worry he had caught in Zo'or's tone. It was so clear, because it was also misplaced in one such as him.* I agree. Though ours was a short conversation, it was very profitable. Farewell. *He had to hope the good-bye would not be final; nor that the steps he took towards the door and away from his father would not be the last.*

Z: *Before Zo'rak closed the door he added* Please tell T'lana that... I will never be complete... without her.

 

Zo: She knows that. *and Zo'rak had to acknowledge - because he had seen for himself - that the reverse was also true.* But I will remind her just the same. *Their stares were still fixed on each other by the time the door cut through them like velvet curtains coming down on a stage.*
Book Two
Part Eight

Retribution 

*Jor'rel's report had been what T'than had been hoping for: His nemesis was fully reconstituted, and there was a medical log to prove it. Now, all T'than needed to do was to act swiftly and without hesitation.

 

Four days had been a very long time - time enough for him to come up with the perfect solution to his dilemma. The end was obvious - Zo'or's demise - the means, however, were not without finesse.

 

They had once been stopped. This time though, their battle would go all the way, and end as it should. The better Taelon would win - and T'than was positive that he would not fail.

 

So it was with a gleeful smile that he watched Zo'or down below. There was a very secret room that held a higher view over the small cell. Zo'or had never liked to be looked down upon - and that gave T'than a rather secret satisfaction.

However, he could not forget why he was there: he was there to seek revenge - or better put - justice. Zo'or had dared corrupt what he held most precious. T'than could no longer think of his daughter - his beautiful child - without Zo'or's smirk haunting his mind. All that T'lana had been was lost; desecrated to the core by his bitterest enemy. It would end... tomorrow.

 

Slowly, he walked down the spiral staircase that led to a hidden door in the corridor. He was the only one who knew that route - and he could easily come and go unnoticed. The cell's door opened with a small wave. A millisecond later, he was standing facing Zo'or, and hating him vehemently. That hatred however, was only shown in the gleam of his icy eyes and the slight smirk that curved his lips.* Your plan has failed. *he said, simply.* I have won. T'lana is to be returned to her rightful mate. *A complete lie, but it did not matter.* As for you... *It was not hard to find the fuel to go on. Just thinking that Zo'or's hands had touched his daughter...* You will die.

Z: *He smirked and raised his chin, wanting to spit that he knew T'than was bluffing about T'lana, but knowing better than to endanger her or those who were assisting her. Then his expression hardened.* At long last, you will achieve what you have tried... and failed, to do for centuries. *His smile was taunting.* You have confirmed what I have always known: that you are a coward, since the only way that you can be assured of defeating me is by giving yourself the obvious advantage...*he stepped forward*...of a forcefield between us.

 

GT: *T'than's smirk grew until it turned into an obvious grin. He closed his eyes, as if pondering not to laugh.* You misunderstand the purpose of this forcefield. It stands to protect you, Zo'or, for I am deeply inclined to end this war of ours right now. And make no mistake, it would be easy. *He raised his chin, his hands locking behind his back as he stood straight and proud.* But that would not only be without finesse, it might also distract from my purpose.

Z: *He arched a ridge* And that would be?

GT: To see you writhe, and feel your agony firsthand. You will pay for having injured my daughter. *For having polluted her with his forsaken energy!* For having dared to go anywhere near her.

Z: The choice was not mine alone, T'than. T'lana loves me. *And he loved her; her distance was impossible to bear stoically, or without visible weakness.*

 

GT: I will commend you - your plan was not without brilliance. To seduce T'lana in order to get even was perfect. She is a princess on this ship - you would regain some influence by mating with her. And she was gullible enough to fall for your... *he looked at him from head to toe* ..."charms"  *T'than added, with obvious scorn. Maybe he had been wrong in making T'lana so fragile; so inclined to obey those who were of the male gender.* You did miscalculate though. You thought that my parental love would cloud my judgment and that I would allow her to proceed with this madness. *His face hardened. In fact, it became darker - skin and eyes changed their tone as if instead of blushing, his body had for a moment been a black hole against all light that bathed it.* You underestimated me, if not my love for my child. I will see her dead before condemning her to a future as your mate. But since that does seem rather tragic... you will die in her stead.  

Z: You are a fool T'than! *he snapped, his eyes crinkling at their corners as he scrutinized his enemy; his physically changed enemy. He found it both an affront, and unnerving, to be that close to him.* I would enter the void of my own free will before ever allowing you to take any sort of perverse enjoyment from my demise!

 

GT: *He grinned, almost madly. His white teeth were the perfect contrast to his darkened skin.* Then perhaps you should consider following through on your words, for I will derive much enjoyment from your long death.

Z: I have no plans of doing so T'than, much as you would wish for me to make things easier upon you. And, since I have no plans of becoming suicidal anytime soon, I am at a loss as to how you plan to orchestrate my demise.

 

GT: It is quite obvious, and quite fitting. *His hands left their usual place of rest behind his back, and with the swiftness that only practice could provide, he launched the challenge.* Pra'jraath! *It was done. At long last.* I challenge you to a final duel, tomorrow; to your death.

Z: *Zo'or had expected many things from T'than that day, but a challenge to the Fuuv'la'asha game was not one of them. Indeed it was ingenious. Years ago when they had dueled Zo'or had had the advantage at the time it was stopped... barely; and he had had to cheat to accomplish even that! There was barely a pause before he accepted the invitation, returning the hand salute.* Pra'jraath! Tomorrow than in the arena. We will finish what we started long ago, and this time, I will be the last Taelon standing!

 

GT: *He returned both his hands behind his back and smiled. His skin tone was back to its Taelon ivory.* You may want to consider repeating those words to yourself many times over tonight. Perhaps by morning you will truly believe them. *His chin rose arrogantly.* We both know this match is but a ruse, albeit a pleasing one. Your destiny is settled Zo'or. By tomorrow, you will become little more than a memory... and perhaps a century from now, you will not be even that. *He nodded and with a chuckle turned on his heels and slowly disappeared from sight.* 

Z: *The rage lighting his eyes cooled and dimmed now that he was alone. Damn T'than to the void! His hand slammed against the small table, shattering it into pieces. He had barely escaped with his life at the last match, and this time...he was weak. His words to Zo'rak echoed in his mind, that he would survive for T'lana...but would he?  And if he did not, would she? 

He sat down in the single lotus chair, reclining as energy fell over him. His future, and even his very survival, had never been so uncertain.*
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