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Book Three
Part One

The Night Before

[ Takes place the same day, after "Retribution" ]

*J'thir ran the entire way to Sc'orr's residence, the door vanishing just as he approached it thanks to his call to Zo'rak. It was early evening and his friends' parents were home, but fortunately had retired to their bedchamber already. He rushed inside, his eyes fever-bright.* Zo'rak, I need to talk to you... and Narya, and my sister.

 

Zo: *He had never seen J'thir so... worried. His friend was usually very stoic about everything - the perfect picture of self-control. His state was enough to confirm that whatever had brought him there was indeed urgent.* We can't talk here. My parents might listen. Follow me. *He too had news to give to J'thir...*

J: *They went into Narya's room. T'lana was lying down, and she did not look gray anymore... she was white! Ghostly, deadly white! He swallowed down his shock and forced a smile.* T'lana... *Her eyes looked bigger, and darker, but perhaps it was only because of their contrast against her pasty skin. Then he looked at Narya, his feelings for her distracted by his sister's pallor.*

 

Na: *She was sitting by T'lana's head, reading but always keeping a close eye on her friend. Despite the energy she had taken early that morning, T'lana had not improved. She had slept, but her rest had been troubled. She had whispered Zo'or's name - a muffled whisper - as though she was in fact screaming in her dreams. Narya had spent the last few hours pondering whether to call for help. She had acted so strange over dinner that her mother had pressed her to talk. Of course, she hadn't... and by the look on J'thir's face, the day was not about to get any better.*

 

Zo: *After peeking down the hallway to make sure they had not been seen, he locked the door behind him and stood by it. The room was suddenly small for the four of them.* Okay. We're safe. 

 

J: *He wondered if he should tell them at all? The news would just serve to cause T'lana torment... and she looked like someone who did not need anymore. However, Zo'rak's voice was prodding him.*

 

Zo: J'thir? *he looked like he was in some kind of trance - or rather, a dilemma.* What happened? You said you had something urgent to communicate.

J: Yes it's true, when I globaled you it was urgent... and still is but... it pertains to T'lana and...she is clearly unwell.

Tl: *She sat up, the action clearly difficult for her.* What is it? *Narya was there when she tried to rise, trying to keep her seated.* Tell me... it is about Zo'or isn't it?

 

Na: *It was quite obvious that the answer was yes... and given T'lana's increasingly weakened state, Narya was dreading the news J'thir had brought.*

J: T'lana...

Tl: TELL ME!

J: *He looked to his friends and then back to her.* T'than made the challenge of Pra'jraath. Tomorrow morning they will duel at Fuuv'la'asha.

 

Zo: Shi'pra! *he hissed. His hands balled until they were two small fists. His father... and T'lana's... in a duel that could only end in the death of one of them. For Zo'rak, the choice of victor was obvious. But for T'lana...*

Tl: No! *she choked, multiple hands lifting her from her knees, where she had fallen. She shook her head, both hands over her mouth.* No no no no... He can't! By the gods no! J'thir we can't let this happen!

J: It is already done. The challenge was given, and Zo'or accepted.

Tl: But Zo'or will die! He isn't strong enough...

J: Or Father will! Do you want that?

Tl: No! *she cried, tears dripping off of her face.*

J: I cannot believe they did this! *he seethed* To put us in this position of having to choose!

Tl: *She couldn't believe it either; especially that Zo'or had accepted. If his condition was anything close to hers...* Zo'or is going to die! *she wept into her hands* He is going to die. We joined, which means... so will I...

 

Na: Joined? 

Tl: *She nodded, still weeping into her hands.*

Na: Oh Tee... *It was worse than any of them had assumed. T'lana and Zo'or were bonded for life. And indeed, the only way to break it was through death. Of one... or both. Narya held her friend and helped her sit back on the bed. Her arm was around T'lana's shoulder. It was all that she could do - just be there, for them.* 

 

Zo: NO! *he moved forward. His sister looked at him with large silver eyes. She was the only one amongst them who suffered only by proxy: because she loved him, and T'lana... and by the way he had caught her staring at J'thir, it looked like their former scorn for each other had turned into something else.* That will not happen! J'thir... *he looked at his friend, his tone changed - the joviality was completely gone.* We must find a way to sabotage this duel. T'lana is correct - I have seen Zo'or and he was not at his best. And your father is an expert in Fuuv'la'asha.  *His eyes darkened, as did his tone.* He would not have challenged Zo'or if he had a doubt about winning.

J: *He shook his head.* I have thought on this all afternoon Zo'rak. There is nothing that we can do to stop the challenge from going forward.

 

Zo: We have to find a way! Even if it means standing against T'than... It is your father and mine who will duel! *It was obvious that it would damage the friendship the four of them shared.* And it is T'lana's life that is on the line... This has to stop! *He looked at T'lana - she looked so pale; so weak. A porcelain doll so fragile that a gust of wind could break her.* 

J: I know all this! Sha'bra! And they say that we are children, *he grumbled.* They are acting no better than quarreling younglings. *The exception being that this quarrel was to the death.* But the fact is, that we are children; we have not yet taken our places in this society, thus, we have no power to elicit change. 

 

Zo: Then we speak up! We tell the truth! We will never be but children unless we take a stand and defend our own ideals... and those we love. *He was visibly agitated. 

J: No one will listen to us!

 

Na: We cannot simply lay down our arms and do nothing. We need to try... *When J'thir's eyes turned to her, her voice died away. It was hard on all of them: he could no more go against his father, than Zo'rak could let his own father die! And T'lana could never make the choice of which love to let go of - her mate, or her father.*

Tl: Maybe I... could go home. I could apologize to Daddy and ask for his mercy. Maybe if I offer to go with N'shen... maybe he would spare Zo'or.

 

Na: T'lana! Don't even think that! *She would live in misery for the rest of her life. Both she and Zo'or would. Although they would live, perhaps the agony of being apart would be greater than that of death...*

 

Zo: *But in his mind, things made a different sense. They could win time...* You would do that?

Tl: I would do it because I love him; I would do anything to see to it that he would live! If Zo'or and I mutually agree to sever our bond... we could do it, slowly - gently. And then... I would be free to bond with N'shen. *Those words had had to fight to escape her throat. It was agony to speak them.* 

 

Na: T'lana, that makes no sense! You two are joined now. It is a lifetime commitment. It is why Zo'or is accepting this duel, I'm sure of it! *Certainly he had been given no other choice than to accept.*

 

Tl: I just want him to live... and not just for me... *She looked up at Zo'rak.*  Zo'or is your father. I wouldn't have him anymore but... *she looked down, sobs interspersed with her words.* ...but you would.

 

Zo: *He walked to the bed and went down on one knee, holding her chin in his hand.* You would do that for me... for us? *He was very sorry for her pain; but T'lana's idea had suddenly given him hope.*

 

Na: *She recognised that tone...and the hope in it.* No, she wouldn't, because we won't let her carry on with that madness! *It was madness not to do anything all the same, but certainly they could find a better solution.* If to speak up is what we must do, at least let us go talk to Dad. He will listen to us.

 

Zo: *He rose, looking down into his sister's eyes.* No, we can't get them involved, lest T'than decide to duel everyone to the death! T'lana's idea is not so preposterous. It would buy us precious time.

 

Na: Time that she would spend in terrible misery! No, it's out of the question. In any case, it is T'lana's choice. *Narya felt very passionately about her views, but the truth is that it was her friend's choice.*

Tl: Yes, it is, *she said, slowly rising.*...and my choice is to go to T'than right now and end this madness for everyone...

  

J: *He listened to T'lana, Narya and Zo'rak argue, each so vehement in their points of view, but finally he could hear the consensus between them; the acquiescence.* No, *he said softly.*

Tl: *She wiped at her eyes and nose.* What?

J: I said no. I'll not stand by and watch you give up what means so much to you, T'lana.

Tl: But... you were always so vocal in support of my bonding with N'shen.

J: True, because I believed that he was a respectable choice. He is a Taelon worthy of your respect... 

Tl: But you don't think that I am worthy of him anymore, right? Isn't that why you don't want me to go with him now?

J: I do not want you to go with him now because... he is not worthy of you. It is very clear that you love Zo'or; you would not have joined with him otherwise. I only hope that he was as honest with his feelings about you.

 

Zo: *It took him a while to lay down his hope and speak up.* That is what I've been meaning to speak with you about. *he said, cutting the speech between the two siblings.* I believe that he is. I had a very short time to speak with him early today, and our conversation inadvertently turned to T'lana. He speaks of her with passion and sorrow, and the fact that he accepted this duel is the proof that he feels very strongly about her. I made him promise he would fight for them... and that is what he is doing.

 

However, something worries me. Zo'or... he is mirroring T'lana's condition. Joined people do that, and although your bond is recent... *he said to T'lana.* I do not think the two of you can sever it anymore. *Even though Zo'or had once severed a bond - a bond he had shared with Naor'rin, his own mother - which had allowed him to do her much harm. They were reaching a dead end again.*

Tl: *She sighed and sat back down.* Then...what can we do?

J: *He was silent for a moment, but then,* We can be there, that's what we can do. T'lana had a good idea, about seeing Father, but not in the context of pleading for mercy. That would only play into his pride and keep him staunch in his position. However, if she attends the Fuuv'la'asha match it might surprise him, because he has not been able to find her. That surprise, coupled with seeing her so ill might be enough to throw him off balance. T'than will not compete unless his discipline is at its best, and that could give us the time we need to attempt to avert this.

 

Zo: *It would be like trying to avoid a fire after it already started. But it was the only option they seemed to have. It unnerved him though that he had to stand by and do nothing, except watch and hope that J'thir was right.* It might work... *Though it would distract Zo'or as well. On the other hand, it might just give him more strength, should the fight take place.* But I do not know if I can simply stand by and do nothing, J'thir.

J: He is your father Zo'rak; it is appropriate that you attend. You both should be there. It is sneaking T'lana out of these quarters tomorrow morning that is going to be the challenge.

 

Zo: Not so complicated as you might think. My parents obey to a rather strict schedule. They often leave an hour after the volunteer staff has began the early work. So all we need do is leave before they do and stand in wait somewhere on the ship.

 

Na: I can stay behind and make up some excuse as to why Zo'rak left so early, in case they ask for him. *she added. There wasn't much that she could do.* I can meet with you later in the gardens.

J: Leaving before they rise for the day is a good idea. Very well, I will meet the three of you in the gardens, early; just before the day compliment of volunteers comes on for their shift should be early enough. We can use the extra time to plan, and to meditate; we too need to hone our discipline so we will be able to face this situation without fear. *Looking at T'lana, he knew that for her it would not be easy to achieve.* 

 

Zo: I agree. *he nodded.* We shall meet you there. *Zo'rak had huge doubts that he would be able to rest at all.*

J: I have to return before the hour gets any later. Things at home are not good, and will likely be worse now because I am certain that T'than has told Cadence about the challenge.

 

Zo: *He did not envy J'thir's position. He was acting as the pillar of that house, when T'than, Cadence and T'lana seemed to have crumbled. He would make a good leader one day.* Be careful on your way out, and do try to keep your father's attentions away from you. If he suspects we are up to something, this whole thing can fail. 

J: *He leaned down and embraced his sister, kissing her cheek.* Try and sleep now; you will need your strength for tomorrow. *She nodded, and he knew no one would sleep much that night. He went to Narya, squeezing her hand out of sight, saying much with his look, and then he placed his hand on Zo'rak's shoulder before he went to the door.* See you... tomorrow...

 

Na: Wait... *she said, standing.* I'll walk you out. *She gave him a shy smile and walked with him to the door, leaving T'lana and Zo'rak behind. The coast was clear - her parents were sending off very slight emanations. They were both sleeping. Narya stopped at the door, but did not open it.* I just wanted to thank you for everything J'thir. You hardly look like the same boy whom I argued with four days ago. You hardly look like a boy at all. *She looked up into his eyes, and without further ado, held his face in her hands and kissed him.* 

J: *He felt like a boy at that moment though, smiling and blushing brightly over her impromptu gesture.* What...was that for?

Na: I am really proud of you... and I wanted you to know that I'll be here for you, no matter what. 

J: *What could he say to that? It took courage to watch Fuuv'la'asha. He had seen matches, centuries old, in the databanks, and they had been grueling on both contestants, the loser suffering an agonizing death of chaos. J'thir leaned in and kissed her back tenderly, taking her hands.* We will be strong; we have to be.

Na: *She caressed his face with her thumb, then took a step backwards and let go, just as the door dematerialized.* I am sure that we will succeed tomorrow. 

J: *His expression clouded once he was alone, his mind heavy with worry as he turned away and slowly walked home.*
Book Three
Part Two

Prelude
[ Directly follows "The Night Before" on the following morning]
Zo'rak: *His predictions about the night were not wrong. He had spent it rolling around in his bed in a desperate attempt to get some rest. It turned out that rest had been merely physical. Whenever his eyes closed, and his mind drifted a little further into the land of dreams, his subconscious took lead of his mind and made him see images that set his heart at a racing pace.

 

Five hours after J'thir's departure, he was still gazing up into the ceiling, watching the stars that passed them by, untouched and unmoved by the dilemma and angst of those tiny beings.

 

When Narya came and knocked at his door, Zo'rak was lying on his bed, both hands behind his neck.* I'm already up. *he spoke aloud, then stiffly got out of bed. He stretched his muscles, that were still not recovered from the recent effort of gathering supplies, and walked to the door. He waved it open, greeting his sister and T'lana with a tired smile that did not reach his two very bright and reddish eyes.*

 

Narya: I see you didn't rest much either. *she commented, watching Zo'rak comb his hair with his long fingers.*

 

Zo: How could I? *he looked at T'lana. She looked even paler than last night.* Don't worry, we'll do fine! *But he had not slept because like everyone else, he had only hope to support his words.* Well, it's time.

Tl: *Yes, *she agreed gravely, looking extremely sad.*

 

Na: Oh, before we go... I need to get that last vial of energy for T'lana. Just give me a second... *She disappeared behind her friend and went back into her room, leaving her brother to wait with T'lana. The silence was so complete, they could hear her moving stuff in her room in search of the little vial.*

 

Zo: *He didn't quite know what to say... in fact, he didn't feel like saying anything at all. He could not blatantly tell T'lana that he wished her father would lose; or that Zo'rak was prepared to do something crazy if need be to stop that madness. Drastic times called for drastic measures.* My sister can be very scatterbrained sometimes... 

Tl: Yes, *she said again, with a faint smile that only lasted a second.*

Zo: *Something crashed in the room, and a second later, Narya was exiting with a vial in her hand.* 

 

Na: Got it! *she said triumphantly.* Do you want to take it now, Tee? *She looked like she could barely hold herself up.*

Tl: No thank you, *she said, not offering anything else. Cadence's bubbly daughter had been reduced to simple responses; words were lost in the vortex of her sorrow.*

 

Na: Well, I can see why you don't have an appetite, but it will strengthen you. *She looked at her brother.* We should take some as well before we leave. I think it's okay for us to go to the kitchen and get some. Mom and Dad are still asleep - I checked.

 

Zo: Okay. But we need to be quick about it. *The trio walked down the small corridor to the main lounge. They kept the lights down, using their sensitive eyes to see in the near darkness. Zo'rak guided T'lana, offering his arm after a while - she had nearly lost her balance.* Are you okay? 

Tl: Yes sorry. Clumsy... *Her joints felt so stiff that it was painful to move, but she kept it to herself.*

Zo: Maybe you should take that energy... *She looked sick. Narya came back after only a moment with two more vials in her hand.*

 

Na: We can take these in the gardens. I'm sure J'thir will be there waiting already, and we shouldn't be late.

 

Naor'rin: Be late for what? *She had stood in the darkness, seated in the lounge's large sofa and watching the scene unfold before her. She had spent a rather restless night - there were all sorts of emanations keeping her awake: her children were not well. And another sense told her that neither was Zo'or. It was quite obvious now why her daughter had acted so strange the past few days - they had a secret guest.*

 

Na: *Just as the voice spoke, the lights came up. Narya's heart nearly stopped beating when she spotted her mother sitting on the couch, and her father was standing not far from her, by the door to their bedroom.* Mom... I... we can explain.

 

N: *She sipped on the glass she was holding.* I hope so. *She looked serious; and the youngsters were visibly alarmed. But she was also relieved to see T'lana; just not how the girl looked.* Where are you taking her? *she said at last, rising to stand with her son and their guest. Gently, she lay her palm on T'lana's forehead, to check on her suspicions.* She's feverish and pale as a ghost...

 

Zo: Mother, we really need to go. We can explain everything... just not right now.

 

N: *She was almost afraid of going against her son after their recent quarrel.* Zo'rak, I really do trust you and your sister. But I also fear what your heart might lead you to do. Tell me what is going on.

 

Zo: T'than has challenged Zo'or... to a Fuuv'la'asha duel.

 

N: *She grimaced and, holding T'lana by the arm, pulled the girl to the couch.* We know that. *She exchanged looks with Sc'orr.* We just received a call from T'lana's father requesting Sc'orr's presence during the game.

Sc: *He stepped forward at last, standing next to where Naor'rin sat and put his hand on her shoulder.* Yes; those who are a part of the ruling council have been ordered to attend. All other Taelons from their respective assemblies are invited to attend, however attendance is voluntary.

 

Zo: I thought T'than had kept this a secret. *he said, moving a little away from his sister and towards the couch.* At least, I thought no one was aware of it.

Sc: The Human and Jaridian sectors are unaware of it. T'than feels it is a Taelon matter.

 

Zo: Of course... *It was not a Taelon matter. It was a personal matter.*

Tl: Sc'orr, *she said, looking as though she had just awakened and noticed him.* Can't you stop it?

Sc: I cannot, however T'than may face reprimand when it is over, # if he survives # This action has caused dissent throughout the Taelon community. Many feel that Fuuv'la'asha is something best left in our past, and forgotten.

Tl: *She looked down. When it was over would be too late...*

Sc: *He looked back at his children.* Your mother and I are still waiting for an explanation. 

 

Zo: *He exchanged looks with his sister. She bit her lip softly and looked down. Yes, they had been caught. And they were also running late.* Well, it is obvious, Father. *It was still automatic. In his mind, that was Sc'orr's title.* 

 

Na: *Finally she stepped forward.* I brought T'lana home a couple of days ago. She didn't have a place to stay, so I figured she could sleep in Zo'rak's room while he was away.

 

Sc: Why did you not tell us that she was here? You know that we would never have denied her, and it would have saved us, as well as her mother, much worry.

 

Na: Dad, you know what T'than said when she ran. I didn't want to get you and Mom in trouble... so we kept it a secret.

Sc: Regardless of the nobility of your reasoning, you were still wrong to hide her presence here from us. You are both growing up. You must learn to take responsibility for your actions.

 

Zo: We are taking responsibility. We did not mean to go behind your back, but given T'than's current state of mind, it would be too great a risk. And that is why we were taking T'lana... *He just did not say where.*

 

Na: *Narya really did not like to lie, but she nodded to confirm her brother's words.*

Sc: *He looked down at Naor'rin and then at their offspring. They were becoming increasingly tense.* Zo'rak, tell us the truth. You three were planning to attend the Fuuv'la'asha duel, were you not?

 

Zo: *His shoulders dropped with a sigh. The ruse was over.* Yes.

Sc: *Now Naor'rin was tense.* Zo'rak, Zo'or is your father; I will not prevent you from attending, but, there is no reason for Narya to be exposed.

 

Na: Father! I want to go! *She wanted to be there for her brother; for her friend... and for J'thir.*

 

N: No, Narya. Do not insist. Fuuv'la'asha is not a game - it is a duel. And what do you think will happen to your attempt to keep T'lana's presence here a secret if he sees you and Zo'rak walk in that room? *She couldn't allow her child to go. It was too barbaric an event, even if it was a Taelon "game".* 

 

Na: I can't leave them alone at a time like this! I have to be there!

 

Sc: *He put up his hand.* I am sorry Narya but I must agree with your mother in this instance. You will not go. *Then he went to where T'lana was sitting and knelt down, lifting her chin and scrutinizing her face.* And you cannot take T'lana with you either. She is very ill and needs to be in the infirmary. I will take her there on the way to the arena.

 

Zo: *He was about to take his sister's side and say something, when he froze. The cry that filled his ears was so full of despair that it make his heart cringe.* Tee... *his sister rushed by him to get to T'lana. They had spent the last days in each other's company, but not even Narya seemed to be able to bring their friend to calm.*

Tl: *She had leapt away from all of them, her eyes tearful and frantic. She felt cornered!* I HAVE TO GO! Zo'or needs me!

Sc: You would only distract him T'lana, and with him being ill as well...

Tl: Oh please Sc'orr, don't lie! We ALL know that regardless of my presence that Zo'or will not survive! I HAVE to be there! I HAVE to be so... so when he goes... that my soul won't have far to travel to meet his.

Sc: We will not let you die. I will not! I know the tremendous odds your parents had to overcome just to bring you into this world. T'than had to fight his entire species so you could be born and live!

Tl: *She laughed, the sound as brittle and gray as she looked.* And now Sc'orr, NOW he will fight one of his species so I can die! *She laughed madly* How ironic!

Sc: *He moved forward to lift her.* You are clearly unwell. I am taking you to Jor'rel.

Tl: *A brief moment of panic, and her hand went out. There was no pain... none at all and she felt free!* Come any closer and I will injure you. *Her voice was cold and low. Energy flared outward from her chest, culminating in her palm.* Do not believe that I am too weak to defend myself! *She saw Naor'rin rise and go to her mate.*

 

N: *The girl was right. As much as it pained them to admit it. She put her arm underneath Sc'orr's and their elbows entwined.* Let her go, Sc'orr. She has had enough people telling her what to do with her life. It is unwise, but it is her choice. *She didn't want to let T'lana go anymore than her mate. Naor'rin had once made a promise to protect Cadence; she now included Cadence's child in the vow. It had not lost its value just because the years had passed and a different era had come.*

Tl: Listen to your mate Sc'orr. I am not a child, and I have made my decision and I will be there.

Sc: *He looked down at Naor'rin, even now getting lost in the fathoms of her eyes - eyes that were silently pleading with him.* Very well. Please stop flaring; you expend energy you do not have.

Tl: It does not matter. I want you to allow Narya to attend if she wishes. *She looked at her sweet and loyal friend, her face softening with affection.* I would be honored to have her there to witness my ascension to the next level. *Walking over to her she continued.* But, if you wish to remain here I would understand.

 

Na: *She couldn't understand how things had changed so dramatically in so little time. At last she broke her stillness and walked to her friend.* I would never desert you at a time like this!

Tl: *She wiped away a lone tear sparkling in the corner of Narya's eye.* Do not cry. All last night I thought about things, and came to accept my fate; and, though I will not be here anymore, I will be with the one I love, forever. *She smiled a secret little smile.* I know that you know what love is... now.

 

Na: *Her lips were trembling. She was holding back her tears. T'lana was the one that was supposed to be crying, not she! Narya needed to be strong; but still her words made a deep a cutting sense. What would she do if it were J'thir in Zo'or's place? What would she do if she were about to lose him?* 

N: T'lana, please reconsider. *It was painful to see someone so young feel so devoid of hope. Naor'rin knew that place - it was dark and lonely. And agonizing.* 

 

Tl: *She turned sharply.* I am sorry that neither of you can accept what your children already have. Time grows short, and I cannot argue with you anymore. I am going. *She passed by the couple.* Do not attempt to touch me in any way Sc'orr; I will interpret it as an attack and respond accordingly. *She headed for the main door, not waiting for his response.*

Sc: *She was so weak and yet he had never seen her so strong; so resolute.* She is right; we have to leave. Naor'rin, as my mate, you are permitted to accompany me, if you wish.

 

N: Do not ask me why, but I cannot go. *She looked from the young trio - both her children and T'lana, knowing she was powerless to help and that her mother's heart told her that she should be there. But... on the other hand, she could not. Naor'rin had mixed feelings about the outcome of that match. In a way, she did not want Zo'or to die. There was her son, and T'lana to consider. As well as a love that would never fully die; but in another way... it would be liberating, though she could not openly admit that; not even to herself.*

Sc: *He pulled her into his arms, taking a moment he did not have to hold her, because she needed it.* Do not explain. I understand. Please, consider going to your family until I return?

 

Na: *Naor'rin acquiesced with a small nod.* Please take care of them... And bring them all home.

Sc: *He kissed her in front of their children; he kissed her as though he were the one in the duel; as though he might never return. Letting her go he nodded to his son, and to his daughter; his silent permission for them both to come - to be with their friend in what were probably her final moments, though he hated to admit that.*
Book Three
Part Three

The Fuuv’la’asha Duel 

*J'thir had received Narya's call telling him about what had happened. She had not had a chance to give him details, but he knew they had been caught by Sc'orr and Naor'rin, and that something had occurred with T'lana... but that they would each be there. He had been just about to leave the gardens when Sc'orr had hailed him on his global, asking him to summon Jor'rel. T'lana was ill, and might need his assistance. 

The Healer had agreed, though had he not been called he would not have come. He found the duel 'revolting.' J'thir did not disagree.

The subdued lighting on the ship seemed overly bright to him in his sleep-deprived state. The long walk to the arena in the bowels of the ship was clouded with thoughts of the previous night. T'than had gone into seclusion to meditate and prepare, leaving him alone in their quarters with Cadence. She had cried for most of the night, refusing his comfort, angry beyond words with her mate. 

J'thir had hoped that T'than would keep her at home - he would if it were anyone else in the duel - but this time it was he, and he wanted her there to see him win, or, have her close if he lost though the boy knew that if his father believed that defeat were possible this Fuuv'la'asha match would not be happening.

Elite Volunteer guards had already assembled in the arena. Twelve of them stood an even distance apart around the perimeter of a large circle, in the center of which was the Fuuv'la'asha apparatus. They would not allow anyone to pass and approach the competitors during the competition.  Eight more stood watch; four on either side of the arena. J'thir went to the far side of the room; T'than's side. He would not be able to stand with his friends, who would be on Zo'or's side. Publicly, he had to support his father but inside of him there was only chaos and frustration.

A stir of air; T'than had entered, walking straight and proud. Cadence followed him, her arm firmly in the grasp of another Elite guard. Other Taelons were arriving, one or two at a time. Most were from the Military Assembly but J'thir recognized others from the other two groups - Science and Political. They took places beyond the circle near the walls. T'than took his place of waiting on an elevated platform on his side. Directly across the room was another dais, still empty for Zo'or had not yet been brought in. T'than motioned for him to take his place with them. It is where he and Cadence would watch; the best seats in the house for those close to the competitors.*

Father, *he greeted solemnly,* you look rested and in balance. That is... good.

 

GT: *He was silently watching the surroundings. His two blue eyes were the only thing moving in his body as they moved over every face in the room, and checked every detail of the preparation. Everything was in its due place.* I denote a certain... doubt in your voice, J'thir. You may rest assured that after today, everything will return to the right course.

J: I apologize for my reticence. I have spent the night in thought, just as you instructed me when faced with a difficult situation and, I must confess concern over this duel. I implore you, as your son and future leader to reconsider this match. *He tried to look devious* Together I am certain that we could devise punishment for Zo'or that would be better than something that could risk your life as well.

 

GT: *He smirked and closed his eyes, as if considering his son's words.* The best course of action is to end this now, so that Zo'or is gone from our list of concerns. He will be a threat to us no more.

C - Listen to him T'than! *she pleaded in a hoarse voice* Listen to your son! *She tried to move forward, attempting to reach her mate but the guard pulled her back. She knew that T'than was distancing himself from all distractions for this event, including her. His attitude towards her reminded her of days long since past.* 

 

GT: The decision is made. I will not back down. *He wasn't even looking at her, but right through the Fuuv'la'asha apparatus, at the dais that was still empty.*

C - Please don't do this! Oh please! *She pulled against the man holding her, leaning as close as she could to him so she could whisper* T'than... you want a baby. Stop this horrible game and... and we'll go off and be together, for as long as you want! We can have another little girl! I know you want that... but you won't get it if you are dead! *Her fear had wrapped her flesh in ice. She was so cold - so worried - for him - for their daughter. If anything happened to Zo'or... As far as Cadence was concerned, no matter who won, she would still suffer a loss too great to bear.* Come to me... please?

 

J: *He latched onto his mother's words.* Father... I would enjoy having another sibling. Forget your anger at your daughter and Zo'or. I am certain that such a betrayal would not happen again. *Time...if T'than agreed it would give everyone precious time....*

 

GT: *His smile was bitter and did not vanish as he spoke to her over his shoulder. It appeared that everyone was set on trying to dissuade him, when what he needed most was their support!* You should have thought of that during the past few days, instead of focusing on your anger. But you need not worry. My progeny will yet increase. Zo'or will die today, though, for what he took can never be replaced. And it has already begun... *There was a wild gleam in his eyes, though for the most part, T'than was the picture perfect of composure.*

J: *The murmur of Taelon voices increased and he followed T'than's gaze. The final three members of the ruling council were coming toward them, but that is not what had caused the stir, nor was it due to Zo'or being escorted to his podium, the guards releasing him to stand alone. Da'an came to stand behind him. The Companion cast a sidelong glance their way, his eyes the only thing to reveal that his neutral expression was not his true face.  But what had caused the whispers was the entrance of the three young people: Zo'rak, Narya... and T'lana. However all voices died when those three turned... and stepped up next to Zo'or. T'lana moved forward, weak, pale, pained, and stood beside her mate.*

GT: *That sight caused much disarray within his emotions. T'lana was there; he was not completely cut off from her, and after having spent the night and the last few days distilling his anger and keeping it locked away so it would not interfere with his reason during the match, it drove him to the point of rupture. 

 

So her choice was truly made: She would see him die instead of Zo'or. That was her wish. 

 

T'than's body turned to complete stone. A human might have seethed and cried; but he did not have that luxury. His hurt and his anger were predators to his reason. He had to focus. Eliminate Zo'or, and then cleanse T'lana of his energy. He knew it was possible - Naor'rin had done it; and Jor'rel had done it with Jenny.* Very well, all those who matter are in attendance. *He felt a sudden sense of suffocation. But it was not his - it was an emanation from Cadence... and his daughter.* And all those in attendance have chosen their places.

~*~

Z: *Zo'or's eyes remained straight ahead and fixed on his enemy while he spoke to the girl at his side.* You should not have come, T'lana. I feel your fatigue.

Tl: I feel yours, *she said, in the same straightforward tone. She wanted nothing more than to be held in his arms; she was so relieved to see him, but she did not even dare to touch his hand. He needed his focus, and it could not be on her.* I wanted, *she looked over her shoulder at her two friends*...we wanted, to be here; to support you.

Z: *His eyes slid to the side* I would prefer if you would go. I do not wish for you to see... *Oh, how very bitter he felt!*... the inevitable outcome... my disgrace. 

Tl: I know what the outcome could be. I am not afraid to face it with you. I will never believe that you are a disgrace.

Da'an: It is this duel that is the disgrace, *he said. T'lana looked back at him; Zo'or did not* ...to challenge an opponent only because you have the obvious advantage. It is beneath T'than's character.

Z: *He smirked* I would have done the same were our positions reversed.

D: Perhaps, but they are not. Zo'or, I implore you one final time to retreat from the Pra'jraath duel.

Z: I will not. I have no plans on spending the remainder of my life in confinement while T'than devises new ways to torment me. I told him long ago that I would not suffer his death of a thousand cuts!

D: Then demand a postponement! I will speak to the council and ask them to seek arbitration.

Z: I have already accepted T'than's challenge. What you ask is impossible. Say no more! I must focus; it is about to begin.

Zo: *Zo'rak felt T'than's gaze fall upon him and his sister and grabbed her hand. Narya seemed aloof to it, though; her eyes were on J'thir.* Do you want to go to him?

 

Na: *She shook her head, not even feeling ashamed that her brother had noticed.* It is best if I do not. T'than would not like it and it might complicate matters even more. *But she was divided.* I am with him in spirit. And T'lana needs us here to remind her that there will always be a home for her to return to. *She looked into her brother's eyes, then forward again. Her friend was acting so brave, standing with Zo'or. They looked better already now that they were together; but at the same time, neither appeared to be strong enough to carry the weight of their fate.* 

~*~

C - T'than, stop this madness! *she sobbed.* You do not have to do this!

 

GT: *He was not indifferent to the scene happening behind his back. Dry your tears. Today, T'lana returns home and Zo'or will be but a bad memory. Believe that, and celebrate. *He was about to take a step forward, when he turned to his son.* Should complications arise - which they will not - finish Zo'or while he is weakened. Do not allow pity for your enemy to cloud your judgment, for he will not show you the same clemency. *he paused, measuring Zo'or and trying to avoid looking at his daughter - it was extremely painful.* I have shown mercy once, and today is the result of that mistake. I will not let him take both my children from me. *He focused on his son again.* You could be my last child, J'thir. My legacy is yours to carry on. 

J: *He swallowed and nodded, saying simply,* I will not disappoint you.

 

GT: *At last, he turned to his audience. They looked excited - indeed, it would be a day to remember.* All is in place. Let the challengers walk forth. *Knowing Zo'or would mirror his moves, T'than stood on his side of the device.*

~*~

Z: *He looked back, letting his eyes rest on Da'an, Narya and finally, his son. He was silent, nodding once; the solidarity he felt from that small group strengthened him. Then he turned to his mate.* Regardless of the outcome, I will always be with you.

Tl: *She nodded, unable to reply. Her tears did not come until he had turned his back and walked past the circle of guards to take his place across from the General.

D: *He approached her - T'than's daughter - who even now, in all her weakness stood, looking straight ahead; supporting his child with every molecule of her waning strength. He could sense her distress though. His gentle hand floated to her shoulder.* T'lana, I have not had a chance to tell you until now... Zo'or could not have made a better choice in a mate than you...

~*~

Z: *The fuuv'la'asha device was already activated and humming softly. The holographic lattice glowed brightly, waiting to channel its deadly bursts of energy in response to the mental gambits it was presented with.

As the one to have made the challenge, T'than waved his hand to initiate the opening salvo. A bright blue flare of energy spiraled through the lattice, but Zo'or caught it and flung it back with a burst of thought. Soon there were two balls of light, and then three. In his mind Zo'or was in the center of a spinning vortex of psychic energy, the tunnel being disrupted in spots whenever T'than broke through his defenses. A hot sphere of energy escaped the lattice, hitting him in the chest, scattering his discipline for seconds that felt like dreadful hours. He regrouped his thoughts but each time he was hit it took longer to recover.*

 

GT: *It was almost too easy. T'than had noticed that his perception of the game had changed over the years - his mental skills had been altered by his change. He had been wise enough to test himself in a harmless game before having challenged Zo'or. If anything, his instincts were more accurate and he knew Zo'or's moves by heart from the previous match. His enemy was severely weakened, his thought patterns disrupted. The breaches in his defense made the art of attacking and over-calculating his moves rather frustrating. 

 

The spheres of energy increased in number. A few strategic moves and two of them collided, becoming strong enough to cause damage. A quick and decisive move from T'than sent the concentrated energy flying towards his enemy.*

~*~

Tl: *She bore the first hit well - physically anyway. The mild tingling was nothing compared to her fright over what Zo'or was suffering. Another bright flash slipped off the lattice, hitting her lover. He listed to the side and she gasped. It felt as though that energy burst had gone through him and become invisible; unseen by anyone when it hit her. Da'an's hand on her began to tighten - to steady her.*

 

Na: *She had to bite back her gasp. The whole room was in complete silence, except for the occasional whispers from the crowd and the small electrical sound of the energy discharges. T'lana's body tensed with each one, as though her body was responding to the deadly music.* T'lana... are you ok? *She walked forth, passing in front of her brother who did not even flinch.*

Tl: Oh Narya... it feels like fire! By the gods, how can he keep fighting when it hurts so much?!

 

Zo: He fights because there is no other way. *He was losing his father, little by little. Their connection had never been strengthened, but Zo'rak could feel it. And it took every ounce of his self-control not to lunge forward and act. But the problem was... it would only precipitate events. Once started, the game could not be stopped.* His struggle is an act of courage, self-preservation... and love. *But Zo'or was having a difficult time focusing. The reasons why he fought were of the emotional forum; T'than's were too, but he had hidden his intentions behind the threat Zo'or posed to his leadership and that alone was enough drive to go on.*

~*~

Z: *At last! Within the thunder in his mind, between his own moments of pain, Zo'or found an opening; a weakness in T'than's defenses. He struck, hurling the chaos from his own thoughts into his enemy's. Now it was T'than who lapsed and needed to recover his balance. Another ball of energy flew off the lattice into the General's chest, and then another. If he could keep it up, there might actually be a chance...*

 

GT: *The first blow stung so much, it looked like someone had unleashed a gnawing beast into his head and let it loose. He had but a fraction of second to kill it before the damage became permanent. The best defense was a good offense. It took him only a little longer to review the game and make his move. It failed a first, a second... even a third time. But Zo'or's mind was open: even against his own wishes, his mind was desperately searching for T'lana's. And that was its vulnerable point. Without mercy, T'than attacked, shoving forth the blow with the full force of his hatred.*

J: J'thir had missed the flash that had been so powerful it lit Zo'or's body from the inside out! But he could not miss the shrill scream of pain that had come, not from Zo'or, but from T'lana. He had been helping his mother cope with the sensations she inevitably received from T'than but now she was straining against the guard who still held her in her place.*

C - T'lana! *she cried, unable to see through her daughter's friends and Da'an, who all stood with their backs to the arena. They were looking down at someone on the floor - her child!* T'LANA!

J: *He took her shoulders* Mother be still. I will go... *Without waiting for her to answer he leapt off the podium and sprinted across the room. T'than and Zo'or still battled; they could not stop, but Zo'or was now barely able to remain standing - his hands gripped the edge of the device.

It would be over in moments.

By the time he reached her, T'lana was unconscious, Narya, Zo'rak and Da'an around her while Jor'rel moved a scanner over her body. She gasped and struggled against the specters in her haunted dreams.* Jor'rel... help her!

Jor: The only thing that can help her is stopping this Pra'jraath duel! *Her heartbeat was erratic - she was suffocating!*

J: It can't be stopped!

Jor: *He stood up and gripped the boy's arm, shocking those around him. The jovial Jor'rel was gone, replaced with someone angry and fierce.* You must! *Shoving the scanner into his hands he waited, watching J'thir's eyes widen as he viewed the data.* Your age of maturity has arrived; today. Stop this game J'thir!

J: *He nodded, seeing the looks of fearful curiosity his friends were giving him. He jumped down to the floor, running toward his father but the guards surrounding the players converged on him. He had to shout over their shoulders while they pushed him back.* Father! This duel must end!

 

GT: *He had been vaguely aware of the commotion in the room. The injury he had inflicted upon Zo'or had been so powerful that it depleted him as well. But besides weakness, there was also shrilling pain - something in the back of his mind ached, and there was a contradictory urge to fight and to retreat. But now, there was a voice, pulling his attention from the fighting vortex and back into the outer world.* And it shall, in a few moments, when he dies. *he answered, grimacing at the effort of returning to the game. The pain invaded him the moment he had focused on his son - yet no attack had been made by Zo'or. There was something wrong; something truly wrong. A piece of him was weakening. His daughter!* 

J: It must be stopped! If both combatants agree it can be stopped! You just don't want to stop it because of this insane need you have for revenge! *Some from his caste were looking at him with disapproval, and T'than himself suffered two small seizures as Zo'or breached his defenses due to his distraction.*

 

GT: *He had to seek balance in the console. Zo'or was injured, but still strong enough to inflict damage. What was J'thir doing? Did he want Zo'or to win?! If T'than backed down - the moment he did - Zo'or would use that and kill him! The general would never trust that his nemesis would stop that fight. They would always see in retreat the opportunity to attack and win.

 

Angry - at what his son was doing; at the pain he felt that he shouldn't; and at himself for giving it a second thought, T'than lunged forward, pushing against Zo'or until his was forced to back away and let his defenses fall - his pain was the cost of a moment's rest.* 

J: *The four men holding him had to struggle against his Taelon strength. J'thir was furious!* Father! Stop! *Zo'or moaned and nearly lost his balance. His facade shimmered, glittering energy leaving his form to disperse weakly around him.*

 

GT: I will not! *His eyes were vaguely aware of Zo'or's figure. J'thir's words were but an echo. The turmoil in his mind had grown - there was a scream, constant, mind shattering. Cadence was suffering; he felt it in his flesh. She was suffering, because her child was suffering. There was T'lana's pain, J'thir's anger, Cadence's despair, and his own fury disrupting his reason. It sent his thoughts into chaos! But it would all be over soon! Victory was at hand!* I will not stop now! *he growled, and his face turned to stone at the effort of regaining his focus. Focus in victory!*

J: Yes, the battle is nearly over, *he sneered* The great General T'than will win, and winning is all that matters apparently, even if it means killing your daughter... and her unborn child!

 

GT: *Pain shot through him; he had just attacked Zo'or. T'than had been inside his mind for awhile, gripping at his thoughts and twisting them until they shattered. He pulled back, feeling a kind of pain that should not be there. T'lana's... and another entity...* You lie! *He was unsure whether he was speaking to his son, or to the psychic image Zo'or had been forced to show.*

J: It is no lie. If you kill Zo'or your victory will be a hollow one, because T'lana is too weak to survive the severance of their bond. She will die, and take her child...your grandchild... into the void with her!

 

C - *When she heard the news she had blushed hotly and freed herself from the man holding her. The volunteers in the circle were distracted enough with J'thir that she was able to get by. She dared to grab T'than's arm, bolts of flying energy narrowly missing her and singing her hair.* T'than, *she cried*...listen to me: think of the time when it was us! When we were the ones at the mercy of Zo'or and the rest at your trial. We were so afraid then - afraid that you would be executed and I and T'lana sent away to some laboratory somewhere. Zo'or showed you mercy then; he freed you, allowing you to eventually reclaim your rightful position! Show him mercy now; it is the same as showing it to your daughter. *She was crying now, pleading.* Please T'than, please do not kill our little girl!

 

GT: *His irises were slits, as though his sight were focused on the inside of his own mind. There were only flames floating between he and an enemy that was but a shadow. Zo'or's aura had dimmed immensely, having begun as a bright flame that had weakened and weakened and that was succumbing to T'than's fire. 

 

Then slowly, they came to focus, and reality settled in. The colours swirled as reality took form: the form of a room, with people standing; in shades of blue and purple; except for Cadence's pale cheeks and the green in her eyes. And just before him, a Taelon that could barely hold his feet... Behind him...* T'lana... *his daughter was lying, her head on Narya's lap. 

 

Instinct kicked in as his focus traveled to that point in his mind that was hers alone. He could barely feel her anymore. And what he felt was nothing but suffering. 

 

T'than's eyes turned yellow as fury invaded him again. It was all Zo'or's doing! His child would die, and Zo'or deserved to die with her!*

C - T'than NO! *she screamed, trying to pull him away from the panel but it was like trying to pull a stone from the earth! His eyes flashed; gold like his son who had been conceived when his father was in that wild state.*

 

GT: *The moment's pause did not last. T'than cried aloud and his eyes emptied again as his hands gripped the console. He dove back into the fight, leaving all caution behind. Zo'or was so vulnerable - he did not see it coming. Whatever attack he had thrown during T'than's distraction was quickly absorbed in the general's fury. He plunged into Zo'or's mind again - until he could find T'lana. The bond was clear, it was strong... and to his dismay, it had ramifications. It was strengthened beyond breach.*

Z: *The moment he heard J'thir's words that his mate was carrying his child most of his concentration was lost. Her fear for him; for their baby; her pain and his own - everything leeched at his strength, as T'than rapidly assaulted him with explosions of mental chaos.* Stop...*The word was lost in all the commotion around them; he said it again.* Stop! 

 

GT: *For a moment T'than was tempted to destroy those links, just as he had done before. But his child's life depended on them. T'lana was holding on by a thread.* # This ends now.#
 

Without warning, he pulled back. There was another cry in the room: a cry in unison. And then, silence. 

 

When T'than returned to his senses, he was barely holding his feet. J'thir was by his side, taking his arm by the elbow and holding him steady. On the other side, someone was doing the same for Zo'or...

Jor: *He watched Zo'rak attempt to aid his father but the Taelon fell to his knees. A moment later even that balance was lost. T'than was also in need of assistance though his injuries did not look as severe as Zo'or's or T'lana's, fortunately. He had called on his own mate; another healer was desperately needed. She was already with T'than and Cadence.*

 

GT: *He had slowly slid onto the floor. It had taken most of his strength to end the fight without killing Zo'or. The irony was that at the final moment, he had actually had to shield Zo'or's mind from the sudden stop. He was too weak to lash out at his son for having intervened - though it was uncertain whether he should commend him instead. But he found the strength once he saw Jenny Madden approach. It was humiliating to be looked down on by that human.* Off... *he hissed, his yellow eyes focusing on the human before they turned to his son and raised his hand.* Help me stand. *He had unfinished business to tend to.*

C - Stop it! *she snapped. T'than's head was in her lap, and still he tried to push Jenny away!* Be still. You nearly killed yourself T'than. Let Jenny take care of you. *She was so angry with him... but she loved him, and could not stand the thought that she had almost lost him. She leaned down and kissed his forehead, her whisper tearful* Please... allow yourself to be healed? 

 

GT: *When J'thir had failed to give him his hand, T'than tried to stand on his own, to no avail. His legs were unresponsive, and even his arms shook when he tried to rise on his elbows. At last he acquiesced with a nod, and relaxed in Cadence's lap.* How is she? *he asked at last, closing his eyes.*

C - I don't know. *She licked the tears from her lips, rising and letting J'thir take her place.* Stay with him. I... I have to check on T'lana...

J: Go, *he replied.* I understand, and so will he. *His eyes focused downward for a moment.*

C - *She ran to the other side of the arena, coming to kneel next to where Narya cradled T'lana. She stroked her cool face, having to repeatedly wipe at her own tears as they fell onto her daughter.* T'lana? 

Tl: *Her eyelids fluttered and opened. Narya's face emerged from the blur that was her vision; and then she saw her mother.* Mommy?

C - *Cadence lifted the girl so she would now be resting against her as they all continued sitting on the floor.* Yes baby, *she sobbed* ... it's me, and I have been so worried about you!

 

Na: *Gently, she had given way to Cadence to take her rightful place. A mother, tending to her sick child.* She's been with us most of the time Cadence... *She knew her words would be lost, as Cadence's focus was her child alone. Narya took the time to search for her brother: He was gently laying Zo'or on the floor. Jor'rel was next to them.*

Tl: *Her arms went around Cadence, but she was far too weak to cry. Instead she lay passively, her cheek against her mother's shoulder, watching.* Zo'or...

C - Shhh. Jor'rel is tending to him now, and he will be okay, and so will your baby. *She laughed through her tears.* You are making a grandmother out of me! I'm too young!

Tl: You... are so... human....

C - Yes...yes I am. *She kissed her hair and hugged her more tightly.*

Tl: D... Daddy...

C - He is with Jenny. He will be fine, *she soothed. Jor'rel had left Zo'or with Zo'rak and a medic and returned.* Will he... will they...be all right?

Jor: Zo'or is badly injured. Both he and T'lana's conditions are grave. They can recover, but they need to be in stasis...

C - Stasis!

Jor: For a time. Cadence it is the only way for her to heal. *He was already withdrawing a syringe from his robes and taking T'lana's limp arm in his hands.* 

C - Wait! Just a few minutes. T'than has not even seen her yet!

Jor: He will see her, and, when I bring her out of stasis, he can speak with her. *He gently took T'lana's chin and made her look at him; her eyes were dull and unfocused.* T'lana, you are going to go to sleep now, and when you wake up again, will feel much better. *The girl moaned but nothing coherent. He saw her grimace when the needle went in, but then her face relaxed, and she went limp in Cadence's arms.*

C - *It was like she had died! Like they had put T'lana to sleep. Jor'rel lifted her away and placed her into a waiting stasis chamber. It was not until it was sealed and she heard the steady rhythm of the lifesigns monitor that she reigned in her fear. All at once she started to cry, releasing all the stress she had experienced for a week.*

 

Na: *It was hard to see her friend being carried away and placed into the stasis chamber - so like that human fairy tale where the princess had been poisoned, waiting in a crystal coffin for her prince to appear. Only, he would not; at least not so soon. Zo'or did not look too good himself. Cadence's cries got her attention though - if only Naor'rin was there. She would know what to do and say. But in her mother's absence, Narya did what needed to be done. She helped Cadence back on her feet and let her use her arm for support.* Jor'rel will take good care of her, Cadence. You will have your daughter - and I will have my friend - back in no time. *She looked across the room. T'than was already sitting; J'thir watching vigilantly and clearly ready to help his father at the least sign of weakness. The sight was cut off by the passing of Jor'rel's fluttering robes. The healer was heading back to his other patient.*

 

Jor: Why is Zo'or still awake? *he demanded. The young technician shrunk back, pointing to where Zo'rak knelt by the Taelon.* Zo'rak, *he prodded, gently,* Zo'or needs rest now...

 

Zo: *He had nearly lost his father. And if once Zo'rak had doubted if he even cared - now he was certain of the answer: It was a definite yes. He had stood staring, desperately looking for signs of life in Zo'or's features. It looked like all life had left him the moment T'lana had fallen asleep. Jor'rel nearly alarmed him, though he approached them carefully.* I know... 

Z: Zo'rak, *he said, a whisper all that he could manage*

 

Zo: *His sight was blurring somewhat.* I am here father. *he answered, taking Zo'or's hand from the cold floor it lay on.*

Z: Thank you... for standing with me.

 

Zo: *He nodded solemnly. That day he had gained a great deal of respect for his biological father.* You would have done the same for me. *his answer was simple, and Zo'rak knew it to be true.*

Z: Yes... *Jor'rel was there and he felt the needle enter his main pathway but it did not distress him. He had a son; a son who did not hate him. And he had a mate, and a new child on the way...

Zo'or slept, once again in a stasis chamber.*

~*~

 

Na: *The two pods were already being taken away. After laying his father in his stasis bed, Zo'rak was following the floating device.*

 

Zo: I am going with them, to help in any way I can.

 

Na: Okay, then I'll go tell Mom. I think she needs to know what happened. *Cadence looked to be in shock. She was staring at the pods. Narya knew her mom could help.*

 

Zo: I'm sure she knows already. *She would have felt it, to some degree. Her bond with Zo'or had been strong enough to conceive a child, and it could not be summarily broken, though it had been quite diminished with time.*

 

Na: *Her brother bid her a quick farewell and walked after the pods.* You should go home now, Cadence and get some rest. *She started walking in T'than's direction. The audience in the room had greatly diminished since the duel had ended. At last she was standing close to J'thir.* 

 

GT: *He was standing already, but keeping his eyes closed. They opened, blue on blue, as he felt Cadence come near. The young woman standing next to her was not the one he had expected. But of course... it couldn't be T'lana. He had seen her be taken away in the floating coccons.*

J: Narya, *he nodded.* I thought that you were going to the medbay with Zo'rak.

 

Na: *She was aware of the Taelon's scrutiny, but decided to pretend that she wasn't.* I am here to help, J'thir. *At last. She had wanted to stand by his side throughout the entire fight. He had shown such courage that day - the courage to speak up, and stop his father. None of it would have been possible if it weren't for him.*

J: *Taking her hand, he pulled her so they were both standing behind where T'than sat. Cadence was on her knees in front of him and his attention was on her so he took the chance to whisper into Narya's dark hair.* You already have helped...  *He stepped away from her, standing almost at attention when Sc'orr came their way. He had just parted from the rest of the council.*

 

Na: *They were playing a dangerous game, sneaking behind their parents' backs. Seeing her father approach made her freeze and also take a step away from J'thir. It looked like the two of them had rehearsed it.*

Sc: T'than, *he greeted sternly. The other Taelon rose to his feet with only minor difficulty.* You are looking more recovered. Are you well enough to receive my report?

 

GT: *He would not like it, T'than knew it. He helped Cadence stand with him - he would not have her kneel before Sc'orr or any Taelon.* My condition has never been so severe that my hearing was affected. *He was not feeling like being polite at all.*

Sc: *He nodded once* The council had an emergency session, which I have just returned from. In brief, your recent actions nearly had the consequence of sending the Taelons into civil war. The Military Assembly is in complete agreement with your challenge, but the other two assemblies have divided on it. However, the challenger was also the one to end it and thus we have peace; albeit an uneasy one for the moment. 

 

GT: *He smirked* For the moment? *His eyes glittered.* This duel was meant to end civil war, not start it Sc'orr. I should think you above all Taelons would see the threat that is Zo'or. *Though T'than had stepped back, things had not changed so much in his mind. He still had to speak to Jor'rel, and to his own daughter.*

Sc: The council does not see it that way. We took a vote, and the majority have spoken: the Fuuv'la'asha device is to be destroyed. After that is done you will then put into law a prohibition on any form of dueling where death is the sole and final outcome.

 

GT: That is out of the question! *Sc'orr was a soft one at heart. He could never truly understand how paramount it was to have the Fuuv'la'asha game operational. It was not so much that it would be used; but that it could be. Stories of that day would spread - time would do its work and inflate the actual events. And fear was a powerful tool of control.* The Fuuv'la'asha is not only a legacy from our history, it is still a fair way to end a conflict. *It was much better than a stab in the back.* Destroying it is not the solution.

Sc: The council cannot directly force you to take action but I should warn you that if you refuse... your tenure as leader of this colony could be in jeopardy. *He stepped closer, lowering his voice conspiratorially.* T'than, I urge you, as your advisor... as your friend, to not dispute this decision. You followed your arrogance today and it did not lead you to victory. Do not make the same mistake again.

 

GT: *He had to voice his exasperation. They had never lost faith in his capacities, nor had they intervened to such degree until that day.* Sha'bra! *If they took away the right for a fair fight, they would have murder cases on their hands! At last, he waved his hand* Very well, but mark my words, the council might come to regret this decision! *He glanced at the device, and at how after Sc'orr's nod, a group of volunteers took it from the dais and carried it away.*

Sc: Perhaps, and in the future we may yet need to make changes. For now though, they are willing to have faith in the integrity of the Taelon race.

J: *The tension that had encircled his body as he listened to the conversation ebbed away at last. T'than had acknowledged Sc'orr, and he was relieved about that. He squeezed Narya's hand and whispered.* Why don't we... take a walk?

 

Na: *Her father was looking in the same direction as T'than - at the game that was becoming smaller and smaller as it was taken away. She bit her lip and nervously looked at J'thir.* Lets go...

Sc: Narya! *he snapped when he saw them turn away.* This is not a day for play. We are going to the infirmary to get your brother, and then we are going home. 

 

Na: *She froze in place and sunk her head in her shoulders. The fear that her father might keep them apart rose within her. He might not want her to associate with T'than's son after what had happened that day. Not that they usually judged people like that... She bit her lip and turned, acting more guilty than she wanted to.*

 

Sc: J'thir, you need to remain with your family this evening.

J: Yes sir...

Sc: Narya, *he put out his hand*... come along now. 

 

N: *She looked up into J'thir's eyes and whispered* Sorry... I need to go. *But she did not want to let go, at all.*

J: *Before she could go he grabbed her arm and spoke into her ear.* If things are more calm tomorrow night and they let you go out, meet me in the garden...

 

Na: *She offered him a tiny, very secret smile. Her fingers brushed against the back of his hand and then she glided away, standing by Sc'orr's side.*

 

GT: *At long last, they were all gone, and there was only T'than and his family. Though, it was incomplete - he had expected to take T'lana home with him that day. It had not been a glorious day at all. Underneath all his anger at the outcome, there was worry and hurt. But those feelings, T'than never showed.* You are fortunate that I am so weary today, J'thir. But tomorrow, we will have a long talk. *The boy seemed to crumble underneath the intensity of his look. T'than was not even thinking of the boy's attempt to sneak out with Sc'orr's daughter - it was his attitude during the fight that worried him.

 

And if the whole situation had taught him anything, it was that it was wise to listen to one's child when they showed a side of themselves that had never been seen before. J'thir had never once challenged him; which meant, he had been hiding his true opinions.*

C - *T'than was tense... and irritated, but she did not argue when he took her by the arm a bit too tightly. His power had been threatened more than once that day; she had no plans to threaten it further. J'thir must have felt the same, for he was quiet, nodding to what T'than said to him.*

 

GT: Let us return home. The colony can run itself for a few hours. *He was tired - mentally and physically, and already beginning to feel the effects of deprivation: he had not been anywhere near Cadence over the last few days. There were moments when T'than had thought that the weight of his loneliness would crush him. But she was there at last. And he was going home with his family - a luxury Zo'or had not had.

 

They left an empty room behind. The lights dimmed as they crossed the threshold and the door closed, sealing away forever that room which had seen so many deaths before.*
Book Three
Part Four

Narya Faces T’than

*Narya had been mulling on the issue for days now - whether or not to reveal the secret of her growing relationship with J'thir. Things on the ship had returned to normality. The news of what happened had never been leaked to the press. The only mention of the Fuuv'la'asha duel was that the device had been destroyed. There was nothing about the true reason why it had happened - only that the leadership of the ship had decided that such dreadful and deadly devices were a part of the past and were no longer necessary in that era of complete prosperity.

 

In other words: the image being portrayed was that everything was perfectly all right. Only a few knew otherwise; and those few were vowed to silence.

 

T'lana was still in stasis; obviously, so was her mate. But apparently things had gone back to normal in J'thir's house. She had met him in the gardens as they had agreed; and after his shift and her classes they found time to sneak out and be together for a little bit. But the situation was beginning to bother her.

 

She had had a conversation with her mother about a choice of mate. Naor'rin had been very understanding, as usual, and said she was free to choose anyone. However, with all the warnings she also gave her, Narya was already beginning to suspect that Naor'rin's sense of anyone did not include T'than's child, or anyone who adhered too strongly to Doctrine.

 

Narya could understand why - after all, her mother had fought all her life for her independence and freedom. And she and Sc'orr had an equal to equal relationship.

 

It had lifted a few doubts in the young hybrid's heart... but a moment with J'thir, or the mere thought of his kisses was enough to wash all doubts away. Narya had liked other boys before... but what she felt now was different. She was beginning to believe that it was love; and that it was mutual.

 

She let herself fall heavily on her bed with a long sigh. Turning to the side she looked at the empty white pillow and imagined what it would be like to have him there, lying next to her... kissing her... caressing her... 

 

The thought always made the butterflies in her stomach go crazy... and it was not the only part of her body that awakened. 

 

Her eyes turned to the small clock on her bedside table. It had never had much use, until now. It was set to warn her of when it was time to go to the gardens. Not that she needed the alarm...

 

But today, there were still several hours of waiting to go through... before they sneaked out behind everyone's back again and met in the garden. And last time, it had become so intense! They had ended lying on the grass, kissing and caressing each other in ways that were past innocent love. And breaking apart had been nearly physically painful...

 

What if they ended up like T'lana and Zo'or? Mating in secret and then suffering what they had because their parents wouldn't agree to them being together?

 

The thought came back again - it had to stop! She wanted the freedom to walk around in the corridors with him by her side; hand in hand if they wanted; without having to worry if they would be seen. And she wanted to lay next to him, and caress and kiss and not have to stop!

 

In an impulse, Narya got out of bed. She nearly knocked her brother over in the hallway.*

 

Zo: Hey, where are you going in such a hurry? *He smiled and barred her path, moving from one foot to the other just as she did to try and pass him.* J'thir's shift doesn't end for a few hours...

 

Na: Oh Zo'rak, spare me your sarcasm. I'm not going to meet J'thir.

 

Zo: Sure you're not... 

 

Na: *She pouted at him, but then turned serious.* I'm not. Now please, let me pass! # before I lose my courage #
 

Zo: *He let her go. He liked the idea of J'thir and his sister. The thought was actually funny, since they had never even liked each other. It was not so entertaining though to think what T'than might say about it. Or Naor'rin.*

 

Na: *Narya walked the usual corridors, but made a different turn just a hallway from the garden. She headed straight to T'than's offices. J'thir told her he would not be working with his father today, so the Taelon should be free.

 

She was not wrong. Tentatively, she made her way into the outer offices. A guard barred her path. Narya kept her cool.* Please inform T'than that Sc'orr's child is here to see him. *It was dubious enough; if T'than thought it was Zo'rak, maybe he would be more willing to let her in. She wasn't wrong. It took a few minutes, but at last, the guard signaled her forward.*

 

GT: *He had to arch a brow at the sight. Though the introduction had been a little unorthodox, he had taken it for the guard's foolishness to neglect to mention which of Sc'orr's children had come.* 

 

Na: *She tried to remember her mother's and Varria's lesson about standing confident and proud. If she showed signs of weakness around T'than, he would immediately disregard her. She watched the surprise in his eyes turn to near scorn when she approached.* I wish to speak to you.

 

GT: You, and a lot of other people. My time is not to be wasted, Narya. 

 

Na: I assure you, you will want to hear what I have to say.

 

GT: *Ah, the arrogance. So like Naor'rin. He tapped his fingers lightly on the armrests. This could be entertaining.* Will I?

 

Na: Yes. It pertains to J'thir.

 

GT: *He smirked, but a dark shadow crept over his eyes.* And I half-expected you to come to me to repent for having hidden T'lana for several days, even though my orders were that no one aid her.

 

Na: *Her heart beat a little faster, but she took a deep breath and lifted her chin.* Loyalty towards those you love warrants no punishment.

 

GT: Yes, but disobeying your leader, does. *She was becoming increasingly agitated but hiding it well. The girl was more resilient than he gave her credit for.* 

 

Na: *She lowered her eyes.* I know. Secrets can end in disaster if kept for too long. And that is why I had to come.

 

GT: *Now he was unsure whether he wanted to hear more. Because the issue was J'thir.* Indeed... 

 

Na: *She bit her lip. He was crushing her under his stare.* I want to do things right. He would never tell you because he is afraid, but I don't want to take this to a point of no return.

 

GT: Take what? *The entertainment was over.*

 

Na: Love. *There, it was said. She had just admitted it in front of T'than. Actually, he was the first person to whom she admitted it.* I love J'thir, and that is why I am here. I know you don't like my mother, or my family because of our Jaridian blood. But J'thir doesn't care. He does value your opinion and your respect above all things. I don't want him to have to choose at all...

 

GT: Enough! *He rose from the chair.* Insolent child. What makes you think that the fact that my son has been having fun with you is any indication that he means to stay with you? He is the future leader of this colony. J'thir can choose any mate he wants within the war caste. Good mates - subservient and loyal to Doctrine, as any woman should be.

 

Na: *She hated that she blushed at that comment. No, he couldn't possibly be using her. And she was quite proud of being different from those drone-like girls.* What if what you want is not what he wants? *She toned down, realizing that his eyes had narrowed dangerously.* I think he does like me. And I am fully aware of his destiny. That is why I am here - I do not want to stand in his way. He lives and breathes to be the perfect son to you, and that is why he has kept it a secret, because he is afraid to disappoint you. But we have been meeting... *She had risked a lot going there to speak with him. If T'than tightened the circle around J'thir and had him surveilled, they might never have another chance to meet.* 

 

GT: *So it appeared that his own children were afraid of him; and that fear made them keep their lives a secret from him. He sat back down, slowly, his eyes never leaving the girl. He could not accuse J'thir of lack of taste - despite her Jaridian blood, Narya was very pretty, and he knew she always scored well in her classes. The problem was her spirit - she had been raised to believe all the wrong things that might bring them misfortune in the future. Not that different ideas had ever been an unbearable problem between he and Cadence...* I am aware of his infatuation. *He had just not expected the target of it to be Narya.* You were brave to come. How do you know I will not prohibit him from seeing you ever again?

 

Na: I know you will not. My parents always tell me their greatest joy is to see their children happy. I do not think it is different with any parent. *She bit her lip.* I had to hope they were right.

 

GT: *He let silence reign for a little while. Those words were quite a hard truth to swallow. But parents had different views of what their children's happiness could be. T'than had made a wrong assumption once, and it had nearly cost him T'lana's life. He knew J'thir would stick with him if he ordered him to; and in time he might come to forget that little fling. But, he just might not; and it just might be that that little fling was something more. He was positively surprised at the girl's guts.* And just what are you willing to do to make my son happy, Narya? What do you think you can give him that makes you irreplaceable?

 

Na: Loyalty. You already know what I am willing to do for those I love. *The answer was anything. After all, she had risked her life to help T'lana. And T'than had told her that he knew it.*

 

GT: And if ever that love fails you; and one day in the future you discover you made the wrong choice, what then? *She was not like the other girls; they would stay because their teachings would compel them to stand by their mates, no matter what. In sum, they had been brought up to believe that their mates made the right choices for them and they would love them always.*

 

Na: *It was a trick question.* I cannot see into the future. But I have to hope that the choices we make and the actions we take today are the pillars of our relationship. I did not want it to start with a lie... hence my coming here.

 

GT: *It was almost tempting to look past the Jaridian issue.* You and J'thir are from two completely different worlds, Narya. Young love is often blind to that.

 

Na: My parents are from two very different worlds too. So are J'thir's... You are not less happy because of that.

 

GT: *His look was one of warning. She was stepping into dangerous ground - he had not given her the liberty.* What has your mother to say of the issue?

 

Na: *She shook her head.* You are the first to know.

 

GT: *Clever girl. Volatile as she was due to her blood; she had a good head on her shoulders. Sc'orr's influence was strong after all.* What if I were to reveal to you that you and J'thir are not compatible? Would you doom him to a childless life, for the sake of that love?

 

Na: *She spoke passionately.* We are compatible! Our differences make us whole; they make us one. We complete each other, and I am sure that completion will result in many children! *She had not given it thought; she was still so young. Yet upon hearing the words in her own voice, spoken out loud, she knew them to be truthful.* Please... will you let us be happy? Will you give J'thir your blessing? It means the world to him...

 

GT: *He could say no. But... he was tempted to listen to his son before deciding.* I will... consider it. In the meantime... you are to stay away from him. I will be watching him henceforth. If I receive news that you meet against my wishes, I will put an end to it! Understood?

 

Na: *She nodded, swallowing to un-knot her throat.* I... understand. *She was on the verge of tears, but she wouldn't let him see it.*

 

GT: You received your answer. Now leave! *She took a little longer to obey than he considered efficient... and she had the nerve to halt her steps by the door and face him again!*

 

Na: I understand, but I will not stop fighting for him. *She nodded at him, then finally turned on her feet and exited the room. It was much easier to breathe outside, without T'than's stare crushing her underneath its psychological weight. But Narya did have a new reason to dread. What if he said no? What would she do then? 

 

One fight at a time. One victory at a time... or so she hoped.*
Book Three
Part Five

Letting Go

 [ Takes place six weeks after the Fuuv'la'asha duel ]
*Cadence sat alone in the room where T'lana's stasis chamber was. She and Zo'or were finally well enough to be awakened, though Jor'rel had agreed to bring her daughter out first, so the family could talk - without Zo'or. She watched the monitor on the transparent cylinder. The numbers that displayed T'lana's temperature moved at a snail's pace - going up. 

Over the past month-and-a-half there had been peace in her family. She and T'than were no longer arguing, and he was once again sleeping in their chambers; though he had not tried to be intimate with her. Neither of them had been able to get T'lana out of their thoughts. They would not be able to put down their worry until she was awake again.

Cadence had another worry of her own lurking in the back of her mind: Would T'than be able to forgive T'lana for what she had done? She had broached the subject carefully several times. T'than seemed calmer. She just hoped it would last. It struck her as a bit of irony that everyone, including T'than had been telling her how she would have to let her daughter go. Even though she had not liked Zo'or, she had no problem if he was the one T'lana chose. There had been a time when she was a new volunteer on the ship when she had been very much in awe of him. So, she had indeed let T'lana go. But, despite everything he said to the contrary, T'than had not; and she knew he needed to do that. He would not have peace until he did.

As if her thoughts had materialized him, T'than opened the door and entered. He had been checking in with his officers on the bridge. Cadence rose and went to him, laying her head against his chest when she embraced him.* Is all well up there? *grin*

 

GT: As well as could be expected. *He did not mirror her smile. Except having her back, there was little that T'than had to celebrate. He looked down over her shoulder, placing a little kiss atop of her head and gently pulling her away to look into her eyes. She was genuinely happy, but apprehensive too.*

C - Good. I'm glad you are back. *They moved to peer into the foggy glass that encased their child. She glanced at the readout again and grimaced.* It's taking so long! *she griped.*

 

GT: The awakening must be progressive, otherwise, it could be a shock to her system. *And the child's. Her position, with both hands lying on her belly, did not hide much. The child had grown - there was already a little bump in her otherwise flat stomach. T'than had checked on her daily, sometimes in secret, and had wished many times that she would wake up and be his little girl again. T'than's strain was visible in the way the little wrinkles formed around his eyes and lips.*

C - *She looked from the glass to his face.* T'than, are you sure you want to be here? I can handle it alone... if you wish. 

 

GT: No. *He had sent her there. He too would be the one to be there for her awakening.* I will not ignore this moment. T'lana and I have much to speak of.

C - *She took his hand and squeezed it, keeping her voice assuring - not accusatory.* We have to be careful with her - she is still recovering and... we have to be careful not to upset her.

 

GT: *He grimaced. Of course he knew that! But then... he had nearly killed her.* I cannot assure you how she will react to the awakening, or to my being here... or even to what I have to say. I can tell you though... it needs to be said. *He touched his palm to the glass surface. It was warming up already.* We need to reach some sort of... understanding.

C - She asked for you, you know - at the duel. *She was looking down, at her sleeping daughter, but then she turned to him, embracing him tightly, speaking against his body.* She loves you so much. She is still your little girl T'than... and she desperately wants your love... and I know... that you never stopped loving her. Please T'than... please do not reject her...

 

GT: *He stood still, as if lacking an answer to Cadence's plea. Then slowly his hand came to rest against the small of her back, as if accepting her embrace.* I cannot forget what she did, Cadence. Or the choices that she made. She rejected me before I did the same to her. I believe though, that none of us has had the opportunity to put our choices into context. 

C - Just...listen to her...

 

GT: I will hear what she has to say. Though... I worry for her future and that of her child. *Zo'or was the wrong choice - he was the worst choice! He had loved Naor'rin once - only a fool in love would have risked so much as Zo'or had, mating with a Jaridian when the war was still alive. And in the end, he had nearly destroyed her - not content on simply killing her, he had driven her insane!* You know Zo'or's nature. You have witnessed the wrong he can do - and you do not need to go far to find a victim of his hatred. 

C - I know! *she said irritably.* Need I remind you, that the very same thing could be said of you?

 

GT: *He grimaced. It was partially true - he and Cadence had evolved from a relationship based on her oppression. But it was only because she had lacked T'lana's training.* That is not the point. I would not be able to forgive myself if she became miserable by his side, knowing I had failed to protect her from it. Zo'or and I will never come to full terms with each other, and he will never accept my interference or even my presence. *T'lana had inevitably been caught in the middle of that fight*. And I will lose her, little by little. That, I cannot bear.

C - *She stepped back from him and folded her arms.* You will lose her for sure if you continue this... this tirade! Will you be able to forgive yourself if she is miserable by his side because of you? Damn it! Why must you be so stubborn?!

Jor: Is there a problem? *Jor'rel asked. They had been too busy arguing to notice his quiet entrance.* 

 

GT: None that concerns you. *He moved away from Cadence, not sure he wanted her feelings to transpire into him. He did not like it when they fought over serious issues - issues that they could not solve in their usual way...*

Jor: I need not remind you that T'lana needs peace - not tumult. T'than, *he said sternly.* In this infirmary I am the leader. If the sole purpose of your presence is to vent your frustration at your daughter then you may as well depart, for I will not allow it. I will not awaken her only to have to return her to stasis because you interfered with her recovery and the health of her unborn.

 

GT: You need not be concerned, Jor'rel. *T'than was looking at the healer in the same stern manner that Jor'rel regarded him.* In any case, what transpires in this room is the sole concern of my family. Before becoming your patient, T'lana was... and is, my child. *He clasped his hands behind his back.* Her health is in my best interest as well...

C - Where is Jenny? *Cadence asked, diverting Jor'rel's attention from T'than.* I thought that she would be here. She is not unwell, is she?

Jor: She is fine. Her pregnancy is not far enough progressed to keep her from her duties. I am certain that T'than is familiar with To'len, from the Political Assembly? He and his mate Lisa are having their baby today. It is the first time that Jenny will be present at a birth as the lead healer.

C - Oh that's nice! She must be so proud! *She saw T'than grimace. All births were needed, and procreation was the one rule that was mandatory across the castes, but this child was not of his caste, and thus would not be raised under his doctrine.*

GT: Is there any impending birth in my caste, Jor'rel? *He was usually very thorough, knowing the information by heart. He made it his business to send the parents a greeting... and a reminder that they should not be contented with only one child, on the day of each birth. He had somewhat neglected that lately - he realized it pained to know of new life, when he was denied the same happiness of late, and in fact, had nearly seen one of his children die.* 

C - *Of course - she had a feeling that he would ask about his own caste.*

Jor: *He was making adjustments to the stasis chamber - calibrating it into perfect balance for T'lana's awakening.* A'dar is already on alert to be ready; he and Jocelyn will have their child within the week. Like T'lana, their daughter will now have a brother.

 

GT: *He nodded. Another son to the military cast. Not many male children had born since the split up. They were a rarity, since it required transformation to occur in the Taelon, and that took much longer than that of the human in the couple.* That is excellent. Do inform me when the boy is born.

Jor: It will be done... *A few minutes passed and a green light began to flash, accompanied by a persistent chime.* Her temperature is near normal and she can be removed from the chamber. *There was a hiss of expelled air and then the top of the chamber swung upward. Jor'rel blotted at her damp, cold skin with a towel and then lay a sheet over her.* T'lana? *he called softly.* T'lana? *Her head lolled and she moaned. He went to lift her but was pushed aside.* There is no need to push me T'than. You may lift her if you wish.

 

GT: *He threw the healer a quick sideways glance. As if he required permission! But T'lana moved again, and his attention quickly shifted to his daughter. She looked so fragile. Gently, he slid a hand underneath her shoulders, and another underneath her knees and lifted her as though she weighed no more than a feather. And she was so cold! Her head lolled, as if he held a lifeless body, until it was resting against his chest.*

Jor: *T'than was holding her in his arms. Jor'rel had no doubt that the General was wishing for her to be little again; perhaps he saw her that way still. Cadence was there, running her fingers through the girl's clumped, blonde hair.* T'than...

 

GT: *How could he damn her to a future spent in Zo'or's claws! His little girl, whom he had fought so hard for. His perfect child.*

Jor: *He was certain that he saw love in the other Taelon's eyes. A parent could never deny it.* T'than? *he said again, finally getting his attention.* She needs to be in bed beneath the covers until she warms completely. *He pointed to the other side of the room.* I have already set up a heat perimeter around it. Please proceed.

 

GT: *Saying naught a word, T'than paced the room to the other end. Cadence was by him and T'lana the whole time, her eyes never leaving their child. He set her down, as though the Taelon feared she would break when she left the safety of his arms.*

Tl: *T'lana rose slowly through the layers of her awareness. She was cold - desperately cold! She felt like she was floating, the drugs still flowing in her system keeping her relaxed, and believing that floating was the most logical thing in the world that she should be doing. When she opened her sticky eyes she was greeted with a bluish, pinkish, whitish blur. There were voices somewhere in that blur but they sounded muffled. Then, Daddy's face was there - fuzzy around the edges, but it was he. This must be what it had been like when she was born - feeling cold, being held, with faces all around. But the one face she saw now was Daddy's face, and she was safe. But then he was letting her go! No, she thought, but what came out of her mouth was not as articulate as how it sounded in her mind. To be sure it was a distressed sound, and she reached for him, pulling him back to her.*

 

GT: *She clung to him at the very last moment. She needed to lie down, however hard it was to deny that embrace and the distress he could clearly feel. Their bond was back.* Hush, lay down. I am not leaving. *He wondered if it made any sense to her. T'than reached for her hands and pulled them apart from where they held on, behind his neck. He heard her moan and simply quieted her, the way he had done so many times when she was a baby: touching a hand to her temple and another to her chest, and letting her feel his energy and the soothing sound of quietness in her mind.

 

He stood like that for a few minutes, until her breathing had returned to normal and her heartbeat was cadenced. Coming out of stasis was a fragile moment. It took the mind a while to understand what was real and what was in one's dreams. It helped to receive some guidance. He was very concentrated but did not miss when her eyes regained their full focus and found his. It was time to let go, and he did, both hands sliding away at the same time.*

Tl: *Slowly but steadily the world came into focus. T'than pulled away but remained by her side, Mommy by his side. Mommy looked like she might cry. She jumped when a hand touched her from the other side of the bed; she had not even noticed Jor'rel standing there. She squinted because his scanner had a bright light on it that he insisted on shining into her eyes.* That hurts...

C - Jor'rel, can't it wait?

Jor: I am almost done... for the moment. T'lana, how do you feel?

Tl: C... cold. Weak...

Jor: That is normal and will pass in a few hours, *he assured her with a soft smile.*

Tl: Can I sit up?

Jor: Yes, as long as you keep the covers up around you. *He helped her up while Cadence propped pillows behind her. But suddenly the girl looked down, fright replacing her former calm.*

Tl: *Something was different! Her body felt different! She pushed back the covers as though they were attacking creatures, staring at her midsection, reaching to touch it and then pulling back in terror.* What... what is this!

C - It's okay, *she soothed, sitting down on the bed and stroking T'lana's face. She looked repulsed!* T'lana honey, what's wrong?

Tl: What happened to me? Tell me what happened!

C - Darling, *she said, taking her pale face into her hands.* That is your baby. Don't you remember? 

Tl: *Baby... Yes, she did recall; dim memories of pain accompanying what should have been wonderful news; but her father and Zo'or were trying to kill each other.*

C - You have been asleep for six weeks. Why, you are halfway along now, *she smiled, giving her cheek a kiss.* 

Tl: *She was still silent. She had completely forgotten about her mate until this moment.* Zo'or... Where is Zo'or? *Her tone registered growing stress.*

C - *Her eyes flicked to T'than worriedly. That was a name he hated to hear.*

Jor: He is well T'lana, but still in stasis. Your parents wanted to talk with you first. *He took one of her hands into both of his.* You need to rest. Tomorrow when you wake up he will be awake and recovered from stasis too. *A look from the General; a silent order for him to retreat.* I am going to step out now. If you need me, for anything just use the call button, all right? *she nodded and T'than glared. He just nodded and left.* 

 

GT: *It was a good thing that Jor'rel had had the decency to leave. That was a family issue - and he wanted no one around to interfere. That is why his orders dictated that Zo'or stayed longer in stasis.*

Tl: *She was resting her forehead against one of her hands. She looked miserable.* I have missed so much! I don't even know what I am going to have!

C - You will gain a connection with your baby once you are stronger. *Cadence felt her sorrow though: she too had missed the first half of T'lana's gestation due to her mistreatment and near starvation at N'shir's hands.* Sweetheart... we know what your baby is... if you want to know. Jor'rel thought that perhaps you wanted to wait and establish a connection to the child on your own.

Tl: No, I want to know, please? *Her mother looked at her father, allowing him to give the news.*

GT: *It truly made a difference. A girl wouldn't give him as much to worry about as a boy. If and when they had a son, and the boy was anything like his father and grandfather - he would have a big problem on his hands: a very strong individual. He did not share Cadence's happiness. Though the thought of being a grandfather had warmed his heart, he just couldn't look past the parentage of the child.* The child growing in your womb is female. 

 

Tl: Oh! *she breathed* ...a little girl! I can't wait to tell Zo'or. *she smiled, caressing her small swell. But then she looked up at her father.* Daddy... thank you... for stopping the challenge. *She looked so shy - uncertain of how he would react; desperately wanting his approval... and love.* I could not stand the thought of either of you dying! This baby... will be so lucky to have a father who loves her. I hope also... that she will have... a grandfather to look up to as well... *Her questioning turquoise eyes bravely found his, waiting for an answer.*

 

GT: You already know what I feel about your choice of a mate. *He was standing behind Cadence, one hand resting on her shoulder.* It worries me that Zo'or is taking you away. *He would, once awakened, because he would consider T'than a threat. And hence, he would take his grandchild as well.* But there is no turning back now. This child is innocent, and you need not worry about any rejection on my part. *What she needed to worry about, was opposition from Zo'or. If he acted anything like T'than had when it came to Cadence and her father, he wouldn't see much of T'lana or her daughter.* I will be glad to see her grow, and you can expect her to receive the same care owed to any member of our family. My concern though, is that Zo'or might not allow it. *

Tl: He would never do that, *she said, shaking her head.* He knows that I need my family; my entire family.

GT: I believe that might be true, if I were not your father. *he smirked. Though his hatred for Zo'or had in the end been smaller than T'than's love for T'lana, the contrary remained to be proved.* Zo'or and I are enemies, not family. That will not change. In fact, it might intensify. I have known Zo'or since the day of his birth. One would think my judgment of him is reliable.

Tl: People can change! You did! Daddy, I know the story of you and Mommy. Did you not choose a mate that the other Taelons disapproved of? Many of them thought that you would regret it and you haven't... right? I made a choice too! I know that you don't think women should, but you raised me well, and with good judgment.

 

GT: *He knew she made sense: it was true. The analogy between his story and Cadence's, and now T'lana and Zo'or's was perfect. If not for the fact that T'than had not exactly chosen his worst enemy's daughter to become his mate.* What you did, proved me right. You should have spoken to me, T'lana, before your choice was definite. The fact that you did not, proves that you were aware that is was wrong. Still, you went forth with it. *He could barely keep his anger out of his tone of voice.* You disobeyed Doctrine, and you stubbornly continue to do so. I cannot look at it as a display of good judgment.

Tl: I did not tell you because I knew exactly what you would say! I do believe in Doctrine and in everything you taught me! I have not rejected it, or you! I am following it now - I am having a baby!

 

GT: *Twisted and ironic as it may be, it was the truth.* You may believe it... but does Zo'or? Do you know what he wants out of this relationship? Out of your child?

Tl: I do not know how Zo'or will wish to raise her. It is not as though we had a chance to discuss it. But if you have any faith that you raised me well, then I think the question of how we will raise our daughter will be moot. We want to do right by her - that is all that I can promise. Oh, well, there is one other thing...

 

GT: *That was a satisfying answer. Though the entirety of his plans for T'lana had not come to pass, at least... she carried the right ideals within her.* What is that?

Tl: I will not allow Zo'or to take her... or me... from your life. *A blatant affront to Doctrine, but she didn't care. In this case, she would not be silent.* 

 

GT: *He smirked. Gullible child. Even if Zo'or did not follow Doctrine... at least he would abide by that one rule: of severing T'lana's bonds with her parents.* Do not deposit much hope it that. *He turned his back on them, trying to gather himself before he said something he would regret.*

C - *T'lana looked troubled again.* Baby what's wrong?

Tl: *She looked up, into her mother's eyes.* I've been making all these promises to Daddy. I think he thinks it is not enough. I guess I am just wondering if anything I've said even matters because... 

C - Because what? *she asked gently. Their daughter was looking down at the blankets. They were being wetted with little dark spots; her tears.* Tell him.

Tl: He doesn't love me anymore. I thought parents were supposed to love their children no matter what. *She looked up at her father, her face and lips wet.* I miss you Daddy. I miss your arms... and hearing that you love me...

 

GT: *He was looking at her over the side of his shoulder. Did she not see what was blatant? If he did not care, he would not be furious! Nor would he be there, willing to listen. He would not have lost control at the party, or suffered in self-inflicted loneliness for the wrong he had done her. He would have simply... moved on, as if only a breeze had swayed him from his path, and not a hurricane that had turned his life upside down. And letting go... would not be so painful.

 

He gave no sign that he would answer her; instead, stood in complete quietness, leaving the tension hanging in the air closely above them all.* No wrong you could do could keep me from loving you T'lana. *he said at last, turning to face her completely.* You are my child. My firstborn. I wanted a perfect life for you. I did not think you would choose a different path than the one I carefully laid out for you. It felt like more of a betrayal that you did not speak your heart to me regarding your choice of a mate.

C - She tried T'than, but you were not interested in listening. Your daughter is just like you: she could never be satisfied with having her history written for her. Like you, she wanted to be the author of her destiny. *Dammit why couldn't he just go to T'lana and hug her? That simple action would solve everything - not this debate!*

 

GT: *He looked down at Cadence, and deeply into her eyes. She was right - T'lana was too much like them. And it seemed he had overlooked her mother's genes: danger was appealing to Cadence. It had drawn them together - and that excitement she derived from fear had played a part in T'lana's actions.* I never once ignored her. All that she revealed was her fear over bonding with N'shen. There was never any mention of another. *If he had known sooner... maybe he would have been able to stop that chain of events that had started at T'lana's birthday. At least, the matter would be in the family, not public.* She lied to us. If she had wanted to speak, I have no doubts that she would have confided in you. *They had never truly argued about the issue. Whenever Cadence had begun that conversation he had seen to it that it was kept short.*

Jor: *Jor'rel looked pleased upon entering the room. At least they had not been shouting at each other. They did not look angry, but they did not look completely happy either. T'lana was looking down, Cadence was sullen, her arms folded in front of her and T'than just looked intractable.* She needs rest now. You may return tomorrow morning.

 

GT: *He shook his head, turning it to Jor'rel as if just noticing he was there.* There is no need, because she is sleeping at home tonight. *It was where she belonged.*

Jor: In support of family harmony, I suppose it would not do her harm to return home with you... if that is what T'lana wants, that is.

Tl: *She shook her head* No. I want to be here when Zo'or wakes up.

 

GT: I was not making a suggestion, T'lana. Zo'or is a grown Taelon. # He was brave enough to seduce you...# He should be brave enough to wake up alone. Tonight you sleep in your room.

Tl: I said no. All you are going to do is try and convince me that I made a bad choice. I am being a good mate - as you taught me to be - and remaining here so I can be here for Zo'or when he wakes up. *It was clear that her father only liked Doctrine when it was working in his favor.*

 

GT: *The affront! First, she showed repent. Then suddenly, she defied him again? Her respect for him should be paramount - he was her father and, if need be, her leader. Like at the duel, her decision was final: she would stand with Zo'or.* This is your final decision?

 

Tl: I love you, Daddy, but, staying here, it is the right choice. *She wanted to reach out to him; to even just squeeze his hand but she was feeling a little resentful herself. He had not tried to comfort her at all.*

 

GT: Very well. Stay if you wish. You are a mother to be, and no longer a #my# little girl. *He did not know if he would return in the morning, like Jor'rel had suggested. By then, Zo'or would be awake, and T'than doubted that he had the stomach to watch the reunion of the two.*

Jor: Come - she has made her decision, and now I want her to sleep.

C - *She went and hugged T'lana.* Sleep well. We'll be back tomorrow. We love you. *T'lana's eyes moved to the side - to her father, waiting for his affirmation of that.*

 

GT: *T'than did not say a thing. He loved her too much to be indifferent. But he was also too proud to show it.* Cadence... *he called, placing a hand on her shoulder and signaling her to come. He was already walking to the door when Cadence bid her last farewell.*

C - *Another comforting kiss and a squeeze.* I don't want you to worry about anything. Just sleep now. *She pulled the covers higher, tucking her in snugly, and then she turned, nodding to Jor'rel before passing him by. Once she and T'than were alone in the halls she stopped.*  You are so stubborn! Every denial pushes her further into Zo'or's arms!

 

GT: If I cannot break their bond anymore, at least I will have her warned about the dangers in her decision of mating with Zo'or. *He was keeping his cool. For the both of them. Cadence was visibly stressed - he knew that expression; knew that fire in her eyes. But it was lacking the usual taint of red that came with desire. This was downright fury.*

C - I KNOW WHAT HE IS CAPABLE OF! Believe me that I intend to be watchful for the foreseeable future which is all you should have done. We could have been discreet so Zo'or wouldn't suspect anything, IF he was doing anything but noooo! *She was livid, so much so she lunged forward and pushed him up against the wall.* You have to nearly kill yourself AND them! Zo'or won't HAVE to take T'lana from us - she will go on her own! 

 

GT: *He could have stopped her at any moment - he had the strength, just not the will. Cadence had that rage bottled up inside for all that time. They had silently gone back to playing their roles as a couple that shared the same house and the same children, but never discussed how everything had affected them.* She is already gone. Otherwise, she would be coming home, where she belongs!

 

C - You are on the verge of turning her against us! All she wanted was for you to hold her - fucking HOLD HER! Like you used to...

 

GT: I cannot do that, not ever again! I held my daughter! *he raised his voice at last, getting hold of Cadence's arms and pulling her away from him.* But that is not who T'lana is anymore. Per her own choice, she is Zo'or's mate, and the sooner she learns about the implications of that, the better.

C - She is your child and you love her. You can't help but love her, no matter what!

 

GT: *He took a few steps forward then stopped.* I will not allow myself to love her anymore than I do Cadence, for it will only bring more pain. My hands are tied. We have lost her. My struggle against it was indeed a mistake, but only because it was futile. We lost her the moment she gave herself to Zo'or. And although we should have seen the signs... none of us did. That is the truth we have to face. *He turned to her, knowing her eyes had been on his back, like two piercing daggers ready to plunge into him.* And I would rather face it with you by my side. I cannot stand the void; the loneliness of being apart... *It was his Taelon nature... but it was also his love for her. He might lose T'lana; but he did not want to lose Cadence as well, because of Zo'or.*

C - *She closed her eyes and said a silent prayer - asking for patience - something she did not have in great quantities. She needed it to get through this difficult time with her mate. She needed strength too. It was easy to fight when he was being The Great General. His vulnerability though, was harder to deal with - she could not yell or disregard him. Exhaling, she linked her arm through his.* We will not be apart, T'than. Don't burden yourself with such an unnecessary worry. *She began walking, gently patting his hand.* T'lana is not the only one who needs rest. Let's go home so you can. *It was clear that she would need to be the voice of reason, and maybe after a long interval of sleep he would be able to hear it.*
Book Three
Part Six

Bitterest Enemy

*Cadence had awakened early in the morning after a fitful night of sleep. She wanted to see her daughter again. T'than had apparently made other plans - leaving their residence and not returning for hours. She had tried to call him to no avail, and had even asked J'thir to track him down. The boy was having his own problems Cadence knew. The girl he was seeing - Narya - had been distant, consenting to see him only after her classes, with the other children around. Her son was troubled but clearly keeping his woes to himself, most likely in deference to his parents and their own concerns.

J'thir had called her later saying only that T'than was unavailable. Cadence pressed him for more information but he would say nothing more. He looked angry though and she just knew her mate was forcing his silence. She berated herself for not leaving with J'thir when she had had the chance! Now she was trapped within their chambers, virtually blinded to any useful information.

T'than eventually returned with no explanation as to his whereabouts and told her to get ready; they were going to the infirmary. At last! She waved on a jumpsuit of soft, glistening blue and was by his side a moment later.

They walked in silence to the infirmary. They were not upset with one another, merely thoughtful. Each of them wondered in their own way what the future would now hold for their daughter... and for their entire family.

Jor'rel sent them to the small suite of rooms he had made years ago for when T'than and Cadence needed to stay there for extended time periods. Cadence practically ran to the door and rang the chime. Words tumbled from her lips when it opened.* I'm sorry we're late but T'than was held up but I have been chomping at the bit to get here... *The volume of her voice went down as her eyes looked up, over a Taelon uniform of deep, sparkling blue, to a face she had not seen up close in years.* 

Zo'or: Greetings, Miss Blue, *Zo'or said, not exactly amicably.* ...or should I call you Cadence? We are, after all... family. *She was just as he remembered her: the petulant volunteer; T'than's mate, immortalized by Taelon energy. Not so ready to challenge him though - not now that her child was with him.*

C - Cadence is fine, *she said, brushing by him into the empty room.*

 

GT: *They were off to a great start. Zo'or's attention was on Cadence, so he immediately laid down the cards - not at all changed by the fight. Now that his weakness was gone, Zo'or was his usual arrogant self. T'than stood by the door, his expression vacant of emotion.*

Z: *He met T'than's stare with one just as challenging.* General T'than. You have my permission to enter what is for the moment, my home. *He smirked, but then he noticed Cadence anxiously looking around.* You are, no doubt, looking for T'lana. *It was not a question.*

 

GT: *Not that he needed permission to enter. Those might be Zo'or's chambers for the moment, but they were on his colony. T'than smirked to himself and walked in. The door closed automatically behind him. The room was not so changed since he had last seen it. It had once been his and Cadence's refuge. The irony of fate dictated that it was now his daughter's and his bitterest enemy's. *

C - Yes, I promised her I would see her today...

Z: You promised her that you would be here this morning. I have spent the hours after my awakening from stasis assuring her that at least her mother still loves her, without success, I might add.

C - *His words were sharp and she flinched.* I do love her Zo'or, and so does her father.

Z: I doubt that. No parent who loved their child would subject her to the murder of her mate; a murder that would take her and her unborn child along with it!

 

GT: Stasis must have caused you amnesia, Zo'or. I halted that fight, otherwise, you would not be alive to gloat. *He cast him a rather tiny smirk, then proceeded to look around himself as though Zo'or wasn't even there. That did not mean though, that T'than was not fully aware of the other's presence.* So you may cease your little games. I demand to see T'lana.

Z: *The action was violent when he turned to face his enemy.* I know what you demand, General. But, T'lana is mine now, and no longer forced to obey your every whim. She cried for you today, and I shall see her cry no more. Your influence over her is henceforth terminated. You will not see her. *He took a step closer* You will not see her ever again.

 

GT: *He stood proudly. And cold. The hours spent in meditation had done him much good. He had been able to make plenty of decisions regarding his children.* Tell me Zo'or, where will you go once you leave this room? *He had both his hands behind his back, and went as far as to circle the other Taelon.* Just outside that door is another world altogether: reality. *He paused to make his point quite clear.* I control this ship. And that means that I control not only the space, but the people. If you want a chance at a life in this colony, you will begin to revise your attitude.

Z: Do not for one moment think that you can tell me what to do! I am a leader in my own right, but, more than that...*he now circled T'than*...I am T'lana's mate. That in itself, grants me the privilege of my 'attitude,' because I am doing no less than you would: protecting my family.

 

GT: Taking a risk at copying you: you are not the leader. And you will never be the leader again. Therefore, and although you deny my right as a father to see T'lana, I demand it as your superior. *They were both wearing the same look as they did the night before the duel. It was distilled hatred.* Bring her into this room. She is required to witness the terms of my agreeing to this madness.

Z: I will bring her, but only because I wish for her to see you concede. Your presumption is merely a facade to mask the humiliation of your own defeat. *He beckoned her silently and seconds later the door to the bedroom vanished. She appeared to float toward him, making his eyes soften. Her long nightgown was as white as her hair. It skimmed across her shoulders with a band of lace, leaving them bare on top. She looked... angelic.*

C - T'lana, *she said, smiling and coming forward but Zo'or urged his chosen one just behind him.* You don't have to protect her from us.

Z: *He ignored her, speaking to T'than.* You speak of reality beyond that door, and you are correct. However, my reality may be different from yours. *His hands moved fluidly and his eyes sparkled with vigor.* Allow me to acquaint you with my version:

I realized that in the years following my recovery from the Jaridian attack that I had become... docile; obedient to the wishes of others. I allowed Naor'rin to force my silence about my son, and I agreed to your demands that I remain in seclusion for a period of time - a period which seemed to have no end and likely would not as long as I allowed you to be the executor of my fate. I even accepted a challenge to a duel I knew I had no chance of surviving. But, I have no plans to ever be at your mercy again! After our child is born T'lana and I will be leaving this ship.

 

GT: *His eyes narrowed dangerously; but nothing else in T'than's body language gave away his emotions. Taking Zo'or seriously and acknowledging his threat would only fuel his resolve. Which was precisely what Cadence did...* 

C - Leaving! To go where Zo'or? *She gestured toward the wall where a holographic window displayed the blackness of space.* Do you mean to leave the ship and float around in a shuttle for the rest of your lives?

Z: There are planets, perfectly suited for Taelon life. Our species had millennia to explore many galaxies. Our database is rife with star charts.

 

GT: Your plan has one fault. It requires you to actually leave this ship. *He walked over to where Cadence stood, throwing a quick glance at his daughter.* You have gone demented if you believe I will allow it.

Z: *He raised his chin, glowering down at the shorter Taelon.* Do you think I would have revealed this information to you if I had any concern about being stopped by you? There are those on this ship who are still loyal to me. Leaving will not be difficult. Your daughter is coming with me, and there is nothing that you can do about it.

 

GT: You are wrong yet again. There is a lot I can do about it. Talk you out of it is not one of my options. Your arrogance will see to it. *He was not bothering to look slightly upwards to meet Zo'or's stare.* I will, however, remind you of your own word: no parent who loves his child would subject her to eternal isolation. She will grow and die without knowing the fulfillment of children of her own. *That should strike a nerve with Zo'or; he had lived, after all, under the idea that he could never bear any children of his own.*

 

And if you truly love my daughter as you claim to, you would not deprive her of a happy life in this community. The notion of "love on the run" is greatly overrated... *he paused, looking down for a moment, only to lift up his chin wearing his usual smirk.* If your hatred for me is still bigger than your outspoken love for T'lana, and you live by it, then I stand by my thoughts: you do not deserve her. And as her father, whose love is unconditional... I will fight you. And do not doubt, I will win. 

Z: Your love is many things, T'than; threatening; suffocating perhaps, but not unconditional. There are many witnesses who saw you mentally assault your daughter, and then do it physically. You could not live with the idea of T'lana in my arms; bearing my children, and so you rejected her and thrust her out of your life. *His hands balled into fists, his anger flashing in his eyes though he made no move against his adversary. Cadence looked down.* Even your own mate agrees with me! In my opinion, you gave up any rights to your daughter on the night of her birthday. She is mine now and if you challenge me I shall respond in kind and make no mistake T'than - I am no longer the kind of weak opponent you prefer to assure your own victory.

 

GT: *A human saying came to his mind: he who lives in a glass house should not throw stones.* The same could be said of you though, Zo'or. It surprises me that your son was benevolent enough to forgive you for your attack on his mother. She too was weak - per your own doing.

Z: Indeed. At the time it seemed a fitting response to what she had done. But, my views have changed since then. *T'lana had helped to change them - to help him let go of his bitterness for Naor'rin so he could embrace his love for her - his new and perfect mate.*

 

GT: *He arched a brow in mock surprise and went on, completely disregarding Zo'or's explanation.* Though your actions reveal your character, it is truly not the issue. You are running... because you are not strong enough to stay behind and deal with your issues.

Z: I simply do not wish to deal with certain issues which you continually exacerbate. Strength has nothing to do with it. We do not wish to spend the rest of our lives under the weight of your disapproval... and your rejection.

 

GT: *T'than himself had known those feelings- when he first took Cadence for his mate, there was not one single Taelon who had not rejected him for it.* Regardless, it is one thing for me to allow you to take my daughter as your mate; it is another to allow you to force her into self-inflicted exile. It would not be hard for me to see to it that you remain in seclusion, though I would rather spare my child the same torment you inflicted upon myself and Cadence when T'lana was in her mother's womb. *He was resolute, but still quite calm despite Zo'or's words.*

 

So you see, I will win regardless. The sooner you acknowledge that, the sooner we can end this discussion and move on to what truly matters: what it will take for you to gain the right at a life in this colony.

Z: I know exactly what it will take, *he said, now coming forward.* After you are gone our lives will be unhindered!

 

GT: *The anger was beginning to surge as the thought crossed his mind that the reverse was equally true.*

C - Stop! *She jumped in front of T'than, arms straight out on either side of her.* 

Z: *His hand was blushing but frozen in front of Cadence's face. She was a sly little thing, putting herself in front of T'than. She knew he could not attack her; not only because his quarrel was not with her, but because she was T'lana's mother. He would have to move her out of the way... but, T'lana came forward and saved him from such an awkward position.*

Tl: Zo'or stop it! *She grabbed his arm and looked up into his eyes.* There has been enough fighting!

Z: I am fighting for you!

C - You want to take her away!

Z: Because T'than makes any other decision impossible.

 

GT: If that were so, you would not have awakened to T'lana's face. *He was being benevolent as it was. Maybe he had made a mistake in taking so long to arrive that day...*

C - T'lana, do you want to go? Do you want to leave us forever? *Perhaps T'than had pushed his child too far. If he could abandon her, could she abandon them?*

Tl: *Even Zo'or waited for her response. She looked from his eyes to her mother's, and then her father's. It was on his that hers remained.* I do not want to leave. I want my children to know you, and to have friends... and mates, of their own someday. But Zo'or merely speaks out of the helplessness we both feel! How can we stay and subject our children to you when you could not possibly care for them if you despise their father?

 

GT: *He did not respond. Quite surprisingly, T'than found himself staring at the floor for a moment. He despised Zo'or - it was as it had always been. But that did not mean that he despised her. He could look past his anger now, and see his actions for what they were - the fear of losing her. But it was too much to ask to see eye to eye with Zo'or. Though they had saved each other's life... long ago.*

C - I don't! T'lana I will adore your children! I love you and...*it was too awkward to say that she loved Zo'or*...I trust your judgment and accept your mate. *She had, after all, been questioned over her own choice of mate. She knew exactly how her daughter felt.* 

Tl: I know, *she said with a sad smile.* You embrace everyone. It is sad that Daddy never learned that quality. *Her eyes were again on her father.* I want to stay... but only if... you can accept us. Only if... you can love me again...

C - *Her green eyes sparkled with emotion, and they too were on T'than, urging him to make a choice - hopefully the right one - the one that would not exile their beautiful child.*

GT: My love for you was never in question here. *He looked past his daughter and at Zo'or.* His is. I want him to prove that he has earned the right to keep you. *She was about to speak so he raised his hand to stop her.* I know it was your heart's choice, but I am acting towards him as I would towards anyone who wished to claim you. *He stepped forward, ignoring Zo'or's warning glare. She was his daughter: he would not step back. She flinched when he raised his hands. One sudden move and the situation might get out of hand... But he went forth and put both palms to her cheeks.* Look into my eyes, now that all they can see is your face, and tell me if you see anything else than love.

Tl: *She searched his face for the hostility that had been there at the end of her birthday party. It was not there; only his sternness remained...along with...* I only see... love... for me. But, what about my family?

 

GT: You are my child T'lana. The baby that is growing in your womb will receive as much love as you do. Regardless... you cannot expect Zo'or and I to look past our differences in a moment. Nor can he.

Tl: I know... *though she dearly wished it could be different.* Daddy...all we want is the freedom to love... as you do with Mommy! *His hands were trembling ever so slightly against her cheeks. They felt so warm.*

 

GT: *Slowly, he let go, almost resuming the coldness of leadership.* There will be terms. Freedom is never without a price. I want you to come with me. *He looked past her face and up into his enemy's eyes.* The both of you. It is a leap of faith. I could well be taking you both towards your cell. Or I might not. It is up to you to decide, and to chose to trust the love I have for you, T'lana.

Tl: *She could only move her eyes toward Zo'or. His were uncertain. What truly gave her cause for alarm though was that Cadence's wore the same expression. Her mother, like them, had no idea what T'than had planned for them.* All right, *she whispered, trying to nod.* I trust you... because, you are my Daddy.

 

GT: *He nodded at her, and went as far as to offer a small smile. It felt good to regain her trust, and see the fear gone from her eyes. The hardest was yet to come though - convince Zo'or. Something he stood back and watched her do.*

Z: *Not at all a solid foundation to base trust, in his opinion. T'than hated him and was just waiting for a means by which he could punish them. Punish him.*

Tl: *She walked to Zo'or and took his hand, smiling hopefully.* Will you come?

Z: *He stroked her face softly.* Yes. Even a cell would not be unbearable, as long as we are together.

Tl: *She stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek, her mind whispering to him* # I love you.#
C - T'than, *she whispered when T'lana's back was turned.* Please... don't do anything in haste... okay?

 

GT: You should learn the same lesson as your daughter: to trust me. *He looked at her from the corner of his eyes, then made his way towards the door. It opened with a wave and T'than stepped outside, waiting for the others to follow him.

 

He had had a small portal installed in a nearby room. Their path was still a long one to take on foot, and his daughter had just awakened from stasis. Risks were not an option. Gliding his fingers over the panel he dialed the coordinates and waited for the small group to enter the transport.* As I said, truly a leap of faith. *He could be taking them anywhere! 

But they did not go that far. The lights of the swirling vortex took them in, only to release them moments later in a corridor at the other end of the ship.* This portal was installed for your convenience. It is still a long way to sickbay, especially if an emergency arises. *He stepped out and walked forward, turning the corner. It looked like just another corridor on the ship; though T'than had gone to great lengths to make that space happen. He stopped by a dark purple door and stepped aside, facing T'lana.* It is set to open at your energy's command. I hope that once you step inside, you will find the means to forgive your mother and I for arriving so late this morning. There were... final arrangements to see to.

Tl: *His final statement made her certain that the journey would not lead to an unfortunate destination. She squeezed Zo'or's hand and then released it, slowly moving forward. The instant her hand flattened against the door it vanished, releasing a warm breath of air against her face.* Zo'or... look!

Z: *He came forward and he and T'lana stepped over the threshold. The room was large enough that the four of them did not feel crowded. T'lana sat down on a long and curved sofa made of a pearly material that felt soft against his fingertips when he touched it - so soft that it felt like her skin. A table of curving glass in the shape of a half-disk fronted the sofa on a mirrored pedestal. Another table skimmed just beneath a large window. On either side of it were two chairs made of the same glimmering white as the couch.*

Tl: It's... beautiful! It looks like the furniture in my room! Oh Daddy... *she ran to him and flung her arms around him, and it felt good again... like it used to.* You made a place for us...

 

GT: I made it for you. *He let his arms go around her waist and held her. It was not so small anymore, now that her belly had began to take shape.* ...in the hope that it will represent a good start in your future. A new start. *Without ever letting her forget where she came from. Then he let her go again. She was happy, but also impatient - like Cadence whenever he presented her with something new.* 

Tl: It will I know it will, *she said happily, enjoying a few last moments of being held like a little girl. In a few weeks, someone else would take her place, and she would take T'than's as the comforting parent. She wondered if there would be discord someday between her own daughter and Zo'or over her choice of a mate. It seemed to be the natural order of things between parents and children. She hoped that when that day came that it would not be so tumultuous.*

C - *Cadence was smiling too, for reasons beyond the beautiful room. Her mate and child had emerged from a very difficult time.* It is beautiful T'than. It reminds me of our chambers, and yet it shows T'lana's personal taste.

 

GT: *He nodded at her. There was a strange sense of peace growing in him. His child's happiness, as well as Cadence's, was brushing against him.* I am pleased that she seems to enjoy it. I had this room opened a long time ago. It has a privileged view of the starfield, and there is room enough to expand it... for when her family grows. *He had just not expected it to be Zo'or to live in it someday.*

Z: T'lana? *he called, standing in the doorway to another room - their bedroom.*

Tl: *She gasped and stepped onto the thick, white carpet. The chamber was round with walls of blue. The bed was presented on a dais, much like her parents room, but where that bed reflected the red and black and silvers of her father's taste, this sleeping area he had clearly designed for her. A round mirrored canopy topped a mattress of the same shape. The linens were shiny and luxuriant - white with pillows of ice blue. From the canopy hung hundreds of strings of crystals, making it appear that the bed was surrounded my hanging icicles. One hand was over her mouth while the other dragged across the thick comforter and then toyed with the sparkling strings hanging down. They made little clicking noises as they swung against each other. Zo'or was beside her and she hugged him.* Isn't it wonderful?

Z: It is... very striking. The colors are a perfect compliment to you. *She grinned and practically bounced off through an archway that was also adorned with a curtain of crystalline strands that matched those on the bed; their bed. They clicked and swept the floor as she moved through them.*

Tl: Oh! Oh my!

C - *She was trying to stay back out of politeness but T'lana's happy cry called to her like magic. Through the icy curtain she went, recalling her own wonder when T'than had shown her what were to be their quarters. Now it was her daughter's turn to delight in where she would live.*

Tl: It's a nursery! Look Mommy! Look at the cradle! 

C - *Bittersweet memories of T'lana lying in a little pod just like that one, magically suspended between its fork-like prongs. T'than and Zo'or came through the beads and she smiled. Zo'or was clearly impressed. T'lana went to him and they moved around the small room, pulling open drawers of the little white unit which seemed to be full of baby things. T'than stood behind her and she turned to him.* Seeing this cradle... it makes me wish... *Her voice fell away. Her emotions were getting the best of her.* Oh T'than... could we really start over?

 

GT: *It was still hard to make himself see how different Zo'or looked in those surroundings. The prospect of a child - even if its presence was merely in the tininess of things - seemed to bring out another side of people. Zo'or himself was still young by Taelon standards. 

 

And since he had entered that room, T'than had stood behind and watched. His daughter's happiness was worth the world. And it seemed... this is what made her happy. And Cadence too. He turned to her when she came to speak with him and pulled her to him by the waist.* Start over? No... because we are not leaving behind what we began. We are to be grandparents. *The noise of exploration was still playing in the background.* What we can do, is make a new contribution to the growth of our family. *He kissed her lips, ever so gently, and then let her go. The seriousness was back in his expression.* Zo'or. *he called.* Leave them to explore the room a little more. There is yet another issue that we need to settle, so the both of us can move on with our lives.

C - *The warm blanket of happiness fell away from her and she felt cold. Whatever T'than wanted to discuss with Zo'or would cause more ripples of unpleasantness in their family.* T'than... don't do this now! *she whispered.*

 

GT: *He focused on Cadence for a moment.* I have not yet laid out my terms, Cadence. It is important that I speak with Zo'or... and alone.

C - It is not so important that it needs to be handled this very minute. T'lana is going to remember this moment for the rest of her life. Please... let it remain a wonderful memory? You will yet have time to talk to Zo'or. *She licked her lips thoughtfully, and then a smile of promise curved them.* Besides, I thought we could go home and... discuss that contribution to our family you mentioned just now. 

 

GT: *He arched a brow. She was a cunning little thing, using her charms to persuade him. This time around though, he had already decided to postpone the conversation before Cadence threw her web.* Yes, that is indeed very important as well. *Truth be admitted... T'than missed her terribly. They had spent the longest time apart since before T'lana was born!*

 

C - *Her look went playful.* You see, it's been so long... I know I am out of practice and I want to make sure that I get it right for when we are ready to proceed. 

 

GT: Your strategy is not without logic. I will very much enjoy... helping you practice. *Thankfully, they had a portal nearby. It wouldn't take an unbearably long time to get home.*

Z: *Zo'or had turned when T'than had called him, a grimace distorting his attractive features. But T'than was listening to something being whispered into his ear by Cadence. He was smiling as he spoke to her, but that smile vanished once his attention was diverted to him.* What is it that you wish, T'than?

 

GT: To converse with you... later. It appears that for the moment there are more important issues the both of us need to tend to. *He meant Cadence. And though it irked him, T'than knew that the moment he turned his back, Zo'or would turn his attention to T'lana. If for nothing else than the child's need of nourishment.* You will be informed when the time comes.

Z: *He frowned slightly. That was not the answer he had expected. T'than had decided to spare him the discussion... for now. Cadence had gone to kiss T'lana but then she and her mate were gone, leaving the two of them in these new, opulent chambers.*

Tl: Now I can't wait for her to be born. Our daughter will grow up happy Zo'or, as will any other children we have.

Z: We will have many more, *he said, pulling her close for a passionate kiss.* Many more...

Tl: Yes, *she breathed into his mouth*...and they will be surrounded by friends... and family. I hope you are not disappointed that we decided not to leave.

Z: I am not, because it makes you happy, my love. *He shielded his own concerns from her. She would be fine after all - she was back in her father's favor, and he was the leader. It was his own future that was uncertain. What price would he be required to pay for daring to love the daughter of his bitterest enemy?*
Book Three
Part Seven

The Thorns of Love

Zo'rak:  *Damn, his cousin was rather inspired today. Zo'rak had to dodge a blow with the stick that missed his head by an inch. He heard the whoosh and felt the cold air brush against his cheek and had to roll backwards to regain his feet.*

 

Volrath: You are distracted today. *They danced around, the sticks crossing with muffled sounds. Their swift and graceful movements looked as though they had been rehearsed; though it wasn't so. He was much more physically built up than Zo'rak, but his cousin was usually smart and fast enough to get the upper hand.

 

Not today. Today all it took was a carefully laid out sequence of blows for Zo'rak's back to meet the mat with a thud.* You're slow. *he said, in his guttural, Jaridian voice. Setting the sick on the floor he used it for support.* What's wrong? *Zo'rak was looking to the far end of the room, as though he had not even heard him.* 

 

Zo: My sister has been acting strange lately. *He reached out to Volrath's extended hand and hauled himself up. Slipping his foot under the stick, he kicked it up and grabbed it in his hand.* She isn't eating right; she's sighing and crying in her room. Her grades have dropped... 

 

Vol: *He grinned.* You should know the symptoms. The girl is probably in love.

 

Zo: Yes, that is precisely what worries me. *He looked over to where Narya was sitting and immediately looked away when she caught him staring at her. To his dismay, she got up and came towards them.*

 

Vol: So, little cousin. *he said when she stopped by them.* ...what brings you around the training room today? You know Elande is busy and that she can't practice with you today.

 

Narya: I know. *She was looking at Zo'rak.* You two were talking about me?

 

Vol: *He arched a brow. She had a temper.* We were just commenting on your presence. It is unusual.

 

Na: And now I need a reason to come to the training room? *Her tone and her stance were full of attitude.* Are you saying that just because I'm a girl, I can't train with you?

 

Zo: Narya, calm down. No one is saying anything like that. It's just that...

 

Na: *It seemed like since she had met with T'than, that the fact that she was a girl was constantly thrown in her face!* Don't be condescending! *He wasn't in the least ready, so she took the stick from his hand and pointed it at Volrath's throat with a quick and precise move.* I'm in the mood for a good fight.

 

Vol: What you are, is in need of a good lesson. *He moved her stick away with his own.* Go home, take a shower, and cool off. 

 

Na: *That only infuriated her even more. Narya turned around, glaring at her cousin and then at her brother. She was not two feet away from them when she swiftly turned on her feet and struck. Volrath barely had enough time to move backwards, and nearly stumbled over his own feet and fell.*

 

Zo: Narya! Stop this!

 

Na: *She didn't pay any attention to her brother. She was sick of always being so nice, obedient and predictable. Trying to play things right had cost her a wait longer than she could bear. At this point, she was totally convinced that T'than had ignored her. She couldn't bear the look of rejection in J'thir's eyes whenever she refused to meet him in the gardens and merely talked with him around the others; when she wanted nothing more than to be alone with him, disappear in the foliage of the gardens and...

 

The stick flew too close to her face. Skillfully, Narya stopped it and regained her distance. She knew she did not have enough strength to defeat Volrath. They exchanged blows for a while. Her display of gymnastic skills was equaled by Volrath's display of strength. Two diametrically opposed warriors. Eventually brute force won, and a slower movement had her on her back on the floor, with a stick pointed at her throat.* 

 

Vol: Feeling calmer now? *She wasn't bad. But he was his kind's best.*

 

Na: *Men could be weaker than they thought. Narya still had the stick under her palm. Volrath's position was a rather fragile one. She smirked at him and quickly made her stick rise until it stopped, inches from his groin. She heard him gasp, and then glare at her. Narya was grinning.* Now I am!

 

Vol: *He moved away, carefully. He did not think it was funny at all.* You came looking for trouble, and I'm not the one who will nourish that wish.

 

Zo: *He acted quickly, moving back onto the small arena and grabbing his sister by the arm to help her rise. She hissed at him and pulled away.* Narya, stop this already. *He was almost angry at her, but it vanished the moment he saw that her angry glare was brighter with tears. She rolled over quickly and strode out of the arena, throwing the stick away.* Narya, wait! *He turned to Volrath.* We'll pick this up another time. I want a rematch!

 

Vol: *He grinned.* Anytime! And tell your friend J'thir that he owes me one! 

 

Zo: *Zo'rak nodded and went after Narya. He missed her though.*

Na: *The corridors seemed a bit blurrier than usual. It was not until a droplet fell on her hand that Narya noticed she was crying. Drowned in her thoughts, she completely forgot where she was going. Her legs led the way though, and took her to that place on the ship where there were seldomly ever Taelon faces. She entered the small hutt-like quarters that belonged to the Jaridian matriarch and lay down on the small bed. The tears and silent sobs were her lullaby to sleep.*

Varria: *Varria arrived home in her slow silent steps. She was already past the age that her ancestors had been allowed to live; and Jor'rel kept saying she still had years ahead of her. It seemed hard to believe. Her body was not the same anymore; and though she had lost some weight with her age, it felt heavier than ever to her legs. A good rest would come in handy...

 

But, it appeared it would have to wait. Her bed was taken. Varria recognized her pupil immediately. The girl was sleeping; the sound of her breathing was soft and cadenced, except for a tiny moan now and then. She was dreaming. It was almost a shame to wake her up, but it was late, and looking closer, Varria could see the redness caused by the salty tears on Narya's cheeks.* Narya... *Varria called gently as she sat on the edge of the bed, placing a hand on the girl's shoulder blade.* Narya... wake up dear.

 

Na: *She heard a voice calling in the distance; a voice she knew. A voice that meant safety. She blinked; the light hurt her eyes. They were red and burning from her crying. Narya rolled slightly over and tried to focus on the face that smiled gently down at her.* Varria... *Without warning, the tears came flooding her kaleidoscopic eyes and she buried her face in her mentor's lap.*

 

Var: *Narya was usually very gathered. A gift from her father; but her emotions had the strength of a Jaridian's. It complicated matters, making the unusual turmoil much harder to bear and control.* What is it? *She sat on the bed, her back against the headboard and let Narya cuddle in her lap like she had when she was little.* What's bothering you, my child?

 

Na: Why is it so hard? How do your bear it? *The words came muffled and intermingled with moments of silence.*

 

Var: Bear what? *Just caressing the girl's cheek as she was doing was enough to make Narya tense. The girl's torment was palpable. Varria had noticed how aloof her student had been in the last weeks. First she had been distracted - on cloud nine, the humans would say. But it had morphed into worry and anxiety. The elder had not pressed the issue, knowing that when the time came, the girl would speak.*

 

Na: The loneliness... *she paused and swallowed. Her throat felt swollen and dry, making it hard to speak.* Being Jaridian...

 

Var: I am proud of my species, and of being who I am. As should you be. *She had not seen that coming. Narya was usually very proud to be who she was.* You are my best pupil; everyone is so proud of you.

 

Na: *She knew her family was. But, it was not enough to impress T'than. And she was afraid, so very afraid of his answer. If his silence wasn't already it! A blatant no.* But he despises me... and I can't even go near...

 

Var: *She caressed her face gently. Her voice was soothing.* Ah, you are speaking of that boy... J'thir.

 

Na: *She rose up on her hands in an instant.* You know? *Her eyes were large and full of alarm.*

 

Var: I have seen the way you look at him, and the way he looks at you. *She smiled gently.* He does not despise you.

 

Na: *She looked down. A mane of raven black hair hid away her face.* No, but his father does. And he has prohibited me from going near J'thir.

 

Var: *Ah, forbidden love. Always the strongest of all. Gently, she lay her hands on Narya's shoulders and pulled the girl down, until she was lying on the bed again.* T'than is a stubborn one. But he is not so evil as he wants to make people believe. You may be the child of a Jaridian; but you are also Sc'orr's daughter, and there isn't one Taelon on this ship that T'than has a greater respect for.

 

Na: But I have spoken to him; and... he told me to stay away from J'thir. It is so hard, Varria. *She closed her eyes.* And I'm scared of what Mom might think. She doesn't like T'than.

 

Var: You're not in love with T'than. You're in love with his son.

 

Na: It's the same thing to her. I just know it.

 

Var: *She arched a brow, gripping Narya's chin and making the girl look at her.* And just how do you know that. Have you spoken with her?

 

Na: I have... *she paused. Varria saw through half-truths as though the people who said them were transparent.* Well, not directly. But she has warned me about those who believe unlike us. Who believe in Doctrine; and how women are only suitable to have children and please their mates...

 

Var: And, does J'thir think like that?

 

Na: He believes in the doctrine.

 

Var: Yet, you are nothing like the girls that live by it, and he loves you, correct? *She was sure Narya knew that already, but she was young, and doubts just grew bigger when one thought too much about them.*

 

Na: I guess...

 

Var: Your mother is no fool, Narya. I'm sure she won't judge J'thir for who his father is. It might scare her to think you might enter T'than's family, but if she sees you are happy, then she will stand by you.

 

Na: *She was truly afraid. After what had happened with T'lana - T'than's rejection - the duel; what had happened to her friend - it was terrifying to think the same might happen to her and J'thir.* But T'than hasn't said that I could see him... I know he doesn't approve of me, and I'm scared that he might harm my family... *She looked deeply into Varria's eyes.* Or you. Yet, I want to be with J'thir so much, Varria. It's so painful to have to pretend I don't, and see the hurt in his eyes. Sometimes, I think my heart is going to explode!

 

Var: *She shook her head.* You're so much like your mother. You think too much about the ramifications of your actions. T'than can only act like a father, not a leader, in this matter. He does tend to mix things up sometimes, but he knows that waging war against the Jaridians is not a good political move. We have grown roots in this colony. There are hybrids now, and you know you have a new cousin on the way. *That put a quick and shy smile on Narya's face, which was good.* The humans trust and even like us. The same goes for a great number of Taelons. T'than won't harm us.

 

Na: What can I do, then? J'thir and I have been seeing each other since a little after T'lana's party. We've been keeping it a secret because of our parents. But I couldn't bear it anymore and I went to talk to T'than... but he has not given me a response yet. And it's taking so long... *She curled up.* ...too long...

 

Var: What you should do is talk to J'thir. Go see T'than again, not alone, but with J'thir by your side. If he loves you, he will do it, regardless of his fear of his father. But... *she paused, to get the girl's undivided attention.* ...you will have to do the same and talk to your mother and father. It is together that you have to overcome difficulties, Narya. *The girl looked up at her with doubt in her eyes, so Varria added.* I have faith in your strength... and you should have faith in the strength of your love for J'thir.

 

Na: *All of that was true. Narya had forgotten about it though. Emotions were hard to manage sometimes. J'thir was sad, most likely, and as confused and tormented as she was, and it had been her fault.* I know... *she whispered shyly. The tears were drying on her skin. Varria traced her thumbs over the last droplets.* I hope... you don't think I was weak.

 

Var: No child, you were very brave to finally speak of what's in your heart. Next time, don't keep it to yourself for so long. *more cheerfully now, she said.* Now, it's time you go home. My back is killing me, and I need some rest.

 

Na: *Her mentor had complained before about back problems.* You should see Jor'rel about that. He could help.

 

Var: Dear, he can heal many things, but growing old in not a disease. I'll be fine by tomorrow. *She kissed Narya's forehead and the girl got up from the bed. The vibrations Varria felt were much better now. Narya had hope again.* Much better. Now, off you go.

 

Na: Thank you Varria. *She kissed the elderly woman and then glided to the door.*

 

Var: Ah, Narya, one more thing. *The girl turned, holding the door open with a hand by the frame.* This does not release you from homework. *She was jesting... somewhat.*

Na: *She grimaced and sighed, but then a smile took over her features.* You'll have it by Friday, as promised. *A moment of silence. Narya felt calmer. She nodded at the Jaridian woman and vanished behind the door.*

 

Var: *Despite what she had told the youngster, her rest would have to wait. There was something else she needed to do. Narya was probably right about Naor'rin's reaction, so it was best to prepare the way for the girl's revelation. A bonding between the two houses would strengthen the colony... and it would cement her species place in it. Rising to the small console in the corner of her room, Varria dialed a number she knew by heart: that of Sc'orr's offices.*
Book Three
Part Eight

Pulling the Strings of Destiny

*J'thir moved through the corridors at a brisk pace, nodding at those who greeted him but not really paying attention to their pleasantries. He had had an exceptionally busy week: Days were spent with his normal duties overseeing teams of volunteers who worked in different areas of ship's operations. His evenings had been divided amongst congratulatory visits with new parents in the Taelon, human and occasionally even the Jaridian sectors along with the obligatory speech about their needed contribution to the small but growing society, and subtle urging to increase their family size again as soon as possible. T'than had also suggested private discussions with the men, appealing to their pride with extra praise as well as carefully worded intimation that, the larger their family, the more favored they would be in terms of opportunities.

But T'than was not there - too involved in alleviating the issues that T'lana and Zo'or had created with their bonding - to oversee these duties, and J'thir simply did not have the energy...or the will, to spend his limited extra time placating males who would impregnate their wives or mates with no extra urging from him. 

On top of these commitments were public functions of one kind or another that were normally attended by those in authority, and one or two Taelons from the ruling body were just as expected. And again, T'than's energies were required within his own family. J'thir began to understand his father's irritability at times; duty was a hard taskmaster with little room for leisure time.

Leisure time however, was exactly what he had been anticipating for there were no obligations which would require him that night. But then his global had signaled him; his father, wanting to see him as soon as he was done for the day. He sighed heavily and hoped that T'than only wanted him to deliver his daily report. Entering his parent's office he stood before him politely, ready to read from the global in his hand, but T'than apparently wished to converse about other things.*

 

GT: *It was the same routine of every day. T'than would end his affairs, about the same time as J'thir. The youngster would come into the room, pay his respects with a nod, and read from the small pad before him. Today though, would have nothing to do with routine. Even for T'than.* The report can wait, J'thir. *T'than knew by heart what it would be - that everything was just fine. Bad news usually found a faster way of reaching him than the good did.* I have summoned you to discuss other matters.

J: Very well but... I am rather tired. After I gave you my report I had planned on retiring to my room to read for awhile before I turned in.

 

GT: *Ah yes; it was discernible. T'than had never taken it easy with his son. J'thir had known what a leader's duty meant from a very early age. He did look weary and distracted lately though. Even a bit unhappy; and the workload had only increased due to his sister's situation. T'than's attention had been needed elsewhere.* Do you see your rest as being more important than your duty, J'thir? 

J: No Father, of course not. *He tried to not look inconvenienced, but quite frankly the young hybrid was irritable.* Of course I will remain... if you require my presence.

 

GT: I do. *he replied, very simply. His son had become just a little more rebellious after the duel. He had after all disobeyed him back then, and gone through great lengths to stop it. T'than had never thanked him for it though. Perhaps today...*

J: *He handed over the global.* Here is the report. Since my upgrades to our computer systems, efficiency is up by twenty-five percent, and I believe that I can refine that even more. I have personally met with all new parents this week and they are all healthy as are the infants. They have all assured me that they will continue to abide by the law, and more importantly, they are eager to do so.

 

GT: Good. *Nothing had changed. The colony was growing, and prospering. And Doctrine was finding new followers every day. The birthrate was usually bigger with those who followed it than with the others. Another point won for T'than; and a point he would have to make in the next council meeting.* Your performance is quite satisfactory. *He closed the global in his hand and set it aside.*

J: *T'than's praise would have been more enjoyable if his body were not so focused on rest. It seemed though that release would not be forthcoming.* 

GT: But before you go, there is something else we need to discuss: Your future. 

J: Oh Father, must we speak about my future now? *He had not meant to snap at him and instantly got his mood under control and proceeded in a more respectful tone.* I am your son and believe me when I say that I know what is expected of me, and that I intend to abide not only by the laws but to also adhere to Doctrine. *Narya's face flashed in his mind. Why was she being so distant? Perhaps her feelings for him did not run as deep as his did for her. Maybe his respect for Doctrine had pushed her away...*

 

GT: *J'thir was desperately spilling out what he thought T'than wanted to hear so he could be let go. Another day, perhaps T'than would have let his child go to rest. He had earned it. But not today.* I find you rather irascible as of late. And detached. I do not want your duties towards me to rise above those you have towards the colony. It is time you find a mate, J'thir. In the past you have done nothing more than flirt. *Oh yes, he knew that very well. His son had a reputation of being quite the ladies man - it was no wonder - he was the best "catch" in that colony. However, J'thir had quickly lost interest in all of them.* J'thir? Have you heard me? *The boy had taken a few seconds too long to acknowledge him.*

J: *T'than's voice cut through Narya's image, shattering it along with his daydream.* I apologize for my lapse. I did hear you and I will select a mate soon. I just... have not found one who...# I could love as much as Narya.#...I believe is worthy to enter our family.

 

GT: Well, then you will be content to know that your indecision is not a problem anymore. *Ah, now he had his attention.* I have taken the liberty of selecting your mate.

J: *His eyes blinked rapidly making the glowing gold look like two lights rapidly blinking. J'thir knew T'than was speaking to him but suddenly the language had become foreign - indecipherable.* W... what? *He swallowed several times but his throat was as dry as parchment.*

 

GT: I was correct: you are distracted as of late. *The sarcasm was somewhat cruel, but T'than wanted to know his son's reaction. It would reveal to him just how loyal he still was to his father, and just how willing to obey his orders - just to make sure he would not lose control of his son, even if he fell in love with someone of different beliefs.* I have chosen your mate. She is of good family and I believe you will be pleased with her appearance as well.

J: But... I am your son! According to Doctrine I will choose my own mate!

 

GT: Yes, and because you are my son, I am temporarily overwriting that rule. I need to make sure you are mated with someone who will fulfill your every whim, both privately and publicly. I cannot count on T'lana to provide me with the perfect children anymore, since she is now mated to Zo'or. So, I went to great lengths to make sure the same misfortune does not befall you. 

J: Father you cannot do this to me! I will be humiliated in our society; in our caste! *The others would perceive him as weak! No female would have him after that even if he were to make a choice. A little voice whispered that Narya would. She would not be prejudiced against him over rules she did not have any belief in. That is...if she still cared for him, and J'thir had been having his doubts about that of late. She was pulling away from him...* 

 

GT: Nonsense! *He raised his hand, and rose from the chair.* No one will dare dispute my orders. And you should not either, J'thir. *He was keeping his calm: a predator holding its squirming prey and delighting in seeing it battle against its inevitable fate.* In any case, you need not reveal that this was imposed upon you. That is why I am making this communication to you, in private.

J: You did not have to do this; I would have chosen on my own. *He folded his arms, his full lips petulant; his jaw set tight in anger.*

 

GT: Yes, but we must do this now. A couple must be formed so you can keep your claim to the leadership of this colony, and to discourage Zo'or from fighting you over it. *He already had plans to make sure that would not happen; but if J'thir went through that rite of passage, of adulthood, it would be helpful. And no better couple could be formed, than that between the children of two very influential Taelons on that ship.* In any case, the issue is past discussion. You are to meet the family of your bride within the moment.

J: They are coming here... now? *He raked his hair back with his fingers. His fate was cemented for he could not very well reject the girl in front of her parents and his father. It would be T'lana's birthday party all over again.*

 

GT: Indeed. *he nodded.* I have summoned them to our presence, as well as requested your mother to join us. She should be here to witness this moment.

J: I wish that you had not done this, *he grumbled, but, there was resignation in his voice. Not because he was unable to stand up to T'than, but because he believed Narya was lost to him. Perhaps it was indeed better this way. Perhaps it would be Shalana; T'than knew that he had once thought that she would be his mate.* 

 

GT: It is done. And the reasons why should be clear to you. *He locked his hands behind his back and walked towards his son.* I expect your conduct to be no less than exemplary. 

J: I am not a child - you need not tell me to behave. I shall treat them with the respect they are due.

 

GT: *He placed his hand on his son's shoulder.* I expected nothing less from you, J'thir. There is a great future ahead of you. Make us proud. *Cadence was already coming - he could feel her presence getting closer and closer. Their bond was back to full strength after those last few nights of intense... sharing. He only wished his son would be so fortunate as he had been in his partner for life.*

~*~

Sc: *Sc'orr waited patiently in the main room of his home for Naor'rin to get Narya from her room. His mate had spent over an hour with Varria after she had called her and then returned to tell him about it. They in turn had engaged in their own long discussion about what the old seeker had been concerned about. When Naor'rin entered the room with their daughter she still looked as pensive as he felt.* Ah, Narya, *he said, trying to sound light. The girl looked a bit worried herself.* Come in and sit down with your mother. 

 

Na: *That had been the strangest awakening. Narya had to hope her eyes were not too swollen from her crying last night. She had been able to sleep better after talking to Varria. Her heart was lighter, and so she had dressed for her mood. Her gown was pearl-white. The girl had spent the past minutes looking at the clock for the time she knew J'thir was out of work. But her mother had come before that, asking her to go to the living room. Narya had cursed silently - J'thir would be out in a matter of minutes! She had to get ready and go find him. Too late though... The tension in her mother's voice had triggered an alarm within her... She paced after her, feeling a little like the lamb walking towards the butcher's knife.* What is it Daddy? *She sat down, as she had been requested.*

Sc: *Their sofa was black with a sheen, in the shape of the letter "C." He sat alone at one of the ends while they sat facing him on the other.* Narya, this is serious so please listen. Naor'rin and I have been... somewhat concerned about you of late. You seem... unwell... upset...

 

Na: *She bit her lip and looked down. This was it. There was no running away anymore. But she wanted J'thir to be there with her to talk about it.* I'm okay now, Daddy. I was just trying to figure something out... There was this boy, and...

Sc: *He raised his hand and then put it back down.* We are already aware of what is troubling you and... we have reached a decision. *Her eyes were wide, the iridescence darkening as her pupils expanded. He saw Naor'rin take her hand and squeeze it, urging him to continue with her eyes.* You are growing up; in less than a year you will have completed your studies, as well as reached the age of maturity. We know that these issues are also on your mind, as they should be but... we are concerned by the degree to which they are troubling you. In light of that, we have decided to follow Doctrine... and select a mate for you. 

 

Na: What?! *Her heart started beating so hard and so fast, it felt like it wanted to leap from her chest. Her energy was like ice in her veins. She felt her mother's hands squeezing hers tightly.* No, you can't! 

Sc: It is already done. I realize how alarming this seems now, but I can promise you that the young man who was selected will offer you only the best, and that you will be happy with him. You need be troubled no more.

 

Na: *A lot of faces shot through her mind at the moment. It looked like she was opening the door, time and time again, and each time a different face would appear. But never the face that she wanted to see. Her eyes began to burn; they were not healed from yesterday yet. How could fate be so cruel? She had just figured out what to do last night. She had regained hope again. It was going to happen today...

 

But now, it looked like it would never happen. She looked from her father to her mother.* Mom? You said I could chose! 

 

N: *It was painful beyond words to see her child so distraught. Sc'orr had made use of his best arguments to persuade her into that decision, and that particular choice.* I know; we were worried about your choices. So, your father and I sat down and had a long conversation, and we decided this was the best for you. It has all been arranged with the boy's family as well, as they are in agreement.

 

Na: *No... could it be?* You know... you know whom it is that I like, don't you?

 

N: *She wouldn't destroy the girl's trust in her mentor, but Naor'rin decided to speak the truth.* Yes. I know who it is that you chose. So, before the story of T'lana was repeated, we decided to intervene.

 

Na: *She jumped up, but she swayed; her legs were trembling underneath her.* It's all your doing, isn't it? You hate T'than so much, that you can't stand the thought of J'thir and I liking each other! You're just like him!!!

Sc: *He rose and took her by the shoulders and turned her so she was looking up at him.* Narya! You will treat your mother with respect!

 

Na: Respect? You had none for me when you decided to force me to join with someone I don't love! *Her lips were trembling, and she had mixed feelings about pulling away of burying her face in her father's chest and crying out all her tears.*

Sc: We do respect and love you, *he said calmly in the face of her fury.* We would not have taken the painstaking measures we did to select someone who is not only compatible with you physically, but, also in every other way. 

 

Na: How do you know that?! *She could feel her father's love. And looking past him, she saw the torment and love in her mother's eyes as well. It didn't make any sense! The world must have gone insane!* You sound just like T'than talking! I refuse to accept this! I won't mate with... *they hadn't even mentioned his name.* 

Sc: You can stop yelling. It will not influence us as we have already made our decision. Give this a chance and you will see that sooner than you can imagine you will find common ground with him.

 

Na: I don't even know who he is! *In fact, she didn't care to find out.*

Sc: He is from a family like ours, and yet different in some ways. Diversity is important in any relationship. You need not take our word for it however - we are meeting with him and his family in a few minutes. In fact, we are late and must leave.

 

Na: *She pushed away.* NO! I won't go! *She thought of running back to her room. But there was no escape from there. She could escape into the ship - maybe even to T'lana's secret place - but sooner or later, they would find her.*

 

N: *She got up, at last.* Come with us, Narya. We have given our word that you would come. You do not need to join with this boy now. The both of you have time to get to know each other and let love flourish. You must trust our judgment. *But it was still hard. Naor'rin was genuinely afraid for her child's future. After all, the families that were joining through Narya and her future mate were so different in so many ways.*

Sc: *He offered his hand to his mate and pulled her closer to him, speaking into her ear.* Do not worry so much over this. We made the right choice. You know this.

 

N: Still, I worry. She is our baby, Sc'orr; and a free spirit. I do not want her to suffer or be suffocated under the weight of this relationship.

Sc: I know, and I need not tell you how hard it will be for me to give her up. *She was, as Naor'rin said, their baby. She was his little girl!* This is the only way for Narya to find a happy and fulfilling life, and I am certain that she will be happy.

N: I know. I am trying not to be judgmental. But do not ask me to shed my concern. I will always worry for her, as any mother would worry for her child. I also have trust in her. I know she will stand her ground. We taught her well. *She placed a small kiss on his lips, then they both turned to Narya, who was fuming and seemingly lost in the invisible wonders of the shiny floor.*

Sc: *He offered his other hand to his daughter.* Come along now Narya. You are a young lady now and should act like one. Varria has told you that being an adult means having the discipline to not act indecorously in a situation even though you want to do otherwise. 

 

Na: *She had time, her mother had said; time to get used to the idea. But then, so had T'lana, and her heart had never settled for anything other than Zo'or. How could her mother believe that? A Jaridian, no less!

Still Narya knew there was no way out. She could not say no to her parents; but she could make her betrothed's parents change their minds. Narya smiled bitterly to herself. Yes, once they knew just what kind of girl she was - and she would make use of the Jaridians' reputation - they would be glad to see her gone!

 

So she took her father's arm and followed his lead, out the door and through the maze of corridors on the ship.*

 

~*~

 

GT: *He felt her before he saw her.* Cadence... *he whispered and turned around just in time to surprise her, instead of the other way around. His son was only a few feet from them, sitting in a chair, seemingly lost in his thoughts. T'than didn't waste time and kissed his mate.* 

C - *She smiled up at him, but then she noticed J'thir and became concerned.* T'than... what's wrong with...?

 

GT: I know he should be happier... but I decided not to disclose the girl's identity just yet. Regardless, he does not have to wait long. I received the signal that they are already on their way. They should be arriving momentarily.

C - *She nodded, going to her son and rubbing his shoulder.* It will be okay.

J: No, it will not. My life is over!

C - *She smiled out of his sight. He sounded just like T'lana had, and she thought better of reminding him that right before her party, T'lana had argued that he would not be happy if his mate were being chosen for him.* Be patient. You might be surprised. *The alert chime sounded. Someone had entered T'than's outer office.* They are here. Please stand, J'thir.

J: *He grumbled, but did as she asked. T'than went to his chair and unlocked the inner office door and it opened... and in came Narya and her family.* Narya, *he whispered, striding across the room towards her.* You are just in time to witness my disgrace, *he said sarcastically.*

 

Na: *After a while, Narya recognized the way to T'than's offices. But her mother and father had not spoken another word about who her mate was supposed to be. Her heart only grew more bitter: certainly it was clear now how her mother had known. T'than had told them, and he had probably arranged the whole thing. And worse, he would be witness to that madness!!! But even worse, once she arrived, there was not only T'than there, but Cadence and J'thir as well! What was the meaning of that?

 

She looked up into J'thir's eyes. His anger and distress were visible. Mostly his anger. But she knew when that wore off, and the layers of his pride were peeled away, there would only be pain. And she was to blame for it!* What... what do you mean?

J: My father has decided... to select a mate for me. *Melencholy overpowered sarcasm as he looked at her wistfully, wanting nothing more but to embrace her, but not certain if she still had feelings for him anymore. She refused to even be alone with him anymore.*

 

Na: *Her will was to comfort him; but she could not. Not with all those 4 pairs of eyes staring at them. They were on display, and it looked like the show today would be composed of their grief. All the bitterness she felt twisted her lips with a smirk.* That is just perfect... *she looked down.* My parents did the same thing to me.

J: *The anger he had reduced to glowing embers rose in his gut - bright and hot.* Your mate as well? But... I thought your parents did not believe in Doctrine. *His eyes flashed and centered on Sc'orr.*

 

Na: *She shook her head, softly.* Appearances can be deceiving... *She was starting to believe what some Jaridians said sometimes about the Taelons being Um'rathuma.* They called me to the lounge and simply announced to me that they had chosen a mate. Just like that! *It was to hard to swallow.*

J: I do not believe this! *he hissed.* Can you not see what they are doing?

 

Na: *She did not reply... the obvious conclusion was too cruel to speak of.*

J: They know about us, and want to make sure that there would be no chance of us ever bonding. They have selected our mates for us and... they are going to make us meet them here... in front of each other! *There would be no hope of winning her back after that. Fate was indeed cruel.*

 

Na: *At that moment she felt like announcing to her parents and T'than that she couldn't care less what they had decided; and grab J'thir's hands and get out of there as fast as they could.* I am sorry... *she said after a while.* It is all my fault... I told your father... I mean, I asked him permission to see you... I couldn't keep the secret anymore... live in fear... *But at least back then they had something that was theirs, even if it was a dangerous secret.* You are right. They are shredding every chance we have of being with each other, ever again. *She didn't know what was more painful: to think she had caused all that; or to want to hold him and kiss him, knowing that she couldn't. Ever again. Even if he was so close that she could feel his breath.*

C - *The small ruse they had all concocted was spiraling out of control. She came forward, cutting into the heated conversation.* You are both wrong! J'thir, forget for a moment that you are T'than's son and stop seeing conspiracies! Focus on what is in front of you and instead of coming to the most complex conclusion... draw a simple one. *It was in the young Jaridian girl's eyes that she saw the first glimmer of understanding... and hope.*

 

Na: *Of all the people in the room, Cadence was probably the one least empowered to participate in the ruse. Mostly because T'than wouldn't allow her. Therefore, the impact of her words was bigger than that of any of the other's present might say - because they were probably true.

 

The simplest conclusion was what in her fear, Narya had overlooked. And J'thir as well. Because they had always believed their parents wouldn't particularly rejoice over their bonding. However... perhaps she had been the one too strongly influenced by prejudice. Varria's words of last night came to mind: about what Naor'rin would think; and about what T'than felt about Sc'orr. And about love conquering boundaries and she and J'thir facing the issue together. It looked like they were the ones who had not been prepared to accept it; so much so, they had not been able to read their parent's intentions.* You mean... *she looked at Cadence, then swiftly at her parents. They were standing in front of T'than, side by side, accomplices for life. Her mother smiled at her - an uncertain, but heartfelt smile. Her father just nodded.* You mean... that J'thir and I... we... *Then suddenly her eyes were magnetically pulled towards his. Her heart was beating like crazy again - how funny that the same symptom could stand for panic and extreme joy at the same time.* 

J: *She was his mate. They had not even bonded yet and still he could read every realization as it flashed and turned in her kaleidoscopic eyes, thus becoming his.* Father, *he said,* you told me numerous times that my taking a mate from within our own caste was the only... acceptable... choice for me. Why the change of heart? *It was his mother who answered.*

C - J'thir, do not question fate when it is working in your favor.

J: You persuaded him, didn't you? *Power came in many forms; overt and otherwise, and he knew that Cadence had her own form of power in their household, even if he could not see it.*

C - I might have helped... a little, *she said with a sly smile, her long teal dress wafting behind her as she glided across the room to stand with T'than.* But, your father is not blind to what you want. 

J: *He looked at T'than again questioningly.* There is more though, isn't there? *He had never known T'than to make a decision - especially one as important as this - based solely on how it would make someone feel.*

 

GT: Times... and circumstances have changed. Recent events dictate that we take a different course of action than we had initially anticipated. It is fortunate that this bonding is to your liking, J'thir. *Actually, he did not mind it much either. It weighed in his decision that his son actually liked the girl - and Cadence had helped him see just how much it weighed on his decision - but it was also clear that there were other reasons.* I believe Narya is the right choice for you.

J: *He listened intently and nodded. It was a silent understanding between them, but it was clear that Narya would need an explanation.*

 

Na: *She wasn't sure she actually liked - or understood - the line of T'than's reasoning. It looked like he wasn't simply content on making his son happy. What other reason would there be for him to overlook her Jaridian blood?* What is he talking about? *she whispered.*

J: Put simply, it is a solid political move. It assures that the current leadership here will remain as it is for a long time to come. *Zo'or would have great difficulty winning back the leader's seat should he try, and his children would also be excluded. J'thir kept his thoughts private. She would only think of Zo'rak, and he could not help but think of his sister, and how such an edict would make her feel.*

 

Na: *Leadership? She looked at T'than, then back at J'thir. So, that was it. T'than's move was perfectly explained. The question was: did she actually care what had led him to say yes? A part of her warned that one should be cautious around T'than at all times. And there was Zo'rak as well - he was the son of a leader too. He should have as much right to claim the leadership as J'thir. It made her feel a little guilty, though her intentions had never been to become a princess of sorts.* I see... Through our bonding, the stability of the colony's hierarchy is assured... *It was major; yet, all those thoughts seemed so little in face of that magnetic pull J'thir exerted upon her.*

J: *He had not been able to bring himself to touch her, his mind conjuring images of their parents stepping in at the last moment and pulling them apart, whisking them each off to other mates. Finally, he put his hands on her shoulders. She was warm - real - and their parents merely watched, Cadence nodding approvingly.* The truth is, that I don't care if there are political motivations behind it Narya. I only know that... I love you. I have loved you for a long time, and I am delighted with my father's decision. 

 

Na: *She bit her lip thoughtfully. He had never spoken those words so vehemently until that moment. And in front of his father; in front of their parents.* I love you too... for a longer time than I let myself realize. *Those words tasted like honey in her mouth, now that she was free to speak them.*

 

J: *He leaned down and kissed her, feeling his passions rise but restraining them, breaking the touch and ending it with a chaste kiss to her forehead. They were, after all, not alone.* Will you abide by your parents' decision as well? *He grinned playfully.*

 

Na: *After that kiss - however restrained - the word 'no' had been completely wiped out of her vocabulary. She sought his hand and held it in hers.* There is nothing that I want more in this world... *She whispered the words, meaning for him to be the only one to hear them. She had completely forgotten that there were even other people in the room...*

Sc: *He took Naor'rin's hand and came further into the office.* Wait please. Before this bonding shall take place, there are a few stipulations that we insist be met - to adequately assure us that our daughter will be happy.

 

Na: *As suddenly as it had began, the dream was over. She held on tightly to J'thir's hand, afraid of letting go, and turned to her father. Certainly... they would not show her a life of happiness, only to take it away.*

 

GT: *He would have taken offense, if T'than were not expecting Sc'orr to say something.* Curious that you should mention that, for I too have a few stipulations to communicate to you. But, since you were the first to mention it, I insist that you speak first, Sc'orr.

Sc: Very well, but my questions will be directed to J'thir, after all, he and Narya are the ones who will be bonding. *He turned then to address the young man* J'thir, before Naor'rin and I offer our complete consent, and our blessing, to your future bonding, I have a question. 

J: *He nodded.* Of course. 

Sc: Once mated, do you plan to follow Doctrine?

J: *He swallowed, his eyes moving from Sc'orr's expectant face to his father's equally piercing gaze. There was no way his answer could please them both...and if it did not, would the one who was disappointed withdraw his consent?  He looked down at Narya, and she too looked poised on the precipice of expectation, and uncertainty. Finally his gaze came full circle, and once more rested on her parents.* I was raised with it; I believe in it. My mother has not been injured by it, from what I have observed.

Sc: *He looked over at Cadence. She stood next to T'than, one of her hands resting on the back of his chair. He smiled softly at her and then focused on her son.* Cadence is of a different personality than my daughter. 

J: I stand by my beliefs. I do not want to give it up entirely but, the fact is sir that, I love her. I would be willing to compromise if it meant keeping her in my life.

Sc: *He looked down at his own mate and then back at J'thir.* Thank you for not trying to lie to appease us. I respect your honesty and your desire to stand by what you believe in. I also respect your willingness to compromise. That is what relationships are built on.

 

GT: Indeed... *He could not say that he was too pleased about J'thir's answer. He had to hope his teaching would prevail. J'thir had to be the pillar of that relationship. The leadership would be his someday.* And if my son is willing to compromise, I believe young Narya should be as well. *He looked from her parents to the girl that stood before his son.* Amongst those who do not believe in Doctrine, your family is at the top. *Her Jaridian blood was not easily overlooked. It wasn't only a matter of personality - it was in her genes.* However, I will require your solemn vow to abide by its simplest laws: that you will obey my son, and bear his child... within the year.

Sc: No. *He said firmly, stepping away from Naor'rin and nearer to his daughter.* You are rushing her, and this I will not allow.

 

Na: *She couldn't decide what made her more nervous: T'than's stipulation; or her father's answer to it. The truth of the matter was: she didn't feel ready to become a mother. Not just yet. But she didn't want to be separated from J'thir either.*

J: But... you were involved in the decision to allow our bonding were you not? *He was on the verge of anger again. Like his father, it was quick to rise and slow to abate.*

Sc: I was and I am, *he stated.* ...but I never said that I agreed to allow it at this very moment.

 

GT: *Now, that was not in his plans. He needed that joining to happen soon, so it could cement his position... and Zo'or's.* You agreed to allow it; and to meet so we could make this official to them. As far as I am concerned, this is the same as allowing them to join today.

Sc: Our opinions differ, apparently. Narya has not yet reached the age of maturity, and not only that, she still has nearly a year of studies in front of her... which she will finish. 

 

Na: *Yes, she knew that. And how awkward it would be if she went to school... pregnant! She didn't want to become a dead weight - but that balance, and their place in that relationship - should be something for her and J'thir to decide.* Daddy, please... Don't fill my heart with dreams only to destroy them next... I couldn't bear to stay away from him. The last few weeks away from him have been hell. I don't want my whole life to be like that.

Sc: *His gaze warmed when his eyes fell on her - his beautiful daughter.* I did not say anything about you two not being allowed to see one another. If anything, it will allow your relationship... and the both of you, to mature. *He did not miss J'thir rolling his eyes. The boy believed himself to be a man; which was likely T'than's doing.* J'thir, I will be honored to welcome you into our family, but not until my daughter is ready. At that time, it will be her choice to give herself to the demands of Doctrine, and all that such implies, but I want her to have an education behind her so that she can make an enlightened choice.

 

Na: *Her father had always been the voice of reason. Even when her heart made her leap into decisions. But one decision she had already made: she would stay with J'thir. It was clear that he was ready to embark on the journey that was parenthood; but Narya didn't feel so ready.* 

 

N: And those, are our terms. *She moved her eyes from T'than, to his son.* Narya is willing to respect your views. You should at least honor her good will, and show willingness to do the same for her. The times ahead of the both of you will be hard. Your ideals and your hearts might lead you in two different, and maybe opposite, ways. I have been where you stand right now. Rushing is your enemy. 

 

Na: *It looked like everyone had something to say about their relationship.* Mom, I think... J'thir and I will eventually find a balance.

 

N: Yes, I think your love is strong enough to allow that. However, it takes time. J'thir will have to realize that... not because we - or T'than - are imposing anything, but because he understands the necessity and the wisdom in it.

 

GT: Very well... *he said at last. There was one way to turn this to his favour yet.* I will give them time. Time, however, comes with a price. As you know, Sc'orr, there will be a meeting soon to discuss Zo'or's position on this ship. I want you to stand by my demands. *He already knew another council member who would. So, even if the other two spoke against it, the majority would prevail.*

Sc: For once in your life you should consider giving something away for free, T'than. Charity is good for the soul, and it begins at home. *He gestured outward, for home, was the ship, and everyone in it, including Zo'or.* 

 

GT: But peace seldom relies on charity, Sc'orr. I will require your support tomorrow, and if you look into the matter, you will realize that it benefits your daughter as well.

Sc: Very well, *he said* ...I will stand with you, but know that I do so under protest.

 

GT: *He smirked. He didn't care if it was under protest, so long as T'than got his way. The Taelon general nodded to settle their agreement.*

Sc: If there is nothing further, I am returning home. I will meet you in the council chamber tomorrow morning. *A single nod and then he looked down at Naor'rin.* Shall we? 

 

N: *Well, all in all, it hadn't been so bad.* I think we've concluded our business here. *Narya was distracted, lost in the presence of J'thir, it seemed. Her face radiated joy.*

Sc: *He smiled, happy - for his daughter and for them - despite what he would need to do in the morning. Ah, the morning could wait. He turned to his child.* Narya, you have early classes tomorrow. I trust you will return home in time for rest? 

 

Na: *Hearing her name on her father's lips brought her momentarily out of her small trance. She found the heat rising to her cheeks when she looked up at J'thir - oh, the thoughts that crossed her mind! She turned to her father, rather shyly.* I... *per her will, she would stay with J'thir. But for now, things were as they were.* Yes, of course father.

 

N: *It was difficult to think of her daughter as an adult. She had always thought that Zo'rak would be the first to find his mate, and had been prepared for that. But it was fulfilling as a parent to see Narya embrace her destiny. She smiled at Cadence, as a manner of farewell and then entwined her arm with Sc'orr's.* 

Sc: *His lips curved into an almost playful smile before he turned and walked out of the office with Naor'rin.*

J: Narya, go to the outer office and wait for me. I'll be right there. I thought that... we could go to the promenade and have a snack and then go and see your relatives to tell them... about us.

 

Na: *Her eyes filled with the shine of her emotions. He was truly willing to take that step! She smiled and said yes with her head. Quickly, she walked over to where Cadence was standing and bid her farewell with a small kiss on the cheek. Narya was all smiles until she faced the Taelon. To T'than, she merely nodded, before she turned on her heels and left.* 

J: *Now alone with his own parents:* Father, Mother... I apologize for my behavior of earlier. I want you to know that you have made me very happy tonight.

 

GT: I am gratified for it, my son. But I expect your happiness does not cloud your judgment. *He glanced at the door.* She will be a challenge to you. One you must conquer. *Though T'than knew that at times... J'thir would probably be the one to surrender. As T'than himself had done so many times with Cadence. That was what made their relationship - and their bedroom - so interesting.*

J: *The thought of taking her...of conquering her...made his energy rush, and made him stiffen below. It took a hard mental shove to push those desires back down into the part of his mind where they lived.* Y...yes...I shall Father. *He certainly had not sounded like a conqueror just then; more like...a boy. Sha'bra!*

 

GT: *He noticed his son was impatient. And to tell the truth, so was he. Having Cadence so close was awakening in him the urge to...* You may go now. *He waited for J'thir to be halfway out the door when he grabbed Cadence by her arm.* I say... we celebrate and make the best of not having our children around the house, hmm?

C - *He had startled her and his grasp was tight around her arm, holding her against him. She shuddered, appealingly innocent with a kiss to his lips before hers turned up in a coy smile. She said nothing, letting her hand do all the talking below his waist before she turned and led him inside their chambers.

~*~

J: *He strode into the outer office and picked the girl up, spinning around once and then kissing her on her soft, parted lips.* Are you ready to go? 

 

Na: *She had mixed feelings. A part of her wanted to just stay there and kiss him until her lungs ran out of air.* Yes... *she whispered.* I am ready... *For him, for their life together, for whatever came their way.*
Book Three
Part Nine

Tying the Strings of Destiny

GT: *The night had been long. Deliciously so. His son had arrived fairly late, allowing he and Cadence to take full advantage of their time alone. When the morning came though, T'than's mood went back to total seriousness. He already knew the outcome of the day: now that he had Sc'orr's vote secured, the balance of decision shifted his way. And his way meant Zo'or stepping down.

 

T'than knew, however, that the discussion might become long. So he sent the last summoning call and rose from his chair, giving room for his son to sit in it. Today J'thir would assume his father's duty. The Taelon thought to himself that the chair fit him - the boy had been bred to become a leader. And he was promising; though perhaps and little more lenient than T'than.

 

Leaving his offices he proceeded to the council room - a room which in times past had been the bridge, but which now also served the purpose of being the meeting place where all major decisions regarding the colony were made. Though Zo'or himself had never sat in that specific chair, the place had a certain symbolism. As usual, T'than was the first Taelon to arrive. Sc'orr followed shortly after, as well as Do'quar and Ti'el. The council was now in full attendance. Da'an would be present as well - he was the last Taelon amongst them whose lineage also allowed him to dispute the leader's seat. And there had been a time when T'than believed him to be the right choice. Not now though. Not in this time. Ironically, the greatest defender of the human race had been one of the Taelons who had shown greater difficulty in embracing the new ways.

 

Now, all that they needed, was for Zo'or to arrive.*

~*~

Z: *Moments later, Zo'or entered the starlit chamber with Da'an beside him. They both took in the new space; a bridge that, while similar in appearance to the one where they had once ruled, was now two stories tall, topped with a large dome of virtual glass that opened to the expanse of outer space. It was impressive even by Taelon standards; a true supreme throne room; a realm where he was so far distanced from his former greatness.

Da'an was looking at him with concern but he quickly moved forward to face his seated leader and his associates who stood behind him.* Well T'than, I am here. It is no secret that you have been plotting your vengeance against me, now with even more zeal than before so let us dispense with the prevarication that this assembly is anything other than a trial where you will be the sole judge. But before you pass sentence do not forget that your daughter is my mate, and that we are fully bonded. Any harm that comes to me... will affect her and the child she carries.

 

GT: *His fingers tapped the armrests ever so softly. In the last few days he had known reunion with his mate, and that brought him a serenity to deal with Zo'or's provocation with genuine calm.* This is not a trial. Unless you have any crime you wish to confess?

Z: *His eyes became bluer with his ire as he stared at T'than, but that was the sum total of his reaction.*

GT: *He tilted his head. T'than could think of a few very recent ones, but he could not afford thoughts of T'lana to cloud his reasoning.* I thought not... *A moment of silence followed, during which he straightened up to speak.* Zo'or, you have been summoned here so that your future in this colony can be decided. As the ruling body of the Red Colony, we are gathered to discuss your position and working place. 

Z: My working place, *he said, looking down his nose at the others and then raising his chin haughtily.* I would think that selecting my position would be undemanding upon the delegates. You know what I was bred for.

 

GT: Ever since your arrival on this ship, the balance of power has been threatened. In the time when we were one ship, you took the place of leadership over all Taelons. Upon the split up, the Synod was divided into the three councils of four members each, of which only two prevail now with the loss of the Blue Colony. The Gathering is still many a day away from happening. Therefore... your breeding to become a leader bears. You are hereby requested to forego it, as well as any claim to leadership. *His eyes narrowed slightly.* And, as you so eloquently stated it in your speech: it applies to T'lana and any child she carries as well.

Z: You speak blasphemy T'than! *The three Taelons behind him whispered animatedly with each other. Ti'el could not hide his shock, though Zo'or did not know if it was over T'than's decree, or his outburst.*

Da'an: Why are you doing this T'than? I do not think that even Zo'or expected you to relinquish your position, but to deny him any...and then to also enforce it generationally, is unreasonable. The political assembly will never accept it. They will see it as yet another demonstration of you using your political power to fulfill your personal vendetta with Zo'or; just as you did with the Pra'jraath duel.

Ti'el: He is correct T'than, *said the willowy being. He nearly appeared to float forward from behind the chair.* Ever since the duel, continuity between the three assemblies has been tenuous. We are at risk of disunion.

Sc: *Sc'orr listened, annoyed. He had told T'than as much and still he insisted on tempting fate!*

 

GT: *It looked like he still had the ability of ruining the false calm that was the facade of all Taelons. Voices tumbled one after the other, speaking against his own. He noticed, triumphantly, that Sc'orr - who would have been the first to speak aloud - had not.* It is neither blasphemy, nor as preposterous as you all might believe. Nor do I seek any sort of personal vendetta. *He looked at Da'an as he spoke.* As for what each of us were bred to be it does not matter; not in these times. It is all about adaptation, and I am certain that Zo'or will have no problem adjusting his abilities to whatever task we decide to hand him.

Z: I was correct when I once stated that I was a benign despot compared to you, for you exact punishment on your own family; T'lana, and children who have yet to be born! Children who have your energy flowing within them, and who have done nothing to warrant a penalty. *T'than was punishing his children for being born. Zo'or thought bitterly that he would see the leader exiled to the void before he would allow that!*

GT: On the contrary, Zo'or. *He tilted his head as his fingers tapped the armrest; a song of near irritation. But then they gripped the smooth surface and T'than went on, calmly.* I am protecting them. It would be one thing to move you away from the possible leadership. But I am certain that your every breath henceforth would be to prepare your children to become what you will always hunger for. They should not be made to grow under such weight. 

Z: You are a bigger fool than I thought you were if you believe that I will accept this without a fight. This discussion is pointless and tiresome and I demand to hear another voice from your own. You do not speak for all! *He looked to Ti'el, who still stood forward from his colleagues.* Ti'el, how will you vote on this issue? With T'than, or with me?

Ti: *At that moment, the frail being had the weight of two icy gazes upon him. Neither Taelon had ever called him a friend. He knew his soft-spoken nature had never garnered respect from some. However there were others, like Sc'orr, who knew that integrity had little to do with the volume of one's voice.* You have made legitimate arguments, Zo'or. I see no validity in T'than's statements as to why you, and especially your children, should be forced to live without purpose; veritable outcasts in our society. My vote is against T'than's decree.

Z: *He smiled. He had not expected Ti'el to stand with him. Sc'orr was glancing at him with approval, so his vote was assured and so he would save him for last.* Do'quar, you represent the Science Caste. What is your vote?

 

Do: *The tall slim Taelon walked from the back where he had been listening attentively. Like Ti'el, he had never been an avid supporter of either Taelon. In all his calm and scientific approach of things, he spoke.* This reunion was not about deciding the future ruling body of our species. *He noticed the leader smirking. He was not necessarily fond of the General's methods, but he understood T'than's motivations: Zo'or's future intentions were unknown, and thus, an unpredictable element. T'than was removing that element and thus assuring his own leadership for a long time to come.* However, I endorse his decision. It is best to determine Zo'or's position now to avoid...misunderstandings, in the future. I agree with your decision that Zo'or be denied leadership; now, or in the future.

 

GT: *Do'quar's vote had been a pleasant surprise. It was good to see that someone else was on the same trail of thought. But it did not settle accounts. Fortunately, he had secured Sc'orr's vote, otherwise, he would have a tie that would only bring about the perpetuity of this quarrel between himself and Zo'or. Sc'orr had yet to speak though, and either he put out a blatant vote for yes, or they would indeed fall into a long and tiresome discussion. 

 

Regardless of T'than's personal feelings - and even that little bit of dark satisfaction for humiliating Zo'or for taking T'lana from him - the general knew Zo'or would, sooner or later, make his move. It was a vote of confidence in the General if the others saw it, for it would reveal to Zo'or that his chances for success were slim. But also a big part of the truth was that T'than was indeed afraid that Zo'or might not try to achieve supreme power personally, but through one of his children. That could only bring mistrust and suffering to all involved, especially T'lana and the little ones.* Sc'orr... we have yet to hear your opinion.

Sc: *He stepped forward slowly. His hands were behind his back and he was looking at the floor which was rather unusual for his normally confident demeanor. Finally he looked up, though his mind was too busy calculating the damage that either decision would leave in its wake; damage that might seep into his private life as well if T'than decided to make good on his threat and prohibit J'thir from taking Narya as his mate. The children would likely not heed such a threat, but, it would not stop T'than from causing problems for their young relationship.

But he had given his word, and for better or worse, he had to stand by it.*

I am in agreement that the colony is still too early in its development to undergo the upheaval which would accompany a change in leadership. *There was a pregnant pause as Sc'orr wished he could manipulate time and go back...and not give his word. T'than was almost glaring at him. It was futile to wish for such things. So, he spoke, plainly and simply.* I stand with T'than that Zo'or be denied position in this colony. 

 

GT: *There it was. T'than closed his eyes and visibly relaxed in the chair. It was done! His move to join the two houses - his and Sc'orr's - had been perfect. He had to thank young Narya for the idea: he might not have considered her at all if she had not spoken. Since Ti'el was one of the Taelons who had not embraced the new ways, his only other choice would have been Do'quar's child - and she was still too young. Not to mention, she was not compatible with his son.*

Da'an: *He looked at Zo'or. His child was taking the ruling with stoicism. Outside he was expressionless, but inside his energy was roiling; a volatile mix of anger and hurt. He took two steps closer to him, so Zo'or would feel his presence; his silent support.*

 

GT: *T'than rose from his seat and walked forward, ahead of all the others.* Zo'or, by decision of this council, your name is hereby erased from the ruling caste of this colony. In the interest of fairness, this measure will be in effect until the great Gathering, at which time the Synod will be whole again and you can make your claim.

Z: *His blue eyes blinked several times. He did not look at Da'an; his parent's pity was simply too heavy a weight to add to the burden of defeat he had carried ever since his awakening here; a burden which the council had gleefully added to.* You may trust that I shall make my claim T'than... at that time. I suggest that you all prepare yourself for that day. *He looked over at Da'an - pity was being replaced by pride in the other's gentle blue eyes.* Until that day, I will enjoy the respite your unjust ruling has given me. I have known leadership, but I have not known the completion of family, and until the day when I have position again, I intend to...*he gave T'than a rather lascivious look*...revel....in that completion. *He raised his chin and offered his normal, arrogant expression.* If there is nothing more, I will return to my mate.

Da: Wait!

Z: Enough Da'an! It is over! *That was all he needed was for Da'an to make a last ditch plea in his defense. But it seemed his parent knew not the boundaries of humiliation.*

 

GT: *Zo'or had taken it a little better than T'than had thought. At least he had had the pride of accepting that decision. Da'an, however... seemed a little more resilient.* It is not. *he added simply, stopping Zo'or on his tracks.* We have yet to assign you to some other position. 

Da: I believe that Zo'or would best serve this society on the council. Nothing anyone says will convince me otherwise.

Sc: The vote has been cast. The ruling is final, and likely for the best. The council of four must remain stable. To arbitrarily add Zo'or would open debate throughout the assemblies. Everyone would want appointment. Chaos would ensue.

Da: I might have a solution. *He looked directly at the frail being who looked so out of place among the others.* But Ti'el would need to agree... General, will you hear it?

 

GT: *T'than looked over his shoulder to the fragile-looking Taelon. Ti'el had been the only one to vote against him... but somehow, the general had a feeling that he might yet have the power to complicate things.* Go on. *he said to Da'an, almost dismissively. T'than was not making any effort to hide his annoyance.*

Da: As you all know, I have been given the great responsibility, and honor, of reviving the Taelons in the womb. I do not have a mate, and have elected to remain alone so that I may put all of my energies toward this goal. Many Taelons who have children there have already passed into the void, or are too busy with new families to care for them, and so these young ones will be placed in my care until maturity. Even so I will only be able to guide one or two at a time properly. 

Ti'el: It is indeed an honorable vocation Da'an, but I do not see what relevance it has to me.

Da: You are one of the few among us who has lived a great number of years, and who is still not bonded. Your tutelage would be invaluable to our young. Together I believe that you and I could guide these infants to an enlightened maturity - a new generation of the highest caliber; who would be ready to embrace the new ways. I will not lie - it would be a demanding career; one with little respite; but it would offer great rewards as compensation.

 

GT: *It was not going well. Ti'el was very lenient, and Da'an's suggestion made immense sense. He was better fit for such a role, than to be a part of the ruling body. However... Do'quar's coldness, Sc'orr's wisdom and T'than's fire were very well balanced with Ti'el's calmness. If he were replaced... by Zo'or...*

Sc: *He looked at his friend, watching his expression experience subtle changes as he thought about it.* Consider well, my friend. He is asking you to step down from the council and, once done, it will be permanent.

 

GT: *His eyes met Zo'or's, that were lit with new hope. The young Taelon wasn't too happy that his parent had groveled - T'than wouldn't be either - but the hope that Da'an could achieve success with his request was there. Ti'el could leave if he so chose; but T'than made it clear in his own eyes that it did not necessarily mean he would be replaced by Zo'or.* Ti'el... you have been a valuable member to this ruling body over the last eleven years. You are welcomed to remain in your current position. What Da'an suggests is noble, but consider carefully how you can best serve this colony. By going... or by staying.

Ti: Your confidence in my abilities gratifies me T'than, *he replied in his melodic voice. I have found my time here challenging, and yet, fulfilling. I must admit that I find Da'an's offer appealing. However, as fulfilling of a duty as it would be, I cannot take responsibility for those charges that are our infants and leave behind this one with no successor to uphold the office in my place.

Z: *Da'an looked as though he might speak again but Zo'or stepped in front of him. His intentions were noble but he was well able to speak for himself.* It is quite obvious who should succeed you Ti'el. Da'an knows what you all do: that I would be more than able to assume this role; that is, if T'than is secure enough in his ideals to not look upon my elevation as a threat. *The taunt bounced off of the rounded walls but Zo'or quickly became serious again.* Such a position would also afford your daughter status similar to when she was a child, as well as the protection you are so concerned about. Will you favor my petition with your consideration?

 

GT: *T'than smirked. He was considering his options.* In time Zo'or you might learn that the status you seek will be more of a damage to your relationship with T'lana than a benefit. The council can be... taxing. *He tilted his head, his tone ironic because he clearly meant that this was one of those times.* I should remind you that only a few days ago you were willing to leave this ship, and your species, in an act of despair... 

Do: Still, T'than... if Ti'el makes the decision of leaving this council, and with Da'an already assigned to the children, Zo'or...

 

GT: *The general turned briskly to the other Taelon, quieting him with a glare.* I know our options better than anyone. I make it my business to know... *He turned to Zo'or again. His options were scarce: he had only Da'an or Zo'or to replace Ti'el. Zo'or would be the best choice, and they often thought alike. That is why T'than and Zo'or were so aware of the other's ideas and potential.* It concerns me that you become blind in the light of power. *He let it hang in the air for a moment, until the echo of his voice died away.* However, I am not blind to your value. I will favor your petition to join the council under one condition: that you will not make any move to disrupt the hierarchy within it; and that under no circumstances will my child be passed to second place over it.

Z: On my former colony, I occupied the position you have here, and still my mate was well attended to. It is...vaguely insulting for you to even insinuate that T'lana would become a lower priority to me than mere position. *He came forward, stepping onto the low dais.* I accept. *He then looked at Ti'el expectantly.* You are relieved.

Ti: *He nodded once, stepping down to stand with Da'an.* I stand relieved, Zo'or. May you find all that you hoped to achieve. *To his surprise, Zo'or smiled briefly and nodded to him.*

Sc: Ti'el, I do hope that you will not forget your friends here on the council. I shall miss our debates.

Ti: They are not over Sc'orr. I have a feeling that they may even intensify. *He grinned and then faced Da'an.* If you will acquaint me with my duties, I will be eager to begin.

Da: *He nodded in farewell to the council, his eyes lingering a second longer on his child. Zo'or was looking back at him, arrogance replaced with gratitude in his eyes before he turned to listen to his superior. Fate had taken so much from Zo'or but was now returning what had been stolen. His child was happier than he had ever known him to be. He left the bridge with Ti'el and they headed toward the womb; the Taelons' future. He had a feeling it would be a happy one.*
Book Three
Part Ten

Joining Day

[Follows "Tying the Strings of Destiny" one year later ]

J'thir: *The last year had been wonderful but even so it had crawled at the pace of a snail... and an old one at that! But finally the day had arrived; the day he would take Narya as his mate and bond with her forever. J'thir had retreated to his room to be alone for a while; to contemplate the previous year...

He had been ecstatic when their parents had agreed to let them see each other, and J'thir had begun to dream of the possibility of he and Narya being intimate. Narya had even shown him his sister's secret hideaway; now abandoned. Soon he would take her there, just as he now knew his sister had been for her first time.

But within a day of his new relationship his father had pulled him aside for a stern and private talk. He told J'thir clearly that he was not to violate Narya's purity until his bonding night. T'than was not yet over T'lana's pre-bonding indiscretion. He had nodded politely and decided that what his parent did not know wouldn't hurt him but the Taelon must have read his mind. He made J'thir swear to not dishonor his caste or Doctrine by doing anything inappropriate and then told him to not attempt any subterfuge...and that he would know if the girl came to his bed in any way other than innocent. 

The appointment with Jor'rel had already been made.

For weeks afterward J'thir had had nightmares of Narya calling everything off but that never happened; and if she had any qualms about what she would have to submit to the day before their joining she never said anything to him about it. It only made him love her more.

Months passed, she throwing herself into the final year of rigorous study and he being given even more responsibility overseeing the colony with T'than. He and Narya barely had time to see one another but they always managed to steal moments here and there; an evening if they were lucky. Her lips were like silk, her kisses bliss, her body remaining a mystery to his eyes... but not to his fingers, even if they remained above her clothes...

The day had come after a final sleepless night alone. J'thir stood on the dais with his mate, his jumpsuit changed to sparkling silver. Along with his hair he positively glowed. Their bonding ceremony was a blend of two traditions: 

Sc'orr and Naor'rin escorted Narya forward toward him and then Sc'orr lifted the veil from her face; symbolically representing his final act to her as a father before giving her to her mate. However she would not have to speak the vow of loyalty and obedience of Doctrine.

In tribute to her Jaridian heritage, the ceremony was not officiated by T'than, but rather, by the Seeker, Varria. They spoke their own vows to each other and then, he kissed her - their first as a bonded couple and J'thir began to wish he had worn a darker color, hoping his jumpsuit sparkled enough to hide his rising passions. 

They now stood in Sc'orr and Naor'rin's elegant living room surrounded by their friends as well as friends and colleagues of their respective families. Sc'orr had increased the room's size for the event as the crowd was large. Everything was going extremely well and J'thir grinned with surprise when T'than escorted a volunteer wearing a dress uniform around the room as the man distributed tiny, colorful foil boxes to every young woman and girl from the Military Caste, including Cadence and lastly, Narya. Inside the box on a bed of velvet was a golden charm suspended on a delicate chain. He was about to smile when Narya lifted it from the box and then his cheeks paled almost to white...

The charm was shaped like a tiny book, and on the cover in delicate, curving script was the word, 'Doctrine.' A tiny jewel was centered within the 'o' - each charm having one of a different color. He grimaced, waiting for his new mate to hurl it to the floor along with their joining vows but instead she smiled demurely and slipped it over her head. He thought T'than looked a bit disappointed. There would be no tantrum today it seemed; Narya had passed his test. T'than moved on - most of the girls were squealing with delight and running to thank him. At that moment J'thir was absolutely captured by the radiant girl standing in front of him. He had to admit their parents had been correct: they had each matured over the past months. He had eased his views and become more tolerant of another's... and apparently, so had she.*

J: Narya, *he said, playing the necklace through his fingers and then letting it drop back against her chest.* I am so sorry about this. My father is just...

 

Na: Being himself. *Nothing could ruin the happiness of that day. They were together, at last! Her next visit to the infirmary would likely be to confirm a pregnancy. It was ironic how in a matter of hours everything that had been forbidden... had become a sort of demand. One she was looking forward to obeying, for once.* If it satisfies him that I wear this, it is fine with me. He gave me a much greater and more significant gift a year ago... *Her fingers traced the shiny fabric of his jumpsuit, crawling their way upwards over his main pathway. She could swear she felt him vibrate!*

J: *He was stunned by her; he was dazzled by her. He had no words to express his pride in her grace and so, he pulled her into his arms.* Oh Narya, I love you...

 

~*~

C - *She admired the tiny green gem in her necklace. It matched her eyes perfectly. But she had not missed her son's look of discomfort and when T'than came near, his eyes proudly on the trinket, or her breasts, or both, she grabbed his arm and yanked him closer.* T'than how could you? *she hissed.* Of all the days to make such a show like this did it have to be your son's joining???

 

GT: It was the perfect day. Furthermore, I find these are rather nice, do you not? *He kept a mocking smirk on his face and openly admired the jeweled pendant on Cadence's chest - and how nicely it lay against her skin.* Very nice indeed.

C - You don't even like trinkets!

 

GT: I was under the impression that women did... *As if he would do it to please the general female crowd. Cadence was right: it was a statement. Narya had not spoken the vows that made her obey the doctrine. He had had to find other ways for the others to see she would abide by them. And what better way than to literally wear that statement?*

Cara: Cadence Cadence! *she called, running to them.* Look, I got a pretty! *The child had her own necklace, the tiny diamond flashing and lighting her silver eyes.* I got one like the grown-ups! *Cara was far too young to understand what the wearing of the charm signified.*

 

GT: *He nodded at her, even did so much as smile a little at the child.* And it suits you very well, Cara. *The child was growing so slowly! Her gene pool was precious, and T'than was unaccustomed to human growth rates.*

C - *Now she glared at her mate.* She is not in our caste and you know it! Stop trying to arrange her life for her! She is barely six years old! My parents... they are going to kill you... *She gave her sister a kiss and shooed her back toward her parents.*

 

GT: *They wouldn't like it... in the same amount that T'than did not care what they thought.* You speak as though being a part of the military caste, and abiding by Doctrine, is a bad thing... *His eyes trailed further down, abandoning the necklace and stopping over her belly.*

C - I... never said that, *she said, looking away, and then back at him.* I don't want to argue forever about this, *she said grumpily, one hand massaging her lower back and the other over her round belly which her floating rose dress could not conceal at this late date. Their new daughter was due in two weeks.* I'm just too tired. *she pouted, annoyed with him about the necklaces...and her aching back and in the mood to complain. At the moment she was not feeling terribly obedient.* I don't know how I let you talk me into doing this again. Nature is cruel... making me forget how late pregnancy felt. *pout*

 

GT: You should not complain. A standard human pregnancy is estimated to last nine months. You will be due in a couple of weeks... *Still, he escorted her by the arm and led her across the room. She should sit for a little while. This had been the easiest of pregnancies - for a change, everything had gone well. Except Cadence's complaints, which had taken a turn for the worse. So had her temperament at times.*

~*~

 

Na: *She was separated from J'thir. It looked like their joining day was mocking them. Yes, they had been officially pronounced as a couple, but the party was forcing them to be somewhat apart, greeting this or that person. She was looking across the room for him when the floor suddenly disappeared from under her feet.*

 

Zo'rak: *It was easy to sneak and get hold of her waist. Zo'rak turned his sister around. She was flushed and surprised when he put her back down.* Congratulations, Narya. Who would have said you two would end up together? *J'thir was coming over.* I guess all that constant bickering was just pent up...

 

Na: *She stepped on his toes, on purpose.* Zo'rak! *There were people listening. But her expression softened, and so did his. They embraced.*

 

Zo: I am going to miss you around the house. *he whispered against her ear. Since Narya was scheduled to leave, Zo'rak had stayed behind so that his home would not feel so lonely to their parents. When he pulled her away, there were tears in her eyes.* Oh no... can't have people saying I made you cry in your joining day. *He brushed them away with his thumb.*

 

Na: I am going to miss you too. So much! *J'thir was there, so she took his side.* 

 

Zo: And you... *he said, turning to his friend.* better make her happy. Or else... *He let the threat hang in the air, though he had no doubt that they'd get along just fine.*

J: It shall be my sole purpose in life, *he said with a grin before his look went more tender down at her.* 

Zo: *As once it had melted in love for his sister, Zo'rak's face assumed an almost respectful expression.* I cannot think of anyone better for her. Congratulations, J'thir.

J: Thank you, Brother. *He laughed heartily* I bet my father never bargained that he'd get a new son along with Narya.

 

Zo: *He had to grin.* Three "fathers" is a little more than I can handle. Though I have to say, one way or another, our familles were meant to become one in the same. 

J: Yes, it is the perfect union; one that will assure us all futures we will be proud of, *he said, a bit of his caste pride peeking out from behind his shining amber eyes.*

Zo: I am very proud of this unification, and so is the Jaridian side of the family.

J: *J'thir nodded, looking across the room at the groups of Jaridians scattered amongst Taelons and humans. Their acceptance was something he was worried he would never get simply because of who he was. But he and Narya were winners in this game called life. Everything was working out for them better than they dared to hope for.* So Zo'rak, when will we be attending one of these soirees for you? Are you ever going to take a mate and settle down?

 

Zo: *He laughed.* Your father has been working me so hard as of late, I think I'm mated to my job! *His persistence had paid off after all. His value had been acknowledged - though he did not know by whom: T'than or his biological father, Zo'or.* It's not such a bad thing to be "on the market." Now that you are taken, I'm considered the most eligible bachelor! *He smiled at J'thir and winked at his own sister.*

 

J: Hmmm, yes, I guess they have to settle for the second most attractive one. *His serious look broke into a huge grin and then laughter as he cuffed his friend on the shoulder playfully.*

 

Na: The right one must be out there... *Her brother was indeed quite exotic-looking. And she had caught some of her friends chatting about him. Alas, those had been the same friends who seemed to talk of nothing more than finding a mate. She knew that Zo'rak needed a companion, but also someone who challenged him -  who made him want to become better - instead of someone who thought him to be perfect already. She had to admit however that to her own eyes, J'thir was perfect...*

 

Zo: There are plenty of prospects, *he caught J'thir glancing at Narya.* but none that make my eyes sparkle quite like that. Perhaps I will have to wait before I give my contribution to enlarging the family, hmm?

 

Na: *She smiled nervously. Heat rose to her cheeks: Narya was sure she had just blushed, so she looked away and hid it under her sarcasm.* Very funny...

 

Zo: Don't be so serious, Sis. *he had to smile at her reaction. Throughout the entire year they had been made to wait. Zo'rak couldn't think of a greater exercise in self-control. He would not be surprised if they vanished for days and Narya showed up pregnant afterward...* I can't wait to be an uncle. 

 

J: *He pulled her closer. His mate. Yes, she was his mate now. At long last... He let his desire rise up into his eyes. There was no need to hide it anymore.* You have my word... that we will not keep you waiting for long.

 

Na: *There it was again; a new dose of redness added to her cheeks. She bit her lip and looked down, leaning just a little closer to J'thir. Narya could feel his pull... those last hours of waiting were hell. One part of her wanted it to be all over... the other was scared and anxious.*

 

~*~

Tl: *T'lana mingled through the room with Zo'or, greeting one person after another. N'shen was there and he glared hatefully at them... and at the blonde baby in her arms. She shuddered.* I wish he had not been invited.

Zo'or: Do not worry about him. He will not dare approach us. *Because N'shen likely knew that he would kill him!* He is a leading member of the Military Assembly. Your past is not enough to overshadow his political importance.

Tl: *Thankfully her attention was diverted by T'than.* Daddy! *she leaned forward and hugged him awkwardly. The baby made full contact impossible, and she was now pulling on her necklace and chewing on the charm.* No A'dani no. You can't eat that.

A'dani: Eat! Want... eat!

Tl: Soon baby. 

 

GT: *She was a sight. Still, each time T'than had a glimpse of his child holding her own baby, he could not help but remember the time when T'lana herself had been that little. That fragile. That dependent on him. It had not been easy to let her go. But it was comforting to know she was happy.* You used to have a taste for chewing on things. It was quite hard to get accustomed to it - Taelon babies are not so interactive - or attracted by objects. Did you like your gift?

Tl: Yes, *she said, fingering the pendant.* It's lovely but, Daddy, you shouldn't have... really. *smirk.*

 

GT: *He could swear she took after her mother... instead of him.* It is a mere reminder of your origins. Wear it with pride, and honor your caste and Doctrine. *She was the only one in Zo'or's house who could. He didn't trust the young Taelon to abide by the rules or to pass them onto their descendants.*

Tl: You know that I will Daddy, *she said, squeezing his hand. She and Doctrine had not always gotten along, but it was a part of her. She could no more shed its beliefs than she could her skin.*

Zo'or: *He looked down at her with a taunting smile; playful.* You need not worry. T'lana obeys me. I make certain of it. *He grimaced as her elbow made contact with his side.* 

 

GT: *He smirked at Zo'or's provocative comment but decided not to answer him.*

Tl: Say hello to your granddaughter. *The little girl was dressed in a light green footed jumper that was an exact match to T'lana's sheath dress which, while conservative in length, clung to her curvaceous form.* 

 

GT: *He reached for the tiny infant, knowing his proximity was being watched by Zo'or. The little one gripped at his little finger. Such tiny hands... but they would grow fast. Too fast, as the young parents would come to realize.* She is developing well... *A'dani was the mirror image of her mother at that age.*

 

Tl: Yes. She is perfect in our eyes. *She smiled proudly.* I've been trying to catch up with you since after the ceremony but the list of those who wish to congratulate you never seems to be exhausted.

 

GT: Indeed... *he glanced around, scanning the room. J'thir's joining had been a broader event than even T'lana's birthday party. All three species were present, as well as members of all castes. And the familles of each had grown as well, which was great news. The colony was prospering.* But you should know you are at the top of the list, T'lana.

Tl: *T'than won another kiss from her for that.* 

Zo'or: Interesting. T'than used to shun the spotlight which he now embraces... like a mate. *Ah how he enjoyed sparring with him. It was so... entertaining.*

 

GT: *It was in their energy - always spiking each other. T'than did not want to begin an argument, but he did smirk at Zo'or's little comment.* You may feel gratified that I allowed you to share the "spotlight". It is common knowledge that you were only too eager to chase it in the past... 

Z: *He smirked. Indeed the elder Taelon was correct, and he had pursued power and fortune like one does an elusive lover. It had taken so long for him to win back what he had lost.*

 

GT: T'lana... *he said, a hint of irony still in his tone.* You should take A'dani to see your mother. She's been temperamental about her pregnancy and perhaps the sight of a baby will make her see it from a more cheerful perspective... 

Tl: Sure, *she said, but then her smile vanished from her pretty lips.* But... she seems to be... busy at the moment. *Cadence was speaking with N'shen. T'lana held her daughter more tightly and kissed her blonde curls, knowing that the betrayal she was feeling was illogical but not being able to help it. Zo'or rested his hand on her shoulder, and both he and her father looked at her with concern.*

 

GT: *Fortunatelly, there were not many opportunities for that encounter to take place. T'than had received several visits from N'shen since T'lana's birthday, and had hoped that he would start looking for another mate somewhere else, but the Taelon had remained adamantly single.* They are merely conversing... *Though T'than was not in the least satisfied that N'shen had taken the liberty of engaging Cadence when he was not around.*

Tl: I don't know what she could possibly have to say to *him.* *she said sullenly.*

 

GT: It was probably he who approached her. *T'lana had no reason to feel threatened. Though the sight of N'shen alone brought up unpleasant memories.* She is one of the hostesses after all. *Though T'than acted as such, he was not very comfortable...*

 

~*~

C - *Cadence sat by herself, occasionally greeting those who approached but most maintained their distance when they saw her petulant and shadowed expression. Most... but not all...*

N'shen: Greetings, Cadence.

C - N'shen, *she said flatly before her eyes turned, disregarding him.*

Ns: *His jaw tightened but he persisted.* Your pregnancy has progressed significantly.

C - What would I ever do without your helpful tips? *she asked snidely, standing up.*

Ns: *He eyed her intently.* You need a lesson in respect, girl. *He pointed to her pendant.* Read the texts. Mind your place.

C - *She rolled her eyes and released an exasperated breath.* What do you want? 

Ns: *There was almost friendliness in his smile -  a snake luring a mouse a little closer. He looked off toward where T'lana and Zo'or stood. T'than was talking to them, his back turned to him.* Your daughter did not know her place either...and thus had to settle for,* his hand rolled through the air.*...second best...

C - Oh I don't know N'shen. It seems to me that you were second best. But I always told my daughter to only choose the best, and it seems that she did. *Her green eyes sparkled with her glee. The look on his face was priceless, but shock soon devolved into coldness.*

Ns: Hopefully T'than will do the teaching this time around so that your new daughter will carry herself as a proper female should and not disgrace her caste.

C - What does it matter to you? *She was beginning to feel the quiver of nervousness. The baby felt it too, kicking at the confines of the womb that protected her from a world that was sometimes far from safe; even here.* 

Ns: *He leaned in closer, as if to whisper a secret.* I am eager for a mate. *His fingers had come to rest against her stomach and now slipped down over its curve.* But, I am willing to wait...

C - *She thought she would be sick. His avid eyes repulsed her. She would not have him near the baby! Turning, she fled from him through the crowd into the blissfully empty hallway. She ran into Sc'orr and Naor'rin's bedchamber; into a shadowy alcove. She went to rip off her necklace but stopped, simply lifting it over her head and setting it on a table. Then she cried.*

~*~

Da'an: T'than, *he said, gliding over,* I have not yet had a chance to offer my congratulations on the bonding of your son to Narya. It was a very interesting ceremony.

GT: Indeed... Jaridian customs are quite exotic. *He placed both his hands behind his back.* The girl's parents insisted. *and it really didn't matter if T'than let them have their way. It would be the last time that it would happen.* I have to extend my gratitude for your attendance.

Da: I would never have missed the opportunity to witness such an event. *Finally he turned to Zo'or who was now holding his daughter, smiling as she played with his nose.* May I take her for awhile? 

Tl: We won't turn down a baby-sitter, will we Zo'or? 

Zo'or: We shall not, *he said seriously, making her laugh and handing the baby to his parent.* Do not take her far Da'an.

Da: *He arched a ridge. How far could he go in the room?* I thought she would enjoy seeing Jor'an. Jor'rel has given him a most interesting toy that A'dani might be interested in seeing.

 

GT: *It was not his place to be alarmed. But he was. Jor'rel was a very wise Taelon, but for all his age and wisdom he could border on insanity. Especially when it came to toys and jokes: something the mind of a Taelon had not been designed to conceive.* You have a good aid in Da'an... *If only Zo'or was so eager to let A'dani spend more time with her mother's parents.* The reports on his performance with the Taelon children are very uplifting. The first awakening took place two months ago, and the child is developing well. *Though it would take the children some time to mature. T'than didn't quite grasp why, but he was beginning to feel uncomfortable.

 

It was something akin to a void. #Cadence#. He looked around. She was not where she had been, and N'shen was talking to S'lir. J'thir and Narya were still going about the room, greeting people. Sc'orr and Naor'rin were at the other end, chatting with Varria, No'ram and his human mate. She too had a small infant in her arms - not such great news as one might think, because it meant there was compatibility between those races, and there were plenty of humans and Jaridians on Earth to cause trouble. But present trouble was more important: Cadence was nowhere to be seen.* Excuse me...

~*~

Elande: *The sculptor was on her way to see Naor'rin and her mate when T'than cut a line through the crowd she was slowly working her way through. She had yet to offer her best wishes to him and found this the perfect opportunity.* T'than, *she called in her honeyed voice, her jewel-toned robes wafting around her like a soft melody.* Allow me to offer my congratulations to you. Narya and J'thir are a perfect compliment to each other.

 

GT: *He was halted by the calling of his name. His eyes still looked around before they rested on the Jaridian face. He had not even heard her words, but assumed them to be the same as everyone else's.* Yes... thank you. We are thankful that you attended. *Cadence was still nowhere in sight!*

El: *He was polite, but it was clear he was distracted, and with more than presenting a pleasing image to the many castes and clans around him. He was making her feel alarmed and she could not fathom why. She grabbed his arm.* What is wrong?

 

GT: *He arched a hairless brow. She was stalling him, and that was making him a little anxious.* Nothing. *he hissed as he pulled his arm free. The party was splendid and everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves. And T'than had been too, until the moment that he had lost track of his mate.*

El: Do not lie to me. I may be able to assist you.

 

GT: I am merely looking for my mate, Elande, and would like to continue to do so. 

El: *Her elongated pupils constricted as she scanned the room. It was unlike Cadence to not be at the center of the activity.* I am certain she has not gone far... Volrath! *she called to the young man who stood taller than T'than.*

 

Vol: *He had been talking to a human girl when Elande called him. He excused himself, always the perfect gentlemen - girls liked that - and approached T'than. His perspective of the Taelon had changed immensely over the years. The first time they had been this close, Volrath's eyes had had to climb several feet to look at T'than's face. And in his anger, the Taelon had looked even bigger. Now... Volrath had grown to be as tall as his father, and had to look down to face T'than. He looked smaller too, for all the concern in his features. The Taelon picked up his pace before Volrath even had the time to greet him.* What's up?

El: There is a small problem: Cadence appears to be... missing. *The boy had always had a fondness for T'than's mate. After all, she had taken the first steps to befriending him when he was small and missing his mother. Cadence had befriended them all...*

 

Vol: *He was tall enough to scan the room. The mane of blond curls that topped Cadence's head was nowhere in sight.* She is not in the room. Problems in paradise?

 

El: I do not know if anything is wrong. T'than is concerned, and that is enough for me to be. Please alert your aunt and her mate and then inquire from the guests if they have seen her. And Volrath...

 

Vol: *His features had assumed the focus of a warrior. He looked... threatening.* Yes?

El: Be discreet. It may be nothing, and I do not wish to interfere in J'thir and Narya's day.

 

Vol: Oh, the two lovebirds are probably distracted. *Discretion was not Volrath's forte. For all his size and the rumbling

 thunder of his voice, it was hard to pass unnoticed.* I'll tell my aunt... *he nodded at Elande, then added with a sort of mocking smile.* You look pretty, dressed like that. *Then before she replied, made his way through the crowd towards his family.*

~*~

Sc: *He smiled down at Naor'rin. They were standing in a small group, watching Jor'rel's son reach out to pop the colored bubbles that were being blown out of a small globe that sat on a table. A'dani followed, but she was not as adept on her feet yet and fell. The little boy pulled her back up, hugging her and then kissed her on the cheek.* Do you suppose this is a hint of things to come? *he asked, regarding the youthful couple.*

 

N: *The children were a sight! And now that Narya was leaving, it opened a void in her home. Maybe... they could fill it with another child.* I think they make the cutest couple. *They reminded her of her son and T'lana at that age. Time did fly.*

Sc: *He smiled fondly.* Jor'an reminds me of Zo'rak when he was that age with his dark hair. *The boy looked like a porcelain doll with his alabaster skin and bud-like red lips. Moments later two human children came over; boys perhaps around five, and a fully Jaridian girl who was the same size, though Sc'orr knew her to be barely three.* Our colony has indeed been blessed. The dream of my species, and yours, has come true.

 

N: I could not have pictured this prosperity in my biggest dreams. Or this happiness. *She took his arm and rested her head on his shoulder, glancing over at her daughter. She looked gorgeous in what was the first day of the rest of her life.* Narya looks radiant...

Sc: She has never looked anything else to me, *he replied wistfully. It was nice to have a small respite from all the well-wishers. For a party, it was turning out to be one of the most exhausting events they had attended in a long time.* Would you think me terribly old... and human, to lament over our daughter's maturing? I am ashamed to admit it but, I am going to miss her.

 

N: *She absolutely loved that he was not afraid to speak of his feelings.* Don't be. It is only natural... I will miss her so much too. She brought life into our house... It is going to be strange not to have her around. We are not losing her though... *she said, turning his face to hers.* We are gaining a son, and soon, grandchildren. *she smiled.* If you feel old now, wait until they arrive... *Tenderly, Naor'rin kissed him. She thought it impossible, but their love had grown with the years.*

Sc: *He laughed richly.* Indeed! Oh but Naor'rin, *he said, his hands skimming down her body artfully enough as to not look improper,* I can think of something we can do that will make us both feel...*his lips were against hers*...young... *He brushed a lock of her hair off of her cheek, pulling back from the kiss.* Your nephew is coming this way. He looks somewhat tense.

 

Vol: *So much for passing unnoticed. His timing was anything but perfect... He smiled as he approached the couple.* Hello, Naor'rin. *He kissed her on the cheek like he used to do when he was just a kid. Volrath nodded at Sc'orr.*

 

N: You look worried Volrath. What is wrong? *Her nephew was the spitting image of her brother at that age.*

 

Vol: I was looking for Cadence, to congratulate her... but I can't seem to find her. *he stated, quite matter-of-factly, then added in a more serious tone.* Neither can T'than. She is not in the room.

 

N: *Naor'rin had been so busy conversing with her family and the many guests that she had not yet spoken with Cadence since the ceremony; Nor noticed her absence. Naor'rin glanced at her daughter again. J'thir was with her, chatting with the seeker, Varria. They looked unaware.* I would help look, but I think it might raise suspicion if Sc'orr and I exited the room. You go, Volrath. Maybe she has gone into one of the rooms to rest. Her pregnancy is at the final stage and it can be very taxing...

Vol: *he nodded.* Very well. I'll look there.

 

~*~

C - *Cadence waved down the lights when she heard the door open. There was a square of brightness that left her blind when it vanished. She felt her way along the wall, pulling further back into the room, her heart stuck in her throat because she was certain that N'shen had followed her! Moving forward, she had intended to dart behind the intruder but her hip brushed against something and it tipped over, whatever had toppled making a terrible crashing noise. She lost her balance, but a hand clamped around her arm and pulled her up from the fall and she screamed...*

 

Vol: *That brought back memories of a long time ago. Her distress was palpable now as it had been back then. Volrath was not the most empathic of Jaridians, but he could feel it keenly.* Hush... *he said, but the lights were still down; so there was only his massive hand around her arm; his lizard-like eyes shining in the darkness; and his cavernous voice echoing in the large room. Not the most soothing scenario for a scared human.* Lights... *The darkness slowly ebbed away as light filled the room.* Cadence, it is all right. *She was staring wide eyed at him, but holding her feet so Volrath let her go.* It's just me. *the little kid... just not so little anymore.*

 

C - Volrath, *she gasped, swallowing, her hand going up to her throat.* I thought that you were... someone else. *She caressed her belly, silently calming her daughter. The child was kicking steadily in a nervous rhythm. It was taxing on her strength. She went to the bed and sat down on it.*

 

Vol: *His eyes followed her as she moved away. He stood in the same place: walking closer would only make her look uncomfortably upwards to look at him.* People have noticed your absence from the party. They are worried... we should go back.

 

C - If you don't mind, I'd rather stay in here. 

 

Vol: Are you feeling unwell? *His aunt had said the advanced pregnancy could make her uncomfortable.* My aunt is concerned you might be feeling sick...

 

C - I'm okay. I just... don't want to go out there yet.

 

Vol: *She was clearly uneasy. And it was not due to him. Volrath knew her to be very brave, despite her outward fragile appearance.* Do you need assistance? *he had taken a serious tone, slipping into guarding mode.* 

 

C - *Was her fear that easy to read? She sighed. Cadence had never been any good at being subtle.* Don't worry Volrath. It is... something that you cannot help me with. *She smiled, diverting the topic.* You are so brave... and have always been. *The little boy she had once cuddled on her lap was now twice her size. How odd that it seemed to her that he had never been in-between; never a gawky adolescent. One moment he had been a child, and now he was a man. She pulled him down next to her, grinning when she heard the bed protest loudly.* How big you've become. *Her hand brushed over a muscular arm* I keep expecting to see that little boy I protected... but he's all grown up, and protecting me now.

 

Vol: Trying to. You did the same for me once, so it is only fair. I am honored that our roles are reversed. *He looked from her face to his massive hands, fingers entwined as he rested his elbows on his muscular legs.* You were the first person who made me feel welcomed in this colony *Then, without a second thought, he held her.*

 

C - *She felt positively engulfed in his arms. It must be how children feel. His heartbeat was steady against her ear, and he was so warm. She closed her eyes, just listening to him reminisce about the past.  But then, her awareness flashed back on.* Volrath...

 

Vol: *Her voice was so high and so much softer than his, he completely missed her call to attention.* It was a scary place, and time, for a child. I do not think I would have turned out so brave, *he smiled at her again.* if not for you. But I can't complain now - life is much easier, and we've been keeping busy...

 

C - *She tried to pull away but his arm was heavy, lazily wrapped around her, and he was lost in his speech.* Volrath, *she whispered again.*

 

Vol: *He heard her this time, because he felt her uneasiness getting stronger.* Hmm?

 

C - *Her awareness expanded until it flashed brightly in her mind. She tried to pull back in time but the door vanished and in came her mate. She was certain that he could only see her face above that massive arm.*

 

GT: *He had looked everywhere: beginning with the two small singular rooms, and even the small shower cubicle. But Cadence had taken another direction had hid instead in Sc'orr and Naor'rin's bedchamber. He would not have looked there had his urgency not risen so much; but at last, there she was! And... not alone! T'than was visibly tense as he walked into the room. The large Jaridian stood up immediately, standing between him and his mate.* Cadence... *there were questions and accusations in the mere tone of his voice.* I hope there is a good explanation for this. *he looked up over the young Jaridian's chest until his gaze reached his face.* 

 

C - T'than, I'm okay...*She had disappeared and he had felt her fear; and then he found her held in Volrath's massive embrace.* Would you listen...?

 

GT: I do not think I want to. *he looked from her to Volrath.* The scene spoke for itself. And you... *he remembered seeing Volrath when Elande had intercepted him. And the Jaridian had found her before T'than - which was suspicious, at best.* You are forgetting your place.

 

C - *She rose to her feet and came toward him.* Please... don't lose your temper?

 

GT: Am I expected to take this placidly. You disappear from the party, only to be discovered on Sc'orr's bed being held by a Jaridian?! *his reasonable self knew the scenario he was considering was impossible; but T'than had ceased being reasonable five minutes after noticing she was missing.*

 

Vol: *He disregarded T'than's provocation. He could be narrow minded - and always extremely jealous.* Are you certain you do not need any help? *Problems in paradise were sounding more like a viable explanation to her disappearance, as well as her reluctance to go back to the party.*

 

C - Volrath, I am fine. You need to go now, okay? I will be out in a moment. Please tell your aunt that I am all right. *Both were trying to protect her from each other. It could become a very bad situation very fast, but fortunately her friend knew when to leave, and did.* 

 

Vol: *The moment he passed by T'than was full of tension. They looked sideways at each other, as if measuring their opponent. Volrath was the first to break that eye contact, making it clear he did not want any problems, and left.*

 

GT: *He heard the door closing behind him and only then his eyes focused on Cadence.* What happened? Why did you leave?

 

C - You want to know what happened? *she said quietly, but each word was just a bit too enunciated.* I will be happy to tell you. *Her eyes flashed visibly, even in the bright light of the room.* This 'Doctrine' you have created, and that you think is so wonderful creates monsters!

 

GT: *He had heard it being disputed one too many times that day.* Doctrine is the sole reason why our colony is so prosperous! It allows for order within the couple, and a sense of belonging and duty! *He noticed then, she was not wearing her pendant.* 

 

C - *She turned her back on him, anger dissolving into the revulsion and fear she had experienced before. He was behind her and she turned in his hands.* Oh T'than... N'shen...

 

GT: *Ah, yes, last time he had seen her, N'shen had been speaking to her. And T'than had felt uncomfortable - instinctively - not reasonably.* What of him?

 

C - He wants our baby! 

 

GT: *He arched a brow. Going near her, T'than held her by the shoulders and turned her to face him.* He what?

 

C - He wants her I'm sure of it! T'than, please tell me... Did you make some horrible promise to him? Please say that you didn't!

 

GT: I did not. *he said, more quietly.* Though he has pressed the issue, I have given him no reason to further pursue that idea. *Actually, the thought of N'shen harassing Cadence or his baby daughter awakened dark instincts within T'than.*

 

C - *She fell against him, sobbing with her relief.* Thank the gods.... He... he frightened me. I haven't felt like that since... L'syr. 

 

GT: *Whetever anger he had felt at her melted away in the face of her distress.* What did he do? *T'than could not help but feel guilty: he had seen N'shen coming closer and had not intervened as he should have.*

 

C - *She looked up into his eyes.* He touched me. *She guided his hand over her stomach in the same manner.* Like this, and it was as if he were touching right through me - to the baby. He was coveting her.

 

GT: *That could not go on.* I will speak to N'shen. I hear Shallana has not yet found a suitable mate - I will make the suggestion. She is a daughter of the military caste as well, and eager to embrace Doctrine. It should divert his attentions away from our child. *N'shen was a good party; what T'than wasn't so sure, was whether he would be a good mate anymore. Their children were spirited. After what had happened with T'lana, he was certain that he could never make a decision on their fate. He could guide them, but not force them to follow a certain path.*

C - *Cadence nodded. She remembered Shallana; J'thir's intended - at least that is what they had thought. The girl was lovely, but more importantly, she was a perfect Daughter of her Caste.* That is a good idea... *She didn't care who N'shen was paired with as long as it turned his attentions away from her child!*

 

GT: *He held her tightly to him, kissing the top of her head protectively. He felt this child move within her womb and smiled.* She is a lively one. 

C - *She smiled and cuddled closer to him.* How well I know.

GT: *Gently, he wrapped his arm around her waist.* We should return now: it is our son's joining day, and I do not want to miss any moment of it. Nor should you... especially not because of N'shen. *he kissed her lips.* 

C - You're right. Let's go...

GT: Next time, come to me... do not hide in fear. I prefer it when you throw a tantrum. 

C - *She giggled and began to walk with him but suddenly she stopped in her tracks.* Wait! 

 

GT: *She slipped away from his arms before he could stop her. His eyes followed her at all times.* Did you forget something?

C - *She darted over to the alcove where she had first hidden, standing up the table that she had knocked over in the dark and placing the statuary back in place, thankful that nothing had broken. But then she dropped to her knees again, feeling around the floor, eventually finding what she was after. She stood up and lifted the necklace over her head, watching it dangle in her cleavage provocatively.* I... didn't want to leave it. It is beautiful.

GT: *Of course, the medallion. She had abandoned it, but now it was right where it should be. His eyes lingered somewhat provocatively on her cleavage - the medallion was oh so lucky to be resting where his lips wished to be.* You rejected it... *He noticed she had retrieved it from the floor.*

C - I would never reject a gift from you and...*she looked down, and then back up*...I would never reject you. Rejecting Doctrine would be doing just that. *She leaned into his arms again.* I am yours; I always will be.

 

GT: *It seemed he didn't need a medallion after all. Cadence knew exactly where she belonged: to him, and in his arms.* Yes, and I am so very fortunate. *Slowly, he guided her back to the lounge. His eyes scanned the room for his son. He was standing with Narya's family, while she was talking to Varria, only a few feet away.*

~*~

 

Na: It means a lot to me that you performed the ceremony. If there was ever any doubt about J'thir being accepted by our people, I think that after this, there will be none.

 

Var: We are very proud of you, Narya. Your joining with J'thir bonds all three species together. It is the first of its kind.

 

Na: I have to admit I was not looking at things from that angle...

 

Var: *She smiled.* Your heart made the decision for you. But it was the right decision. *Her pupil was nervous - despite her happiness - it was palpable.* You are still apprehensive, though.

 

Na: No, I am sure of my decision.

 

Var: I do not mean that... about tonight.

 

Na: Oh... *Narya knew all there was to know about what Varria was talking about. Sexual education was something her kind taught their children early. She had never feared the moment; but with she and J'thir, it wouldn't just happen. It wouldn+'t be the result of chance; but the culmination of the ceremony. And yes, that made her nervous.* I think you prepared me well.

 

Var: You know what you need to know. But facts are not the most important thing. You need to keep that in mind, Narya. What matters the most is what you feel for J'thir. When the time comes, let that lead you. *A shadow moved over her. She looked upwards and to the side. It was No'ram.*

 

No: *He approached his niece, kissing her on the forehead. She was no longer that tiny little girl, always curious about everything and who chased the boys around - wanting to learn the same moves in the gym.* Congratulations, Narya. 

 

Na: Thank you, Uncle. *His eyes lingered on the pendant hanging around her neck.* Oh, it was a gift from T'than.

 

No: A strange gift... *Ironically, not so different from his. No'ram reached into his pocket and retrieved a tiny box. He handed it to Narya.*

 

Na: *She opened the lid. Inside was a small medallion. She recognized the symbol - her mother had had it tattooed on her right shoulder blade, the same as her uncle. And Narya knew exactly what it was.* Thank you!

 

No: You have passed into adulthood today, Narya. The teachings you have taken all these years end now. It is time you put them to good use.

 

Na: J'thir... *she called softly, and waited for him to come over.* Look! *She showed him the medallion. Narya could see Elande's work in the very intricate carving.* This means I have reached the level of elite of the Dagda clan. *she smiled cheerfully.*

J: *He ran his finger over the engraving in the center of the shiny disk. It appeared to be made of ceramic, but J'thir had never seen sculpting material like this. It was smooth and thin, with rainbows of color embedded right into the surface.* Narya, it is exquisite. I have never seen anything like it. I am so proud of you and the level you have achieved. *He hugged her and then addressed No'ram.* Is this customary, to give a medallion like this on such occasions? This signifies that she is a warrior, right?

 

No: *He nodded. J'thir was more informed than he thought.* Narya is a very skillful fighter. *He wasn't certain if young J'thir would be fond of that aspect given that his father was the conceiver of Doctrine.* In ancient times, when there was war between the Taelons and the Jaridians, it was paramount that our females learned how to fight because, many times, their mates did not return from battle and they needed to know how to protect their children and themselves should war arrive to their homes. Eventually, that concept evolved, and they became skilled warriors... and lovers. It was a custom for them to receive a medallion or a tattoo over their achievements. It was a small rite of passage; one for the closest male relative to perform. But there is yet another custom, fit for a day such as this. *Gently, he took the tiny pendant from Narya's hand. Gripping it between two fingers, he split it in two.* Today you become a member of our caste as well, J'thir. It is only fair that you share the honor bestowed upon Narya.

J: *He took it gently, admiring the tiny half resting in his palm.* I am honored, No'ram, *he said, still looking into his hand. But then his golden eyes found No'ram's.* I am the luckiest Taelon in the colony, for I am now a part of two families...with two great traditions to uphold. I will wear this with pride. 

 

No: *He nodded at the youngster.* You wear it fairly. Not only are you joining a daughter of our clan, but your achievements as a warrior merit the honor. *No'ram had always kept a close watch on the boy's training.*

 

Na: Thank you, Uncle! *Letting decorum aside, she flung her arms around his large neck. Narya had to stand on her toes to kiss his cheek.* This means a lot to us. 

 

J: *He placed it against his jumpsuit, manipulating the energy that it was made of to lock a silver tendril through it and hold it in place.* Narya, what do you think? *Her half tinkled against the Doctrine charm.*

 

Na: I think it suits you. *She let go of her uncle and moved closer to J'thir, touching the pendant with her fingers.* You are one of us now. The first non-Jaridian to be honored with such a gift. *it meant that her family, and her entire species, was welcoming him.*

 

J: *Like his father, J'thir was never short on words; always knowing the right thing to say in any given situation. Right now though, the honor being bestowed upon him had rendered him speechless. He smiled warmly at her and then turned to listen to No'ram.*

No: For a moment I doubted if the gift would be welcomed. It carries great responsibility. The two of you come from families with opposite beliefs. *he was looking at the boy.* J'thir, the legacy of our clan has been placed into your hands. *There was only Zo'rak and Volrath left to carry it; and of course, No'ram's younger child.* Will you honor it?

J: You have my word that I will. You are right of course - the traditions of our family differ, and indeed contradict each other. I have been told it is not the only challenge that we will face in our lifetime. My mother says that love has many challenges. We will find a way to honor the traditions we came from, and perhaps make some new ones. Look at Narya's pendants; opposing doctrines, and yet they compliment each other with their individual beauty; and, when she moves, they come together, making a kind of music. That will be us - blending two ways and enjoying the music they make as a result.

 

No: *He exchanged looks with Varria. J'thir's answer was perfect. No'ram saw honor in him, and a great sense of duty. And most importantly, love for his niece. He nodded, pleased.* 

 

Va: *She walked forward, coming closer to the young couple.* I foresee a great future for the two of you. You have all the right tools to build it. I do hope my body carries me far enough in time to witness the materialization of your love for each other.

 

Na: Of course it will Varria. I would be honored if you performed the rite of birth for my children... *she looked up at J'thir and smiled.* our children... *The butterflies were back. The party was lasting a little too long at this point.*

~*~

J: *It had been a wonderful event, but J'thir found himself eager for it to end and even so, it had continued for another two hours after his conversation with Narya's relatives. Now the room was quiet, and almost empty. With the exception of two volunteers collecting glasses and plates and putting the room back to order, only their parents remained. Sc'orr and Naor'rin were preparing to retreat to their room, talking happily with Zo'rak and Narya. J'thir stood alone until his father walked up to him, his hands behind his back and a somewhat sly grin on his lips. He looked over at his mother: she was sitting on the sofa, chatting with one of the officers.* Father, *he said.* Narya and I were getting ready to leave for... our quarters. I am still not used to saying that.

 

GT: That will have changed significantly by tomorrow. *He stood next to his son, glancing momentarily at the family that chatted amicably at the other end of the room.* In moments you will leave through that door and begin a new stage of your life. Your quarters were a gift from both our families, but I took the liberty of adding something of my own to it. When in your bedroom, look for a small chest underneath the bed. *he smirked.* Feel free to explore the contents... *he looked almost evil.* It is... a little dark chest of wonders. Your imagination alone is the limit to its applications. And in case enthusiasm takes you over... I am freeing you of duty for the next several days. Report when you are ready...

J: *Eagerness sprang into his gut and his eyes glowed with anticipation as he envisioned Narya ready on his bed. Offering his father a smile, he nodded and walked away.*

 

~*~

 

Na: *T'than had already walked towards Cadence and was helping her stand. J'thir was coming over. He looked anxious, and it brushed upon her too. It was time! Zo'rak walked forth...*

 

Zo: Good luck Sis. *He kissed her on the forehead and held her for a moment, before walking to J'thir. He wanted Narya to have a final moment with their parents.* J'thir... Take care of her. *In a brotherly gesture, he dropped protocol and gave his friend a quick embrace.*

J: I will Zo'rak. Don't worry. *smile*

 

Na: Mom... Dad... *She hugged her father first. When pulling away, Narya had the distinct impression that he didn't want to let go. She let the embrace linger until the Taelon's arms slackened their grip. She was smiling at him, but there were tears welling up in her eyes as well.*

Sc: *As she slipped out of his embrace - her last as a little girl - he smiled, knowing it was bittersweet.* Good Night, sweet Narya, and do not cry. Happiness comes in many forms, which you will discover as you embark on the next stage of your life.

 

N: *Naor'rin pulled her child to her.* Take care. If you need anything, do not hesitate to come to us, okay?

 

Na: Okay. *Her mother's thumb cleaned the tears from her cheeks. Naor'rin was smiling at her, so Narya returned the gesture. She was indeed so happy! But the emotions that had accumulated throughout the day were so intense, their only escape was through her tears.* I love you... *she told them, and then J'thir was by her side, taking her arm. Her parents gave him an approving look.*

J: Come, and do not look so sad. They are only corridors away. *Looking back at her parents, and his own to nod a farewell, he took her arm, leading her through the door. It closed behind them, closing the chapter of their lives called Childhood. Their own door awaited, along with a new chapter, just waiting to begin.*
Book Three
Part Eleven

Joining Night

*It was hard for Narya to walk out the door, knowing the action was so full of symbolism. That place was ceasing to be the only home she had known in her short life. From that moment onwards, her home would be with J'thir. In fact, her home would become J'thir. 

 

A whole year had culminated in those few minutes. The walk to their quarters was a long and tortuous one. Narya's heart had been beating so strongly, she thought J'thir could hear it. In fact... they could hear the sound of their own breathing. The tension was palpable: a mix of expectation, anxiety, happiness and also desire that grew with each step. Both of them stopped at the entrance to their quarters. The door was still closed. That would be the true and final step into a new stage of their lives. 

 

Taking a deep breath, she looked up at him and took his hand. Her lips wore a shy smile, and her eyes, the gleam of expectation.* This is it... *As if on a cue, the door dematerialized to give them the first glimpse into their chambers. They were a strange mix of the opulence of T'than's chambers, and the tasteful simplicity and ethnicity of her parents'. The colours were warm - tones of red and terra-cotta tainted the walls, lit from within in fluttering waves of light to make it appear as though the room was on fire. The furniture was dark and simple.

 

They walked hand in hand towards the door that would lead to their chambers. There was an intricate pattern surrounding the frame, forming an arch over the entrance. It opened with their mere proximity, to reveal the bedchamber. It had been created for that night. Narya knew her mother and Varria had spent several hours preparing it. The bed was the centerpiece. It was large and round. Draped curtains of pearly white fell from the ceiling to make it the perfect hideaway; they were see-through, because Narya could see beyond them and notice that on every tiny piece of furniture were candles of many shapes and heights.

 

The bed was made with silken sheets. The surface borrowed the shine from the many little flames, and seemed to light up with a fire of its own.* Oh my... *Another step and the door closed behind them. There was a warm, somewhat intoxicating scent in the air.*

J: *His eyes were magnetically drawn to the bed, with his draped linens that looked to be made of liquid gold. Pillows of deep copper and black were tossed over it in organized chaos. Red flower petals were strewn above them all over the sheets. The metallic hues complimented the white of the billowing curtains. Like the living area, the walls pulsed with reddish light. How odd that it matched the rhythm of his beating heart.* Narya, *he breathed, reaching for her, enjoying her scent blending with the stronger, exotic scent of the many candles around them.* Oh Narya... 

Na: *Narya's head was feeling light already. The physical pull towards J'thir was so strong that it made her dizzy. However, when he came closer, she moved away as though his touch burnt her.* Wait... just a little longer... there is something I need to do. *Those candles; that smell; the petals on the sheets meant something. She started walking backwards; biting her lip. Her eyes spoke of promise of wonderful things to come.*

J: I have waited so long already. You torment me...

Na: Just give me a few minutes... *Before he could answer, she leapt stealthily towards the bathing chamber. The only thing separating it from the master bedroom was a curtain, and there were candles inside as well, so all her movements would be played in shadows for his eyes.

 

In slow and orchestrated movements, Narya took off the long and complicated gown she had worn for the ceremony and the party. She let her hands roam her body seductively and admired her underwear. It was made of silk, so he couldn't just wave it off. The bra was simple, with lace and tiny crystals on the cleavage. There was a small rose-like clip holding it together at the front. The panties felt like a second skin: the fabric was incredibly smooth. The two Vs at the front and back were held together by two strips of intricate lacing that drew a downwards line and invited the eyes further and further down to unveil that secrets that lay underneath.

She slipped into a small nightgown of pearly white that left her shoulders bare and barely reached her knees. It would take on the colours and shine of the flames when she walked into the room. The fabric was cold and soft against her skin, giving her goosebumps as she moved. It was true silk - something her mother had acquired when the Taelon Mothership had orbited Earth. 

 

Narya looked around, spinning on her feet: everything was set. Barefoot, she made her way around the curtains and back into the room. Each step was so soft and silent, as though she floated, and the gown clung to her form quite enticingly. And with each step, Narya went over all of Varria's teachings. 

 

What if she forgot something important? Narya bit her lip... her stomach was twisting and turning painfully, even though her eyes were stuck on his figure. The usual butterflies turned to angry bees when he smiled promisingly at her! She was dizzy, and nervous, but so eager. Her head felt so light, and her heart so heavy... but her body, was alive like never before.* J'thir... *she called softly, shyly, extending her hand towards him.* Come with me...

J: *She was a vision in white! Her body swayed beneath the short gown she wore, its shadow teasing him with its poetic movements. He wanted to twine his fingers into her long hair and pull her down. He wanted to explore with his hands and mouth, that hidden territory. He obeyed her call, coming to her, but she turned away from the bedchamber.* What...?

 

Na: *Taking his hand again, she pulled him away from the bed. She caught him glancing at it, as though uncertain if he wanted to follow her, or simply make her follow him and what he clearly desired. But he held on and trusted her. Reaching the curtain that hid away the large tub, she pulled a string that made it fall at their feet and reveal what lay behind it. The small lake-like pool was full. A pungent but inviting scent was released with each tiny bubble that popped at the surface.* It is a custom of my species... *she looked at him and went around, pulling him softly along and walking down the small steps and into the warm water.* In here, we should wash away everything that is of our past: sorrows, pain, doubts... fear. So that when we lay in our bed and join, we will carry nothing but our love for each other...

J: *His jumpsuit vanished once the water reached his chest. She however, would need to be undressed from white fabric that left her body very few secrets.* An interesting custom, *he said, pulling down her gown, feeling the curves of her body as he slid it down over her long legs until it floated away.* But, I cannot bathe you as you are... *His hands lay over her breasts, squeezing them, feeling her nipples beneath the wet silk.* You need to be... unwrapped... 

 

Na: *His touch was bliss, and so full of promise. His golden eyes were picking up the light in the candles, but then were shining with a fire of their own as well. She smiled gingerly.* That is the point... *Alas she would not have the same luck as he - to have the excuse of unwanted garments to run her hands over his muscled chest; to feel the tiny crevices that drew each perfect line of his abdomen all the way to his back... That did not keep her from exploring a little though, a little sigh escaping her when he hands dared to explore a little further.*

 

J: *He smiled and sat down on a low ledge, pulling her into his lap to straddle him. The bubbly current of the water made the staff of his manhood brush against her occasionally.* At last we are alone! This past year has been agony! 

 

Na: *That past year had indeed been long. But despite the wait, it had also been filled with discovery! To Narya's surprise, her lessons with Varria had changed a month before the joining, and had become daily. The youngster had protested at first - her time to be with J'thir had been short as it was! But once she received the first lesson, it became clear that her complaint had been moot. Oh, the things she had been taught! 

 

She usually met with J'thir after that. Thankfully, he had never inquired as to why she was so evasive and nervous - not to mention flushed! - when she reached him. But despite all that, her mentor had been right when she had said that when the moment came, her instincts would lead her. And they did: Narya could feel the way his body was responding to her. And there were oh-so many ways to reach union... and nothing better to begin the ritual with than with a kiss.*

 

J: *Their lips meshed, his tongue exploring her mouth before he pulled back, his eyes glowing like amber flames that now focused on her chest. There was a tiny snap; he had opened the clip at her cleavage. The bra was wet, and so he had to peel it away from her breasts.* 

 

Na: *The fabric tickled as it was moved away from her flesh. The simple graze on her nipples was enough to steal a tiny moan from her. They stood at attention, like two little buds begging for his lips. Narya just watched, for a moment; watched him admire her; and did some admiring of her own. His body was perfect. And naked underneath her...*

 

J: Ohhh... *he moaned, cupping each in his hands.* You are... divine... *He kissed the shadowed crevice between them and then nuzzled each ripe mound with his face. Soon, his arms had wrapped around her, keeping her close so he could suckle each berry tip.* I dreamed about you, but... my dreams did not do you justice. You are far more beautiful, my mate.

 

Na: *Her arms enveloped his neck; her hand pulled his head gently towards her, without leading him, though she was desperate for his lips. His words seduced her, casting a greater spell than even the scented candles. Drawing her fingers through his hair, she pulled him away at great cost it seemed, for her arms were shaking softly.* All this year was made of dreams, for the both of us. Tonight and henceforth... all of them will become real. This is my own pledge to you...

J: *He blushed, the glow fleeting beneath his skin and once more leaned forward, bringing their lips together. What a lovely trick of nature kissing is, he thought idly. The action perfectly filled in the spaces when words became superfluous.*

Na: Now... I want to know you... every inch of skin... every tiny crevice... every spot that moves you... *she pushed him down by the shoulders, but followed him down, her lips meshing with his while her hands drew the contours of his arms, all the way down his pecs... his abs. Soon the kiss was broken, and the caress became that of her lips.* Tell me... J'thir. Tell me where you want to feel my kiss. *She sucked each nipple suggestively. Her body was going back to the pool, using the wetness of their bodies to glide away. She could feel him now, throbbing between her full breasts. His body's answer was clear - but she knew in him that urge to command.* 

J: *He was still not used to the idea that now, all the forbidden things he had dreamed of were but a demand away. Pulling her along the ledge to where the water bubbled and foamed only to his waist, he urged her lower by her shoulders.* You know what I want, *he said, his cock jutting up from the roiling waters. Her virgin eyes could see him; her virgin mouth... would taste him.* Kiss me here.

 

Na: *Her eyes were caught on his maleness, seemingly hypnotized. It was bigger and more perfect than she had seen in her nights of restless and promising dreams. The shaft was long; its skin looked softer than even the cloth of her clothes. Still, it was ornamented with many pathways that glowed softly with each pulse of energy towards the head. He was wet from the water, but Narya licked her lips all the same. The many teachings were surfacing in her mind... on how to entice him; to please him...* 

 

J: *He heard his father's voice in his thoughts. Recently they had shared many conversations about sexual etiquette; and the duties of his mate.* Please me now. *he urged, guiding her mouth toward its ultimate destination.*

 

Na: *She watched him come forward, and then closed her eyes and let herself be guided. A full deep breath and she let her lips part. The touch of his head to them was hot, and almost electrifying. He throbbed as the head moved past her lips and entered her mouth. Her tongue lapped underneath it, exploring the contours of it as though it was a finger trying to draw the shape in the air. Another thing she had learned: never to lose control in a situation like that. So her hand drew an upward motion over his shaft, squeezing along its length while she played the crown in, out, and within her mouth.*

J: *He moaned, sliding down a bit, guiding her head with his hands into his desired rhythm.* So good... *His eyes feasted on her naked back and the teasing glimpses he got of her rear end, still clad in a transparent layer of silk.*

 

Na: *Taking him into her mouth was like a tease. Her own body had become alive; his throbbing against her lips seemed to reverberate and echo in her own body, and between her own legs. She moaned, and by impulse, took him deeper. When he touched the back of her throat, she nearly gagged and withdrew. But he was enjoying it so! Narya held back and resumed her caresses, pulling back all the way for air and licking his erection from where it sprang from his groin, all the way to the tip. She could swear it had become bigger! But no, that was probably her hazy mind playing tricks. Delighting in his moans - music to her ears - she took him back inside her mouth.*

J: *The suction her mouth caused made his entire body light with bluish blushes. One of her hands had found the place beneath his organ where his main pathway was so close to the surface of his body. He thrust forward into her, his breath coming harder. He was beginning to swell and pulse...* Faster Narya... suck me faster! 

 

Na: *He was coming alive inside of her. She did as asked but... his hands were beginning to grip harder on her head and he was burying himself deeper. She could swear she would choke! And she knew those signs; recognized them. He was reaching the climax! She had to pull back before...*

 

J: *He grimaced, but in pleasure. It was time. Was she pulling back???* No my love, *he said gruffly, holding her against him. His father had warned him about a woman's tendency to draw back at the moment; and the moment was here! He felt himself spill forth into her mouth; his first orgasm with his new mate.* You will swallow...

 

Na: *There was no other choice. He had gone past her throat, which protested, closing and gasping for air! But all it was able to retrieve was his seed. Her struggles had ceased; she needed to focus on accepting it, otherwise, she could choke. Narya felt each burst hitting the back of her throat as its hotness slid down its walls and went deep inside her body. She made an effort to swallow, moaning as she did so. 

J: Yes...*he moaned.* Yes! *He blushed with each burst into her; each burst she took into her body...until it was over.*

 

Na: *He was spent inside of her; his grip went limp on her head. And his maleness softened somewhat inside her mouth. At last she pulled back, at first tentatively to see if he would let her go. She had been told men had a tendency to want that. It had been scary, but not entirely unpleasant. It was his seed after all; his energy...

 

Her lips were still closed around him, and her tongue lapped at him a couple of times more before she let him loose from her mouth. His taste was peculiar - a mix of musk and salt; somewhat bittersweet. But it was him; his essence! It was incredible how stiff he still was, even though J'thir had just come inside of her. The bluish blushes had diminished, and there was a look of silly satisfaction on his face; as though he had just done something quite amazing. Slowly, her hands climbed up his body, as did she. She was face to face with him for a moment, unsure of whether to chastise him or not for forcing her to swallow.*

J: *His vision was soft and fuzzy around the edges, giving her an angelic aura; or perhaps her own energy emissions were so strong now that he was seeing them without trying. He could not stop grinning at her, his eyes roaming over her breasts back to her face.*

 

Na: *His taste was still dancing on her palate and her tongue. Looking into his eyes, she saw pride, and even greater lust, and was unable to stop herself. She just laughed.* I take it you liked that, hmm? *and before he could answer with words, she searched for his answer with a kiss.*

J: *His own taste was on her lips as he kissed her back, his mouth opening wider now, sucking on her lower lip and then her tongue.* Mmm, *he answered, pulling her into his lap so her back was against his chest.* You are so good at that. *He nuzzled her ear.* Are you certain that you have never done this before hmm? Say yes, or else I will have to find your teacher and kill him. *Outwardly he was playful, but his body had tensed with jealousy even so.*

 

Na: *She had never done it before. If his question had not sounded so much like a jest, she would have stepped on his feet.* I have not done this before... *Not really, though her lessons had come with... homework. And it had paid off it seemed. Narya smiled away from his view, tilting her head to the side to give him better access to her ear. His kisses there gave her light shivers; but they were so pleasant!*

J: *He relaxed and rested against the edge of the pool. Her back was warm and soft against him and he could feel every curve. One hand moved lazily over her breasts; caressing; squeezing... Then his curious fingers skimmed over her belly until they rested over her panties. Carelessly they plucked at the delicate lacings holding the small garment closed. He caressed the curves of her womanhood enjoying her shudder. He was nibbling her earlobe but acutely aware of slipping his hand under them. Like a blind man his fingertips registered and recorded her shape, stopping to gently tap at the little raised bud of her clit.* 

 

Na: *Narya tensed up in anticipation when she felt his touch replacing that of the silk panties against her sex. And she tensed up even more in eagerness when his fingers became more daring and brushed against her clitoris. She gasped and her body grazed against his as she stood on her toes. It was as though he had shocked her, and the feeling of heat was like lightning, traveling from the tip of his fingers at her node, to the hand that played with her nipples.*

J: Does that feel good? *he whispered as two fingertips moved in quick little circles over her, feeling the little bead swell.*

 

Na: *She just moaned, leaning heavily against him. It did not feel good. Good was a major understatement. That was bliss! The kind that made her head feel light, her breathing more raspy, her cries a little louder, and her body... a lot more urgent!*

J: *Her cries guided his movements. If she relaxed he increased his stimulation until she could no longer relax. His hand was stroking her and he instinctively knew when it was good for her which only made him redouble his efforts against the little pearl he could feel but was as yet unseen. His other hand pulled at one of her legs, splaying her. Even in the water he could feel the slickness of her own juices. Her moans were locked behind her lips.* Let it out Narya. *He was pinching her nipples, enjoying the writhing of her body in his arms.* Scream... cry.... and say my name when you come...

 

Na: *She was vaguely aware of the splashing of water between their bodies. She was positively riding his fingers! Narya's forehead was pressed against his cheek; opening her eyes she could barely distinguish the movements of his hands on her. J'thir pinched a little harder at her nipples and she cried. That was anguish: the wonderful kind! Soon she was surrendered to his mere touch; her body could only hope he would hurry to bring her to climax! Her head lolled backwards and her back arched, pressing her breast further against his hand.* Make it end... *she purred.* please... *it felt so good... so unbearably good...*

J: Not yet...just let go Narya. Let go and come for me... *He would see her soul when she did - the sweet girl he knew would draw back the blinds that hid her carnal self and he would see!*

 

Na: *Decorum was the last thing on her mind. No lesson could have prepared her for that! She was crying aloud; her lips parted as her chest tightened and she struggled for air. Feeling his hardness pressed against her was like a merciless tease. Her body craved him; all of him. But she knew this was just a game. Still just a game. But it was cruel!*

J: *His eyes glowed like hot coals. He was completely focused on rubbing her, his pelvis pressing against her buttocks sometimes. He needed her to come; he would feel it too! He pinched her clit and then rubbed and tapped it. She was hot down there, like there was a fire burning inside of her sex, and it was getting hotter!* You are close. Come for me!

 

Na: J'thir... pleeease... *Her body tensed and tensed; until one final pinch; one last touch of his fingers sent her in a shuddering fit in his arms. Her body writhed, animated by the small convulsions that announced her orgasm. His touch was pure electricity; but at last she fell limp. Narya leaned heavily against J'thir. She was sweating, but now she understood the silly smile she had seen on his face earlier.* I don't think I care if you ever did that before or not... *she said, breathlessly.* That was... 

J: *A lingering blush flickered under his skin and then vanished. Her words echoed into his glazed consciousness and he chuckled. Like her, he had never been with another though, his father one day had invited several female volunteers to work in his office, his eyes urging his son to choose one. Narya was forbidden, but they were not and, according to Doctrine it was acceptable and even desirable for males to become experienced before their bondings. Of course, the reverse was not true. He had declined. J'thir had only wanted one girl: Narya!*

Na: *Her hand snaked behind his neck and pulled him down for a passionate, lingering kiss. As their tongues entwined, her free hand reached underneath the water and between their bodies to stroke his shaft and head.* J'thir... I want to scream your name... time and time again, as you take me. *She was ready. In fact... her mind and her body could think of nothing else!*

J: *He lifted her from the water and carried her to the cushioned drying area. There, under the warm lights he had dried her slowly with thick towels. He left her panties in place. He was enjoying drawing it out, though his member was swollen and tight; nearly painful! He rocked back on his knees, touching himself and making sure she saw it. And then he leaned down over her and whispered into her ear.* Yes, you will scream. I have waited a year to hear it, and you will not deny me. *He kissed her before she could answer and then swept her up and carried her into their bedchamber.*

 

Na: *His words accompanied her only half of the way. Narya was assaulted by a mix of feelings: safety and belonging in his arms; fear and expectation at his words. They vanished though, once their bed came into sight. The final steps were in slow motion. She was supposed to have left fear behind; but the games they had played at the pool were no match to what was going to follow. But Narya also carried a great load of want, and feeling the tip of his jutting member graze her skin was enough to make her throb down below. Her perspective of the bed became lower as he descended her carefully and lay her down. Looking up at him, his eyes were bright as any flame that burned just behind the golden curtains.* 

J: *She now lay like a gem nestled in the golden sheets; a gem he had quested for, for months; his treasure. Tentatively he pulled at the tiny ribbons at the front of her underwear. They slipped apart and he began to slowly unlace them. Beneath the filmy layer was her temple - the place of his final conquest of her body. He pulled the ribbon away and the garment fell away, revealing her to him. Large fingers caressed tiny, hairless folds. He smiled, noting that the lines of decorative scales she had inherited from her mother went all the way down.*

 

Na: *It was like his stare was holding her chest down, because it was hard to breathe! Narya's breath came in little gasps. It looked like he was inspecting her! Only instead of detached focus, his eyes bore the gleam of wonder.*

 

J: *He lay down next to her, looking into her eyes, watching them pick up the points of candlelight from around the room. His fingers became bolder, bypassing her clit and moving lower, pressing into the wet petals between her legs, further and further until she tensed when they met resistance.*

 

Na: *She gasped. His fingers had felt so good, slowly going into her, making her sex feel even more alive. But suddenly the pleasure ceased and there was only a sharp pain. Her body moved instinctively away, slightly upwards on the sheets; though there was also the urge to push again, to enter that undulating dance between two bodies that joined.*

J: Shhh, *he said, kissing her but still exploring below. He had found the real treasure; the Holy Grail that all males regardless of species quested for: her innocence. The gate to his passion; and to her womb. It was his to open; his to conquer! He began to move over her.* Are you ready Narya? Ready for me to make you mine forever? 

 

Na: *Ready? She wanted to scream YES! But a timid voice that remembered the pain whispered no. Yet Narya knew that this was another rite of passage. It was like an admonishment from the gods: jealous that mortals could feel so much pleasure, they had taken vengeance and made that first time painful. But what of the second time... and the third... and all those wonderful times that would follow?*

J: Do not worry, *he said, reading her uncertainty and... for the first time, her thoughts. They were still difficult to hear, but that would pass. More than anything, it had been her fear that dampened the bright warmth of her energy that he had felt.* ...after tonight, you will not need to fear my entrance. *His eyes flicked downward for a second and then back.* Relax now my love. Open yourself to me...

 

Na: *Slowly, one of her legs went upwards and slightly to the side. Narya was still looking up into his eyes as she snaked a little underneath him, seeking the perfect alignment of their bodies. She could not see his hardness anymore, but she could feel it, pointing the way into her, nestling between her open thighs. J'thir was still staring down at her, holding himself upwards on an elbow, clearly waiting for her answer. Narya held on to him, snaking her hands underneath his armpits and resting them against his shoulder blades.* Make me yours, J'thir... *This was that part where no teachings could help.* Set our pleasure free. Make us one.

J: *He leaned down for a kiss that was both tender and passionate. Below, his hips pushed forward until the crown of his manhood slipped into where she was so hot; so wet; so tight! His heart was galloping beneath his chest and energy rushed in him, lighting his eyes.*

 

Na: *She felt everything - after all, it was a new sensation of his sex pressing against hers; parting her labia; pushing into her, one inch at a time. The way she was stretched was most unpleasant! But a second after he slipped through the tightness, he left pleasure behind. That was... until he reached what felt like the end. It hurt and she gasped, closing her eyes and resting her forehead in the crook of his neck, but then he stopped!*

 

J: *His arms enveloped her and pulled her close, one hand grabbing her hair and clutching it, making a fist and pulling her head back so he could look into her eyes.* I want to watch as you change from a girl into a woman...  *He gripped her hair tighter and heard her moan.* Forever... *He drew back and then plunged into her, feeling her tear below. His cry of pleasure contrasted with her high-pitched scream.*

 

Na: *Everything had come as a surprise - the roughness of his actions; the wild gleam in his eyes. Even the swiftness with which her body gave in to his entrance. His sex went into her like a spear; and the pain he had made her feel before was but a shadow compared to this! Narya saw light flash before her eyes. Her whole body tensed; even her fingers drove into his back as she held onto him. His first thrust pushed a scream out of her as loud and long as all the air in her lungs allowed for. The pain still throbbed, making her fully aware of the girth and length that was buried deeply inside her. For the first time. She whimpered softly, her voice pleading as she uttered his name.* J'thir...

 

J: We are one, *he breathed against her ear, pulling back and going in again, seeing her grimace.* Let us make love Narya... *He began to thrust, forgetting there was a world around them; lost in the bliss of it. Sex was so much better than he could ever have imagined and now, he could have this feeling anytime he wanted!*

 

Na: *The first thrusts bore the cruelty of the devil: painful as they were, they mocked her as they left behind a heat and pleasure too strong to ignore, so she was eternally divided between craving for his next entrance, and praying that it would be the last. The cocktail was nothing that Narya's senses had ever tasted. 

 

Inebriating as it was, the pain passed onto a second level. She was free to feel him now: his bulbous head as it opened and stretched her inside out, and outside in, making passage for the long shaft. Sometimes, he went so deeply, Narya felt a slight ache as he pushed against her womb. In her inexperience, she closed even more around him, making the pain return at times. And J'thir... he had forgotten the meaning of gentleness! Her cries could no longer keep up with the rhythm of his thrusts! Her breathing came in gasps, and sometimes, hardly at all.* J'thir... *she called again, the name a purring moan.* Please... *she pulled herself upwards - a hard task, for her hands were sweaty on his back. His muscles were contracting in tempo with his thrusts, and his skin was so hot! And the look on his face!* Slow... *she cried aloud again, and fell against the mattress.* down... *her hands had slid down his back. He had taken full control. No! He had lost all control! J'thir was blinded by the pleasure he usurped from her body.*

J: No... cannot! *he gasped, one of his large hands grabbing at a round buttock and lifting her a bit. It was as if he wanted to pull her into him.* My mate! *he said gruffly.* Every night... every night will be like this... just... *thrust* ...pleasure...

 

Na: *Narya knew what he was talking about. His feelings were sinking into her, reaching deeper as his hardness seemed to want to. It was indeed intoxicating - and her body understood it too. Instinctively, it knew that such invasion could only become pleasure. Ultimately, all the discomfort, all the moments of pain translated into an ache that transcended pain. She gave in: gave in to his taking. All her strength went into focusing on the ecstasy; and only that. And it was hot, vibrant, and pulsing. Thrust after thrust, mounting within her, even though the side of her that was reason could not grasp why.*

J: *He pushed at her legs, opening them as wide as they would go, watching himself disappear into her.* Come with me! *He fell onto her, the muscles in his buttocks clenching and unclenching with his thrusts.* Open yourself, *he panted,* Let my seed into you!

 

Na: *Her hands were gripping the sheets, pulling them into a ball in her fists. She wanted to bite, scream, thrash. She wanted to cry in ecstasy and pain! Narya's head was thrown back in abandon and her back arched as she writhed on the bed, possessed by that urgency that oozed from his every pore and sunk into her own skin. This was joining - becoming one - in body, in energy... in bliss! Her pelvis began to push upwards, despite the crushing motion of his body against hers. Her legs were open as wide as they would go, but oh, the irony, her sex was beginning to close again - to grip so tight he felt too large inside of her. Narya cried again; her lovely features distorted with a grimace. If once his fingers had taken her higher than heaven, his thrusts were making her leap much, much higher. And then the fall!*

J: *He felt her shuddering; dancing on the end of his staff, and it was perfection! He began his final assault and then he screamed, his voice gone hoarse, his long blond hair flying back over his shoulders as he gave his precious mate his seed for the very first time.*

 

Na: *Carnal and divine, all in one. The heat in her core exploded in a storm of lightning that traveled through every pathway in her body. Narya thrashed and cried as the orgasm took her over. Her whole body closed around him, milking his seed and her legs trapped his waist and kept him buried deeply inside her. She rode him until the wave of bliss began to subside and the sudden hot gave way to cold. His seed felt slick inside of her, and as she relaxed, she felt it overflow and bathe her thighs.*

J: *He had withdrawn from her body, noting the dark stains on the sheets; her virgin blood. Pulling her shivering body against him, they spooned. He was in the middle of nuzzling her neck when he noticed that he felt... different. His body felt as though it was charged with electricity; he could feel his pathways vibrating with it! His vision was different too: everything was brighter - surrounded by an aura. Her aura was the brightest of all, flashing in reds and pinks. Fear and lust combined and suddenly, J'thir felt as though he was losing his civility. He wanted... no... he needed... to dominate her; to own her!*

 

Na: *Happiness took a while to settle in. Their first time together. Their first time, ever! Narya had had him inside of her; and now his energy and his seed were in her as well. Their pact was sealed. He had given away his essence, and she had accepted it. It didn't even matter that it hadn't been like all girls imagined: gentle lovemaking. In the end, their urgency had spoken louder. It had been wild... and T'lana had been right when she had said that the beginning was painful, but the end...* That was amazing... *It felt so good, the quietness, being held like that in his arms.* I was scared for a while, but having you inside me... You made me feel like I was born to live this moment... *She held his hand and kissed it, pushing herself closer to him. For a while, there was only silence and the sound of their fast breathing.* J'thir?

J: *He had not even heard her speaking to him, but he saw the look on her face when she turned to see why he had been so silent...*

 

Na: *She was looking at the face of a stranger! No, her body knew his energy, it knew who he was. But Narya did not recognize him: the pale skin was slightly darker now, and spotted. The eyridges were slightly more prominent, and it felt to her that his body had lost all leanness. All that in him had made him look Taelon was gone. Her first reaction was to blink - maybe the pleasure had twisted her sight... Her urge was to resist the arms that held her and move away, if only to look better.*

J: *He saw her astonishment; her fear. It offended and aroused him all at once, and he pulled her closer possessively, though there was no other there to compete for her affections.*

 

Na:* Her actions only made him react and close his embrace. He did it with such ease and so rapidly, that the air in her chest left it with a gasp.* J'thir, let me go! *The more she squirmed, the more she had the feeling he became wilder. And more aroused, because his member was jutting forward, pressing between her thighs, harder and larger than she remembered it.* 

 

What is happening to you? *she asked, half-terrified, half-drowned in wonder. He was no less attractive or appealing to her in this form. He was, however... much more terrifying. And how to handle him had not been taught to her in any of her lessons.*

J: *What was happening to him? The question rolled around loosely in his head.* I do not know, *he said, somewhat mystified at the sound of his own voice. It was the same - his voice - but its timbre was altered - lower. He finally let her go and went to look at himself in the large mirror that made the hallway to the bath chamber look twice as wide as it actually was. He caressed his chin, noting his bright eyes looking out from deeper sockets. The light spots at his temples had deepened in color and spread over his eyeridge and cheeks. The entire palette of his skin had altered to look a bit darker and below... He smiled, stroking his penis, admiring how thick it now looked. Where before it was long and artfully shaped; now it appeared thicker, and gnarled like the trunk of an old tree with even more veins spiraling over its surface. They glowed slightly in pulsing waves.*

 

Na: *Narya had lifted herself up on her elbows, following his every move with her eyes. His body language had changed! It was like the Taelon fluidity his movements had possessed had been replaced by strength. That was what J'thir exuded: physical power. Every muscle seemed more defined. Everything about him was broader, especially his shoulders... and she could see when he turned, that it was not the only aspect in his anatomy that had thickened.*

J: *He turned to her and smiled, walking to the bed and stooping down, withdrawing the metallic square from the darkness. It gleamed with promise in his hands as he stood and brought it into the light.*

 

Na: *The silence was suddenly unbearable. The sound of his voice had been different, but at least... it told her that he was still there. That it was still J'thir, although changed, into what, she did not know. Nor did she recognize the object he held in his hands.* What is that? 

 

J: It is... a gift, from my father. *He turned his back on her, setting it on a table. He lifted the lid and rifled through the objects inside.*

 

Na: A gift? *She had not seen T'than deliver it at the party. Instead, it had been waiting in their room, under the bed. Hidden?* J'thir...? *she wanted to peek at what he was doing, but he put himself in the way. Everything in his body language was crying to her to get away. He was dangerous - though Narya was also strangely compelled to stay. Still, she kneeled on the bed and sat on her heels. It would be much easier to flee if things got complicated.*

J: *She was curious, but it was tinged with worry. He looked back over his shoulder, his gaze alone enough to keep her on the bed.* It is mine.

 

Na: *She arched a brow.* I don't want to take it from you... *The look in his eyes was so wild! She could not read his thoughts; but Narya could tell they were running crazy, as was the energy in his pathways. J'thir was excited, and aroused... and even in that state, extremely appealing. Regardless, her inner alarm was screaming louder - he was up to no good...*

J: *She was tense and ready to flee - he could tell. His fingers clenched around soft material and he went to her.* You are frightened, are you not?

 

Na: Of you, no. *It was partially a lie. J'thir was unpredictable in that state. The entire situation was unpredictable. Narya did not know what to do, and so far he had been using that confusion to keep her from doing anything at all!* Of that thing... *she glanced at the metallic chest, but underneath her, her legs began to tense and her hands sought leverage. He was holding something...* A little... *she was ready to leap; but he was ready to stop her!*

J: *With lightning speed he grabbed her wrists in one hand and lifted them above her head.* My father says that a little fear in a relationship is not a bad thing... *He took advantage of her surprise, binding her hands quickly. The headboard obliged his will and looped a tendril of liquid bioslurry through the ring between the cuffs. There, that was better. Moments later he had also bound her ankles so she was spread-eagled, leaving enough slack so her legs could move to accommodate him.*

 

Na: *A little fear was an understatement! Narya could have played that game... but in J'thir's state, she knew it was more than that to him. All her efforts to escape him were in vain - after all, he knew all the same techniques of fight and flight as she did, having had similar teachers and opponents. She was restrained in a matter of seconds!* J'thir! Release me! *The fear was like poison eating away at her stomach, but her eyes were gleaming with anger. Those emotions often walked hand in hand.* I don't care what your father said, this is not a turn-on!

J: Why do you protest? *he demanded loudly, grasping one of her necklaces from where she had laid them on the night table. It was the golden charm. He let it dangle before her eyes so she could read the word on it.* Did we not promise to uphold both our families' traditions? Do you plan to break that vow so soon?

 

Na: *Narya stopped struggling and looked up at the little pendant in disbelief. For a moment, it was only J'thir's alien voice, her sight, and the little unlucky charm.* No... *It disappeared from her sight, and she looked upwards at the ceiling instead.* But it doesn't have to be this way. If you want me to please you, I can... *She looked back into his eyes. Deep, golden, and gleaming eyes.* I will... just not like this. 

J: *Setting the charm back down he went for the box, again looking at the objects it contained.* It is time for you to obey me now for this time. Tomorrow will come, but for this night, you will submit. You know the teachings Narya. *He withdrew something and hid it in his hands, coming to stand over her.* I want you to speak one of them now. Your pain. Tell me Narya, tell me what your pain is for?

 

Na: *She blinked twice.* My pain? *She was genuinely confused; and the suggestion in his tone, along with the question itself, made that gnawing beast of fear rise upwards in her body and expand its tendrils so that the first flash showed in her eyes.* I don't understand... *and the truth of the matter was that she didn't.*

J: Then allow me to refresh your memory, *he said, softly, tossing a fistful of tiny, gleaming silver objects onto her flat abdomen and watching them scatter, a few rolling off onto the mattress. He picked one up and rolled it between his thumb and forefinger, watching its metallic sparkle.* Your pain...*he whispered, leaning down,*...if for...*he took one of her nipples between his fingers*...my pleasure. *He rested the small circle against an erect nub, watching as it automatically grabbed on with tiny little pincers.*

 

Na: *The metal was cold on her belly; she could feel it though her veins felt as though they carried liquid ice in them. So much so, Narya shivered involuntarily when he reached for her breast. His touch was enough to make her respond. The fear had awakened her body, made it so ready to react to everything, that his playing with her nipple alone made her gasp and moan. That was pleasure. But how? The thought never took form in her mind: the pressure became permanent. First painful, then as the pressure became constant, it numbed and sent those all too familiar butterflies loose in her stomach.* Take it away! *She looked at him, urgently. But he was ready to apply a second clip!* It's hurting...

J: Don't worry; these will not injure you. *He affixed another to her other nipple, delighting in her little gasps.* I would never hurt you... permanently.

 

Na: *In all her confusion and distress - Narya could still not evade the tingle. Her nipples felt flaming hot! She could swear they were throbbing, right about at the same pace as her heart was beating: fast and furious.* Stop this! *She would rather feel his warm lips, than the coldness of the clips.* This isn't funny anymore, J'thir. *But looking at him, she knew he was not done, and she wasn't going anywhere.* Let me go. There has to be another way...

J: Doctrine was never stressed in your family, *he said over her complaints.* Such a shame actually because some of its tenets come with great pleasure. *He had another clip playing through his fingers as his eyes scanned over her body* Many women have found its strictures to be... *he spread her labia apart and added a clip to one plump fold* ...quite... liberating. Ah, *he sighed, dipping his fingers into her newly opened orifice*...you are no different. Despite the discomfort you grow ripe. Your body wants what I can give, even if your mind prevents you from the same. 

 

Na: *She whimpered when the cold grip pinched her sex; and moaned in a strange sense of pleasure when his fingers went inside her. At once the clips on her nipples seemed to pinch them again, and she felt that torrent of heat go down her spine and reach her below. And J'thir slid so easily into her! Could he be right? Could her body enjoy that debasement? Her mind was struggling against that vehemently!* I want you... not this... please!

 

J: *He was clipping her other labial fold and was now spreading her open so he could similarly adorn her vaginal lips. Her body shuddered visibly.* Yes I know, you are more sensitive here. *Though her legs were spread, it was still difficult to see her new embellishments. But, he would fix that. Back into the box he went, withdrawing more hidden treasures.*

 

Na: *She took the chance that he wasn't looking to fight against her bonds. She tested them slowly at first, but as the object clanged inside the box, her mind came up with all sorts of devilish devices. Ah, there it was, that wave of heat down her spine.* No... *and she struggled against the cuffs, ignoring the pull of the clips as her body moved, urgently seeking to get free.*

J: Patience my love, *he said, still focused completely on her body.* You are almost ready. *He was carrying two, flexible silver bands, each about an inch wide. They fit perfectly around her upper thighs, the metal knitting together to create a perfect fit. Each one had two slender chains attached where the band was at her inner thighs. They were long enough for him to hook onto the clips on both her labia and lower lips, but short enough that when it was done, they pulled her sex widely apart and open. J'thir was mesmerized! Now she sparkled in all the places his eyes wanted to look.* You are now... the perfect representation of submission, *he breathed.* As you should be. 

 

Na: *That hurt! It hurt her body, but more so, it hurt her pride. She was not used to being submissive. If she had stepped down from her convictions, or let go of a certain idea, it was because she had seen a reason for it. Right now, she saw no reason for any of it. But reason was a challenge at this point. It looked like her body had been reduced to the little places where the clips were biting her. Her nipples... her sex. They throbbed from the discomfort... and the stimulation.*

 

J: *He stepped closer so he could look down upon her.* Now you are ready for me to take you... as you should be taken: Splayed, spread and obedient; the perfect Daughter of Doctrine.

 

Na: I will never be the perfect Daughter of Doctrine! *She thrashed and lifted her head so she could look up at him. The position was quite uncomfortable.* You just wait until you remove these cuffs! You'll pay for this, I swear! *The look in his eyes silenced her; as did the echo of his own words. Her eyes followed the middle line of his abs, all the way down to his shaft. He couldn't take her! Not like that! Not with that!*

J: So you expect me to allow you to be an equal; to follow your traditions, when you will not even honor mine through a few moments of discomfort? *His hand slammed down near the box, making it rattle loudly. He stated the mantra again.* Your pain. My pleasure.

 

Na: *Her pain... his pleasure. A demonic pact. But J'thir had turned into a demon - a handsome, cruel and extremely endowed demon.* 

J: *His eyes were brighter and they became more intense when he spied a single, sparkling clip lying amongst the rumpled golden sheets. He picked it up.* One more... I should have known there would be one more...

 

Na: *Another one? Narya felt the urge to reach for it before he did; to throw it out of his reach. But tied up as she was, she was helpless. Submission, however, was a state of mind, and though her body was clearly betraying her in the way it reacted to J'thir's manipulations, her mind was set on defying him. It was her nature - one she saw challenged when he applied the tiny metal clip to its destination.*

J: *She was not the only one in pain. His desire for her had stiffened and stretched his cock; she could be feeling no more pain than he. It was only fair. He did not have to spread her open to affix the final clamp to her clit. When he took her, his body moving over hers, that clamp would make her body tingle; in pleasure and in torment.*

 

Na: *Narya moaned and whimpered softly. Ashamed, she turned her face away from him and bit at her lip. She wanted to scream - to ride that tiny clamp! The constant pressure was so frustrating! But she felt her clit throbbing: becoming so alive! And it spread and spread, going deeper into the tiny cave that was her sex, making it pulse. She thought to herself that he must be having the most interesting view: he looked hypnotized. A greedy man contemplating a golden nugget.*

J: *Her sex glistened, and not just with silver... but with her own overflowing wetness. He climbed onto the foot of the bed on his knees, steering his vessel toward her, her portal completely open to him as he shoved it slowly home. She writhed on him and it felt so good! Still on his knees he began to thrust. The chains holding her open pulled with the pressure - pulling against the clips that held her. When he finally fell upon her he could feel the clamp on her clit scrape against his groin.*

 

Na: *It looked like this was the day of all initiations: Initiation to love; Initiation to passion; and now, initiation to raw lust. She had not miscalculated: her sex felt it keenly as his full length slid into her. Narya felt so stretched by his shaft inside, as the clamps held her outside. Her body was exploding with energy! When he began to thrust in a steady tempo, the enhanced sensation became impossible to withstand in silence. The sharp kiss of the clamps gave her no rest before their bodies collided again.

 

She was holding onto the cuffs by then; and her legs kept pulling against her restraints. Her body wanted to tense and curl; to react and adjust; to flee the pain - and even the pleasure - but it was impossible! Narya was reduced to a raw nerve, able to do nothing but to accept him. To welcome him. To feel him. To be the vessel, and ultimately, the goal of his pleasure.*

J: You hate this... and still you love it so... *he sucked on a breast, tonguing the silver bead on her nipple.* So good... *he pumped faster.* 

 

Na: *She could barely hear him over her cries. It was pure orgasmic energy. He was everywhere! Touching her everywhere. Inside, and out. Over all of her most sensitive spots. Yes, it was so good. For every kiss of pleasure there was a bite of pain; and holding her to the reality of it all was his voice: gloating, proud, victorious.*

 

J: You are doing your duty and giving me pleasure... Lift your hips now. Ride me back! *He was kissing her all over her face, and passionately on her lips.* Need to come...

 

Na: *So did she! It was the only possible way to achieve release... and some rest from that hurricane of sensation! Narya tried - oh, she tried so hard! It didn't matter if she writhed; it didn't matter if she pushed against him. It didn't even matter if her sex began to shrink, deceiving her into believing that was the way to freedom, when in fact, it brought only further ache, and further urgency. When he pushed inside, it was almost painful. But the clamp on her clit did not allow her to feel that. It was a vicious device of turning pain into pleasure.

 

And she was at her limit. It truly felt like she was going to implode. Desperate tears began to well up in her eyes and slide down her face. She really could not take any more but his thrusts continued; so did the pull on her clit and his lips and tongue on her nipples.*

J: *J'thir noticed through his glaze of ecstasy that their bodies were each exuding energy. It looked like a thin layer of water rippling over them from head to toe.

She was so close to her climax and her body squeezed him. It felt like he was plunging into a hot, beating heart!* Yes my love! We will come together! *He burst, his cock literally hurling hot streams of his essence deeply into her. Over and over it happened until he was left breathless! And below him, Narya was in the throes of her own torment; her own bliss...*

 

Na: *At last, it came. A quick fall, announced by a high pitched cry. She writhed uncontrollably, completely unaware of the pain in her wrists and ankles. Every tiny clamp seemed to explode where it was attached - to sink into her - to make her vibrate! It ended in silence though, when all of her tensed and her vocal cords froze in place.

 

It was over, and all that the orgasm had left behind was devastation and the terror that it had been to think it would never end... when the end itself had been her greatest fear. Narya cried freely; baring her soul. But it was pure relief. He had been right: she had hated it, but still... she had loved it too.*

J: *His mate's tears wetted his hair, sparkling there like diamonds. He released her hands and crushed her against his chest. The straps around her ankles melted away back into innocuous strips of fabric and he pulled the thick comforter up over them.* It is as I said it would be: liberating, for I saw your soul... and... I saw my own as well. *His mind was slowly clearing now though and even in the dim light he could see that his complexion had paled again.*

 

Na: *Damn him for being right! She had never thought that sex could be like that. No. It had started as sex, but ended in joining, even though their hands had been apart the entire time. In those last moments of unbearable pleasure she had seen into him; felt all of him, and all of her, and that was why she had cried and writhed in perfect bliss. It made the arms around her all the more welcoming. Narya held on to him, melting in his arms. They felt safe again.

 

Looking up at his face she saw: he was himself again.* You came back to me... *she whispered, using her fingers to trace the contours of his lovely features. Narya ran her forefinger over his eyeridges, which were pale and back to normal.* What happened? *Was it something she had done?*

J: I do not know what happened to me. It was... unnerving.

Na: *If he was admitting to weakness - she the hesitation and choice of word told her precisely that - it meant he had been as taken by surprise as she had.* I was very scared. You changed... not just your body. The things you said... *She bit her lip and moved her gaze away from his.* ...the things you did...

J: *Of course it had not been a singular feeling. Even before she said the words he knew she too had been frightened. But... had she thought it was an awful experience? Her submission had brought on a most potent climax for him... and he was certain, for her as well. However he was too worried about what her response would be to ask.

Much later they were sound asleep in each other's arms; restraints and tiny clamps in a pile on the floor. Soon enough his need awoke him and he kissed her into wakefulness.* Narya... need you... again...

*She had not denied him and the small hours into the daytime period were spent with much more lovemaking - sometimes gentle, sometimes urgent - but these times with no mention of dominance or submission; her duty or his. Just love.

Hours after that J'thir awoke and stealthily got out of the bed. Narya was fast asleep and he watched her for awhile. She looked so innocent that way, with her full lips pouting over some dreamy circumstance. Her delicate hands gripped the coverlet sometimes and then she would relax. Her face looked like a pearl surrounded by her mane of black hair.

He looked at his feet. He had disappointed her. He knelt down and gathered up the things he had used on her and then laid them back into the box, looking over his shoulder quickly to see if she had awakened from the sound of all the clips hitting the metal bottom. He closed the top and was just about to exit the bedchamber when her soft voice called to him.*

 

Na: *His mere distance had awakened her. It was most uncomfortable to be parted from him after their bodies had spent so much time in joining over the last day.* Where are you going?

J: *He turned with the box.* I did not intend to wake you. 

 

Na: *She stretched, resembling a lazy, though very seductive cat.* I can see that. *Her kaleidoscopic eyes focused on the object he was holding.* What are you doing? *There was almost suspicion in her voice. He had not changed again - which was a relief. Still, she knew he had the potential, and that it would eventually happen again.*

J: *He looked down at the object in his hands guiltily.* I was... taking this to disposal. I promised your family that I would honor their traditions and I shall... and you are more important to me than Doctrine. *Oh his father would not approve! And for J'thir himself the words came with difficulty. He had been raised with Doctrine for as long as he could remember. Such traditions were comforting; he liked them. But, he loved her.* I will be back momentarily.

 

Na: *Ah, she had mere moments to act. But his words... oh his words!* J'thir... *she called, biting on her lip as she moved on the bed. Pulling the sheet around her she walked over to him.*

J: *Again came that soft voice, and again it halted him just as an order from the most harsh commanding officer would have.*

 

Na: *She was standing in front of him now, and her hand came haltingly to rest on the cold silver lid.* You... don't have to do that. *Oh, she was going to regret that decision!* It was a gift from your father and... I'm sure we can make use of it...sometimes. *She was blushing. To admit to liking what had happened was almost more embarrassing than going through the experience itself. Her hand slid away from the box and she looked up at him.* You are more important to me than my own doctines. I want us to find our own balance. You know... mix the best of both worlds? *Then before he had a chance to refute her, she took the box from his hands and set it down.* Now, you showed me a bit of your world. Let me show you a bit of mine...

 

Narya enveloped him in the sheet, and soon after, in her arms, and clumsily lead him back towards the bed. Oh, the night had been wonderful... but the day was still young!*
Book Three
Part Twelve

T’than’s Child
[ Takes place ten years after the events ending with "Joining Night" ]

*Cadence watched through the great window of the living area as the shuttle shot away from the ship, headed toward the gas giant; its crew adding to their cartography database and taking atmospheric samples. It was a regular occurrence - one that should not have caused her heart to be gripped in the icy fist which held it in its grasp at every event such as this. It had been eight years since the fateful day when a shuttle just like this one had circled a huge planet - one much like this one - to obtain similar data when suddenly the routine mission had turned into a tragic one for the small crew onboard, her parents included, when the ship suffered a malfunction; crushed under the planet's immense gravity as it was pulled down. She swallowed and closed her eyes, willing the memory away but like sticky cobwebs she could not shake it loose.

She had worried that her mate might not want the added responsibility of another child, but T'than had surprised her. Not only had he agreed to take in the eight-year-old Cara, but he had insisted upon it. Through many sad weeks he had been the pillar that both she and Cara could cling to and eventually as the grief had lifted for them both, Cara was able to return to carefree childhood. Cadence wasn't oblivious to the fact that in Cara's mischief and defiance that T'than saw his own mate. She was as endeared to him as his own daughter, and the two girls considered themselves sisters.

As the years passed the children grew; each very different from the other. A'lia, like her biological sister, T'lana, was blonde and aqua-eyed but that is where their resemblance ended. The girl had been different from the start, having inherited her father's piercing intelligence as well as his discipline. A'lia was the perfect Daughter of her Caste. She embraced Doctrine with open arms, anxiously waiting for her joining day with the mate her father would select for her. Her bonding ceremony would take place in just over a year.

And then there was Cara.

T'lana looked absolutely agreeable compared to the rebellious spirit that was Cadence's little sister. Cara was Cadence as T'than remembered her from their beginnings. It made him love her all the more. But their arguments were more bitter because of it. They were having one now; today of all days!

She was still looking out of the window as their voices filtered through the gauzy layers of her memories, bringing her back to the present. She saw Cara's reflection as she stormed into the room behind her, golden-brown hair bouncing around her shoulders in riotous waves, her nubile young body barely restrained beneath the silky garments she wore. Her 'Doctrine' pendant dangled between her ripe breasts.

Indeed T'than saw his own mate in her... as did others... others who had made it clear to him that they wanted her....*

Cara: I DON'T CARE WHAT YOU WANT! I'm sixteen and I want to be with Je-ron!

 

GT: *Cara was the eternal test to his patience. Thankfully, A'lia gave him no trouble at all. He stood perfectly impassive to her eruption of anger. Everything about Cara was always extreme. A world of black and white, joy or sadness. He liked the girl for the challenge that she was; as much as he liked A'lia for being just the opposite. Between them, there was balance.* Out of the question. *he said placidly.* Je-ron is not a suitable mate for you.

C - *Cadence shook her head. T'than would never approve of the human/Jaridian hybrid.*

Cara: You don't know anything! I am very mature for my age and I can tell you that Je-ron and I are in love! *To emphasize her proclaimed maturity she screamed and stomped her foot.* We will be together for-ev-er!

 

GT: *If he went along with her game, she would win. Cara lived to provoke him; though she very seldom succeeded. Today, she was close though. It was a very special, and emotional day.* Not if I have a say in it. *And it was clear that he did!* Je-ron is... # primitive # below your class. Furthermore, I am already considering some applications... *That made it sound like T'than would be interviewing people for a job!* 

A'lia: *She looked at her father and then back at her sister, absently fingering her own necklace..* He is not right for you. We can all see that except you, and that is because you are too young to know what is best. Doctrine is the only way. A woman needs a mate to care for her... especially in your case. *Her voice was soft as silk. Everything about A'lia was poised; from her words to her posture and the way she moved. She was like a dancer, every gesture graceful and measured.* 

Cara: You're only ten! What would you know?

A'lia: My chronological age is irrelevant. You already know that my heritage has allowed me to surpass you in my development.

Cara: *She was getting so angry! Damn A'lia and her composure anyway! Ignoring her she looked back at the Taelon.* You can just tell those old fuddy-duddies you work with that I'm not interested in any of them and... that I'll KILL myself before I let you send me off with one of them when I'm eighteen! *She ran to Cadence, flinging herself into her arms to cry loudly.*

 

GT: *He looked at the girl, then upwards into Cadence's eyes. It often ended like that: Cara hit the wall that was his determination and then ran to cry on his mate's shoulder. They looked like twins, though their energies were so very different in every way. Cara was still so human; while Cadence - she was sculpted to perfection.* 

C - *She watched T'than watching them. They were the same size, and they looked very similar. And, like herself, Cara's emotions ran toward the dramatic. T'than looked stern but in his eyes was a hint of amusement.* Now now, don't cry Cara. It isn't the end of the world.

Cara: *muffled in Cadence's chest* Yes it is! I LOVE Je-ron!

C - I know, but a month ago you loved that human boy, Marco... and last year you said that you could never be parted from S'lir and Monica's son.

Cara: Those were childhood romances. I'm a woman now!

C - *She smiled, using the sleeve of her dress to blot at her sister's tears.* Yes you are, complete with all the teardrops we come with. *The girl giggled* That's better. Now, enough fighting. You know that T'than and I have to leave and go to the womb... and I need you and A'lia to prepare things here for when we get back, okay?

Cara: *She hesitated, but then nodded. Following A'lia she headed toward the nursery, offering T'than a good glimpse of her pouting expression before she vanished around the corner.*

 

GT: *He gave her just the right amount of attention. Her defiance usually amused him; though when it came to a future mate, T'than was very strict. He had taken upon himself the responsibility of raising her. Incredible as it may seem, the pressure was greater than if she was his own child. And Cara was prone to making decisions based on a whim. He couldn't allow that. Still... in all her defiance, she seldom took off the tiny pendant he had given her so many years ago.* I am reminded of the meaning of patience every day, because of your sister. *But her attitude also reminded him of old times, when his eyes fell back on Cadence. Good times.*

C - *She grinned.* I know. She is indeed a test on one's resolve. I don't know how my mom and dad did so well with her...or me. *She looked away then; a momentary sadness. But then she pulled T'than into their bedchamber, kissing him on the lips and then smiling.* You mustn't get so worked up over her romances. This is normal behavior for a human teenager.

 

GT: *Ah, the hormone conversation. They had had it before. But Cara had to learn about impulse control or she might be hurt in the future.* I know this ship like the back of my hand... *Strange how human proverbs and expressions had infiltrated their way into his speech over the years.* ...as well as every colony-member. I have no recollection of any other human teenager so prone to defying me, and that is what bothers me *His hands were both resting at the small of her back. He loved that closeness.* She might do something... foolish. *Especially if she was seeing Je-ron. Jaridians had a different vision of romance. They were free-spirited and T'than could see why Cara enjoyed him - they were alike.*

C - Those children are likely too busy defying their own parents. There just isn't enough time in a day to defy you too. *grin* Besides, I don't think she is doing anything that she shouldn't be. I didn't. I waited *grin*...for you to take me for the first time. 

 

GT: *She had never known the extent of T'than's control over her mind. To her, he had been the first. He had made her forget the other time...when she was Cara's age. And so Cadence's affirmation of her purity did not resolve his worry over Cara's virtue. It was too valuable a pearl for her to give away to an inconsequential teenage fling!* I would rather not rely on Cara to be that wise. Perhaps I should set an appointment with Jor'rel - to...allay...my concerns.

C - I don't think that sending her to Jor'rel will be necessary. Cara might act wild but she is a sweet and virtuous girl.

 

GT: *Sweet and virtuous?!* She is a spoiled child with no respect for authority. Impulse control is not her forte.

C - T'than... can we talk about this later?

 

GT: Later might be too late.*That was an old and long discussion. Cadence was always the referee in their fights. It was not a comfortable position. Though, this time, it was more than that. She was worried... and there was doubt.* Something is bothering you. *And unlike him, it was not Cara. Cadence had made it clear that she trusted her sister to behave.*

C - It's just that... I am so worried... about raising one of your children. What if I do something wrong? What if I make a mistake? What if... he doesn't even like me???

 

GT: *T'than had to admit... he himself was nervous.* I share your apprehension. I have never had any of my Taelon children in my care. It was not my place. *Besides, all his other children had turned out differently from what he wished: T'lana had mated with Zo'or, in secret. Though they lived a happy and fulfilled life now, the beginning of their story had nearly started in tragedy. And T'than had a feeling that Doctrine was not something that her children learned about every day.

 

J'thir had worked with him for a few years, but in the end asked to be reassigned to other duties. He had since been in charge of several areas of the ship, including the Jaridian and Human. He seemed to grow more attached to diplomatic duty - his mate's influence, no doubt. He would be a great ruler, someday... but a little more lenient than T'than wished him to be. Lenience brought pain, and a great deal of discomfort when making decisions.

A'lia... was perfect. But, for all her perfection, T'than half expected her to wake up one day and reject Doctrine. So far however, she had accepted all of his decisions and made her own with prudence. T'than knew her to be so wise in her choices, that he would likely allow her to choose her own mate; from a list of candidates, of course.

 

Then there was Cara. He smirked at the thought of her. He had failed many times, but still, with his children, he felt a deep sense of achievement: all of them were happy. Though their lives had turned out differently than he had projected, he could sleep at night knowing they were well, and that the family was growing rapidly. After all, A'dani would become mature that very year. He could be well on his way to becoming a great-grandparent! He just was not sure why Zo'or had not disapproved of the boy A'dani had chosen. He was not suitable...at least in T'than's eyes...

 

He blinked, returning his focus to Cadence.* Together, we will succeed in this endeavour. All our children have a good life. A Taelon is not so demanding as a hybrid... and even less than a human. *he smiled* You have seen how it is with Da'an and Ti'el... *He had taken her to visit the Taelon children, as he too sought to learn - though he would not admit to it.* Though it might be a challenge to raise him in our home - he has much genetic knowledge of his kind, even of the Jaridians. But none from the humans. And I cannot think of anyone better to teach him what it is like to live in this world. After all... *he pulled her closer, his tone becoming more seductive.* ...you taught me, of all Taelons, the meaning of emotions... and of love. I do not see how you could fail with a child.

C - *He was the great War Minister - their hard-edged leader - and yet with just a handful of tender words he had made everything all right again. She hugged him.* Thank you T'than. Thank you for saying that... for having confidence in me...

~*~

*The walk to the center of the ship had always been long, but the Mothership was now almost twice her original size so now, T'than and Cadence had walked for a solid twenty minutes - always downward, through serpentine corridors that became progressively narrower. The rhythmic thudding of the ship's drives could be heard now. Cadence thought that this must be what a baby hears inside its mother; her endless heartbeat, keeping the womb around it warm, safe and alive.

They passed through several doorways - these protected by security lockouts that became progressively more complex to access and now they both stood in the center of the chamber surrounded by the glowing, bluish orbs that were really the last of the Taelons in their current form; just waiting to be released from their eternal night.

From the murky shadows emerged two silent figures; Da'an and Ti'el.*

Da'an: Sinaui Euhura T'than. Hello Cadence. *They each nodded to him and then to the slender Taelon at his side.* 

 

GT: *T'than acted very businesslike, as though he were discussing any other procedure on the ship. It was the best way to hide his emotions: he felt a mix of uneasiness and anxiety, but at the same time, there was a hint of happiness. After all, his two children had survived the Jaridians, though one of them would take several more years to reach the necessary development to be born.* What is the status of the situation?

Da: The infant is ready to emerge, *he replied, his hands sweeping through the filtered air. They arrived at a section of the chamber where two pods were embedded next to each other. In one rested a tiny embryo that was so small it would have had ample room to move about even in Cadence's small hands. The light illuminating it was dim. Next to that pod was one that was substantially larger, the child floating within larger and well-formed. He was surrounded by brilliant, warm light.*

C - *Stepping forward, Cadence lay her hand over the bigger pod, and then, against the smaller one.* It seems... I don't know... sad... that he is so small and withered, *she said, her eyes full of sympathy.*

 

GT: *She was right. But time ran at a different pace to Taelons. T'than could wait for his other child to be born. The future did not concern him. The present, however... His wonderings were severed by the soft tone of Ti'el's voice.*

Ti'el: As you know, it takes years to collect enough energy from the ship's limited surplus to awaken a single child.

C - Well, I just don't understand why we can't simply make more, *she complained, still focused on the littlest one.*  

Da: Even Taelons cannot circumvent the laws of physics, Cadence. *She looked at him, her eyes deep pools of questions, and of endless hope. He had to remind himself that she was older than she appeared. Still, her childish faith and never-ending supply of optimism would serve T'than's children well. It is exactly what the Taelons needed.* 

C - This one looks like he is starving!

Da: I assure you that he is not, *he offered gently, coming closer to look into the tiny bubble.* He, as well as every infant here still in sub-stasis receives a sustaining amount of energy. That is one reason it takes so long for us to reserve enough to begin infusing the one who is selected to be awakened.

Ti'el: Yes. For nearly a year we have been offering extra energy, which has allowed this child, *he gestured to the bigger pod,* to complete his development process. That process is now complete and in moments he shall emerge.

C - *Her focus shifted to the other baby, and indeed he was a baby and not a tiny embryo. She stepped back, taking T'than's hand. She was as tense as he - as if she was preparing for the birth of one of her own children. From the reassuring look in her mate's eyes, it was clear that she was...*

 

GT: Everything is ready to receive him. I have gone through your list of recommendations and built a suitable environment for a Taelon child. *He had yet to determine though, who would be the child's mentor. Taelon tradition dictated that it be a non-related Taelon. But he didn't want to appoint S'lir - T'than knew enough of his personal life to be very certain of that decision; or N'shen, with whom he had severed proximate relations due to the Taelon's behaviour towards his children.* You may initiate the process... *His fingers held on to Cadence's a little tighter. It was time: a new birth; a new child. A new beginning.*

Da: *He went to a small panel and waved his hands over it slowly, the lights it emitted changing color, some winking out and others coming on. Then he came back to where the rest of the group stood, each pair of eyes on the large pod. At first the bright blue light in pod dimmed to red, and then the wall around the sphere began to undulate.*

C - *Everything that happened, happened in complete silence. Watching that wall - part of that entire living ship which they all inhabited, contract and stretch, Cadence expected to hear something - humming, or even moaning as she endured her labor pains but there was nothing. Even the rhythmic throbbing was gone.*

 

GT: *The silence held him prisoner while it lasted. It made it stressfully easy to focus solely on the tiny orb that freed itself from the womb, after millennia of entrapment. Perhaps years ago T'than would have faced that event with numbing reason. Nothing but the detachment of the knowledge that the child was not his, though it had sprung from his seed. That it would be just another piece, another cell of the great Commonality. Not today though... Today there were no voices telling him to keep his composure; there was only silence that made him aware of his tense breathing and the humming of his quickening energy flow. He was feeling it already... a soft pull, like a tiny hook attached to the center of his main pathway. An echo that made his skin light up from inside in a soft blush. In all its softness, the child's quiet calling was also full of urgency and an overwhelming strength. How could the Taelons have been so deaf to their own children's calling in the past when it was so irresistible?*

C - *The pod began to be pushed outwards, and with a wet, sucking sound, slipped right into Ti'el's waiting hands. They laid it on a table, whose concave surface looked to be made for just this occurrence. Suddenly the bubble began to flatten, as though it were a balloon slowly deflating. The pod's surface had become soft and Ti'el and Da'an pulled the top of it open with practiced fingers. There was no light to illuminate it anymore, and Cadence had to squint in the dimness to see. Small limbs moved between the arms and hands around them, but she noticed the movements were not jerky like human, and even hybrid babies. They were slow; almost thoughtful. There was a sound - not like crying - more like... sighing. Yes, little, sonorous sighs. Da'an beckoned them with his eyes.*

 

GT: *He made no effort to hold back the blush. It came as if to feed him with the power to go forward. All had gone well, but T'than could not let out his breath just yet. That was the moment! The General had never seen one of this Taelon children before. He had seen other children since the awakenings had begun on the Red Colony; but no birth had reached him to that level. It was instinct that pulled him forward, step after step. And the sweet and soft calling of his child. That was music - not to his ears, but echoing inside him; in his mind, in his pathways.*

C - *T'than stepped forward and leaned into the ruined bubble to lift his offspring. Ti'el came forth with a silver blanket and wrapped the child, who was still wet with the energy fluids that had sustained him for thousands of years.*

 

GT: *Perfection... and fragility, all in one. His child was like a tiny glass sculpture, but, alive, and T'than could feel it, strongly! Its energy was vibrant and tingling against his skin. The first touch was bliss; T'than found himself opening up completely, lowering all barriers to let the infant draw from him all that it possibly wanted, or needed. The moment their minds touched, T'than was lost in the tiny mind of the baby, as he made himself known: all that he was, all the he yearned to be.*

C - *She watched her mate look down at the little one, trying to maintain composure but, to Cadence's practiced sight, failing miserably. T'than was moved, and pleased. His positive emotions were flowing over her like warm water. And still, she looked down and turned away. She knew that she had not had a part in creating this little one and in a way it left her feeling a little empty.*

GT: *Experience kicked in: after all, Taelon or not, it was a baby he was holding. T'than held him with just a little bit more care than a hybrid child. All the Taelons that would ever exist in the future were in that womb and in the other colony. And he had waited millennia to see his child be born. So long - even for a Taelon - he had often wondered if he would ever have the blessing of witnessing its coming to life. A process that was not yet over...* Cadence... *he called softly.*

C - *She was a few steps away, feeling that she should give the Taelons a discreet distance. Da'an and Ti'el were looking into the blanket, each looking quite pleased.*

 

GT: *Cadence had retreated somewhat from his mind. He was fairly distracted, but not enough to miss it. And T'than needed her to be with him at that moment. He called her again, peeking from between the other two Taelons and beckoning his mate.* Cadence.

C - *He called her name and she jumped, and then turned.* Yes? *she whispered.*

 

GT: Come forth. You are to be his parent as well. This is a moment you should share, not merely stand witness.

C - *She came tentatively closer to him.*

 

GT: *He could understand her hesitation. But it would be gone once she held him. He knew it, because he had felt the same.* Take him...

C - Oh no... I should not. I might do... something wrong...

 

GT: I have seen you around children. What you fear, is simply not possible. *He extended his arms, relinquishing the baby.* You must take him, so he knows you. This moment will be with him for the rest of his existence. *His child would know love from the first moment. That was essential.*

C - *Warm weight was placed into her arms and she looked down at the Taelon baby. This was what T'than looked like, she thought with a grin. The baby had sampled its parent's energy and had already covered his translucence with an ivory shell, though not a jumpsuit. He was probably not skilled enough yet for that. But he would learn fast! T'than said Taelons reached maturity in about five years!

For so many years now T'than had possessed gender, and so it was extremely odd to see only smoothness between the child's legs. There had been a time long ago when T'than had looked like that.

The baby was regarding her as she looked him over. For a newborn he was completely alert.* Hi there, *she said. He looked at her, his blue on blue eyes never leaving her face. If he was at all upset over not seeing his parent he made no sign of it.* T'than, what is his name?

 

GT: His second parent was not of the military caste. Taelon children often choose their own name. Their development is both physical and mental. You may ask him his name. *He would reveal it to her, the same as T'than had been told.*

C - *She looked back down at the child, not exactly certain how to go about asking a newborn its name but suddenly, unbidden, a name bloomed like a flower in her mind and she smiled broadly.* Hel-lo Mi'ral, I'm Cay-dence. *The baby vocalized softly to her in his amazing little voice. He seemed to be fascinated by her hair and so she leaned in closer, letting her bright curls dangle before him. His small hand shot out and grabbed one tightly enough to make her grimace, but instead of taking it directly to his mouth he appeared to study it for a time, feeling its texture between his fingers and then letting go. Cadence offered a finger, waiting for him to take it and suckle. Instead he opened his hand. T'than had told her that human babies instinctively knew how to suckle, and Taelons instinctively offered their palms. She touched its tiny center with her fingertip and blushed once. At last the little being in her arms smiled.* You must be hungry... I wish... that I could feed you...

Da: T'than must offer him sustenance now, *he said softly.*

C - I know... *She did not want to give him up. T'than opened his arms but before Cadence gave the child to him she brought him up to her face, kissing over his head. She did not expect a reaction; these were just her human emotions showing. However, the baby was moving slightly. He was nuzzling her! And then a small miracle: he lay his hand against her cheek and blushed, sending the energy into her. Handing the infant to T'than, she looked completely stunned.* He likes me...

 

GT: *He heard her comment. His lips almost curved in a small smile. Indeed... he had felt it too. There was a bond between the child and Cadence already. He had accepted her - in fact, Cadence had been the one to be adopted by the tiny one.*

Ti'el: Taelon infants hold no ill will for anyone.

C - No. You don't understand. *She looked to her mate* He likes me. I felt it! *She was so happy - her tears conveyed that just as the baby's energy conveyed his acceptance of her into his life.*

 

GT: As did I. Mi'ral has accepted you as his second parent. And... he has enjoyed his communion with you. He felt you as a Taelon... and is now your child. Your energy is in him now. *It did not matter anymore who the other parent had been; at least to the child, it did not. Cadence had taken that place; she was to become his mother - her job was to teach him the meaning of that word, and of love.*

C - *She blushed brightly with her happiness. The baby saw her and also blushed. Then, he placed his tiny hand in the center of T'than's chest - against his main pathway. T'than closed his eyes and the great artery began to glow with flowing waves of light, outward into the infant's hand. Soon the child was illuminated like a star...or an angel. She watched them for a time, but then turned to Da'an.* Are there more babies coming to life soon?

Da: Mi'ral was the last in this group. It will be approximately seven years before we are delivered another energy sphere. Approximately one year after that, the next child will emerge.

C - What do you and Ti'el do in the meantime? The intervals between births are so long!

Da: This is not a vocation that produces instant results, or gratification. However, we tend to the unborn and assure that they are well. The rest of our time is spent increasing our own knowledge, as well as assisting in the mentoring of those new Taelons who are here.

C - *She nodded though in her private thoughts she mused that it sounded terribly boring. Emergence... now that was the exciting part!*

 

GT: *His child had fed for the first time! His pathway was still tingling. The infant was tiny, but incredibly demanding! Still, as with his other children, T'than had felt that same sensation: that he would give every last drop of his essence if his child demanded it.* He is nourished now... *he spoke, though he was looking down at Mi'ral. His eyes were deep, bright... and betrayed great cunning. Yes, T'than could see himself in there. Mi'ral's name spoke of the child's true nature. He would grow to be powerful.*

Ti'el: *He moved a small scanner over the Mi'ral's body and nodded with satisfaction.* Mi'ral is well. You may take him to your chambers. I will notify Jor'rel to be expecting you within the week for a full bio-scan.

 

GT: *He nodded.* I will speak to him later to set up the time. *He would have offered the Taelon greeting, but his arms were blessedly full with the child's weight.* I wish to commend you on the decision to take this assignment, Ti'el. You are indeed a valuable asset in this endeavor. 

Ti'el: *He nodded and expressed his appreciation for T'than's commendation in his own language before turning and going in another direction - off to continue his care over the Taelons' unborn citizenry.*

Da: *He watched Ti'el go and then said,* It is indeed gratifying that Ti'el has found a placement that he has a great affinity for. *And, his own child had returned to where he served best - in the body which led their society. Everyone had profited from the reshuffling when Ti'el had stepped down.* Allow me to offer my best wishes as you embark on raising Mi'ral.

GT: *He turned to Da'an and nodded at him.* I will keep you posted on the child's development. We shall need to convene at a later time to decide who shall be Mi'ral's mentor. *They first needed to know a little more of the child's personality. In the past, the Commonality chose for the parents. It was like that no more.* Now, it is time for our newest Companion to learn the concept of... family. *He turned to Cadence, walking towards her.* Do you wish to carry him home? A'lia must have contacted J'thir and T'lana by now. 

C - *She smiled and accepted the baby - her baby - into her arms. T'than took her elbow and they began the long walk back to their quarters, leaving a very quiet, but hopeful, place behind them.*
Epilogue
[ Takes place about four-hundred years after all previous chapters ]
*The sun was high in a sky of pristine turquoise the color of many hybrids' eyes. It glinted off the numerous mirrored buildings and crystal towers that had grown over a period of months, integrating themselves with the lush nature around them and somehow not looking out of place.

T'than and Cadence's grand home appeared to be a faceted, rounded jewel perched atop a shining spire. The balance seemed precarious, but it was anything but. Cadence stood on their semicircular balcony, gentle breezes tickling her cheeks and moving through her airy blue dress. She looked down at the lines of tiny people moving over clean, white pathways, coming and going.

They had arrived on schedule at Sharlu'un a century ago. The humans had renamed the place New Terra in honor of their origins. The Gold Colony had also arrived within days and it was decided that they would colonize the southern continent, while Red Colony remained on the northern one. It was best; Gold Colony had developed its own culture with varied subcultures just as Red Colony had. 

A solid fifty percent of Red Colony's people had adopted Doctrine, while the other half - mostly the politicians - lived a more liberal existence. Cadence had never given up T'than's ways, remaining his naked lover when he desired it and being the mother to his children - children she had lived to bring forth until... 

She shook the memory away. It was over now.

She turned from the sight of their Mothership which hung over the horizon in the distance and walked back into the living room, barely noticing the virtual wall tickling her skin as she passed through it. Right now, it appeared that their living room was open to the outside. Sometimes that wall was solid.

She sat down on the long sofa, still having a perfect view of the ship. Barely a century and everything was changing again. Already the Taelons were venturing out to establish another new colony - the planet the Mothership sought a mere fifty years away. Again and again this event would occur - Taelons, humans and even Jaridians leaving their progeny on a distant world, letting it grow and then sending some of its inhabitants forward to continue the cycle all over again.

She felt so much pride that it was she and her mate who had made it all possible.

She felt a pang of sadness too; T'lana was leaving for the new colony with Zo'or and two of their six children. Though they would have visual communication, Cadence was uncertain if she and T'than would ever get to hold their firstborn again, given that it would take many years to establish a new portal system. 

Zo'or had gotten what he had always desired: ultimate leadership. This colony was his, and he and T'lana would be very busy for a long time to come. J'thir and Narya were staying, but bidding farewell to two of their children. Naor'rin and Sc'orr were also remaining on New Terra; and Cadence was glad for that.  Everyone in the colony was saying good-bye to a loved one. T'than had told her that Gold Colony was also sending a ship forth to colonize another world. 

The ship would be boarding about now, but they had already said their farewells to their daughter and her family. They would watch the ship depart from their home. Many others were gathering at the departure site. Cadence could hear distant voices. It was a carnival atmosphere and, inside, even beyond her sadness, she was happy for T'lana and knew her daughter would welcome the future that awaited she and her mate.

Standing up, she caressed her flat stomach. By tonight there would be a child in her womb... if she could overcome her fear enough to let it happen. Their past few attempts had been unsuccessful... and it had been her fault. Even though their son's death had occurred a century ago during their initial settlement of New Terra, it had devastated her completely and she had struggled with her anger for a very long time. It was just the injustice of it all, that something as simple as chicken pox - a disease that passed with little more than annoyance for human children, could become deadly to the hybrids. Jor'rel had called upon his genius and found a cure within months, but not before twelve hybrids - all under the age of two - had succumbed... including their son, T'rel. 

So lost in her futile memories she had not noticed T'than's presence until he was there behind her, his hands skimming over her body and slipping inside her bodice to cup her breasts; the action so familiar that she should not have jumped like she did. He led her back to the sofa so they could sit down together.*

 

GT: *T'than had stood in the doorway for quite some time, simply watching her. The room was so silent he could hear her breathing if he focused enough to muffle the voices that came from the outside. Light came in through the window - pinkish as the ship that floated just outside their window, seemingly framed by the large archway. A moment he would forever remember, for his firstborn was departing.

 

Cadence's melancholy showed in the way her aura shimmered. He smiled sadly, almost wearily, to himself and moved forward. T'than loved her proximity; especially at times when others close to him were gaining such distance. But though he could feel her in the flesh, Cadence's mind was far away and apparently, out of his reach. He let his hands slide down her body and rest on each side of her waist.* Did I unsettle you? *He really could not tell. He knew for certain that she was being evasive - he had gotten to know that side of her very well over the last few years. Her bahaviour also made it easy for the Taelon to know what was on her mind when she closed it to him like this. Her grief was for a larger loss than T'lana's departure.*

C - I'm sorry, *she said, a little embarrassed.* I... did not feel your nearness...

 

GT: Indeed... *T'than let his arms close over her chest and he pulled her to him.* But I felt your distance. *Even now, he felt it. Even though she made no effort to escape his embrace, her skin had a stinging electricity to it, as if asking him to move away.* Cadence... it is fruitless to punish yourself with those memories. *They had had that same conversation over and over; but T'than knew she needed to feel his support. He grieved too, for he had failed in his duty to protect his son from dying; and his mate from suffering. Even now. But he knew it was different with Cadence. She was more human after all.*

C - I know I should not dwell on it. I know the past cannot be changed. It just comes sometimes - today especially when I am a little sad. We lost a son... and now, it feels like we are losing a daughter as well.

 

GT: T'lana will never be gone to us, Cadence. We brought her into life; she is a part of us. *He brushed away the many golden curls from her shoulder and back. T'than was practically whispering into her ear.*  It is time she moves on with her life and carries on her legacy. *He looked past her shoulder over to the floating ship.* T'lana has already graced us with many grandchildren, most of which are now grown up and have children of their own. Ours is a numerous family, and even though some may part, they will never truly be gone. 

 

*He let his hand find hers and placed it over her belly to feel the energy that emanated from her womb.* Energy does not die Cadence...but it exists to create life. We have been apart from the cycle for too long... *He missed her; more than anything, he missed the act of becoming one with her. Sharing without true completion was somewhat empty. There was lust to be sated, and love to be fed - but no seed to nourish afterwards.*

C - *T'than was remarkable, and she admired him. She had expected him to be the one to shun the idea of more children, but after his grieving was over he had been there, helping her through the pain. And, Cadence also knew that her mate was the leader of the colony, and it was expected that he assure the continuation of his line. She knew that there had been some pressure from the rest of the leadership council. A century with no children was unheard of.

They stood and slowly walked back outside and they gazed upon the ship floating above the grassy ground.* I know. We won't fail this time. *She looked away from him uncomfortably.* I won't fail...

 

GT: *There it was... precisely what he did not want to hear. He knew Doctrine put everything in terms of obedience and duty, but as the years passed, those who followed it inevitably found their own balance and Doctrine became part of their subconscious, allowing them to live in peace with that lifestyle. To Cadence, since T'rel had died, it had given her a sense of failure that T'than wished he could keep her from experiencing.* I do not want you to feel pressured. I have waited this long for completion, I can wait a little more until you are ready. *He took her hand, pulling on it so she would look at him again.* When we conceive again, Cadence, we have to commit all of ourselves to it. I will not lie to you though, I am quite eager to join with you again. *He felt a little anxious, almost as if he was just proposing to her for the first time.* 

C - *She blushed prettily, her lips curved in a sweet and loving smile.* We don't need to wait, T'than. I feel your peace, and... I am happy - truly happy - more than I have been in a long while. Do not let my momentary sadness deceive you as to what is really in my heart. *She took his hand and pressed it against her chest.* I want completion. *The summer breeze was picking up, blowing her hair back from her face. A great cheer went up from below and Cadence turned to see the sparkling ship floating up, followed by hundreds of colorful balloons. She gripped T'than's hand tightly as they watched it rise until it vanished beyond the turquoise sky. A sky like T'lana's eyes...* Farewell... my baby...

 

GT: *Feelings were the most complicated thing, and a constant challenge. He had learned that over the years, and each time a crisis arose his Taelon self became convinced that he could keep his emotions under control; and that he would be in control for any subsequent problems. It never turned out that way though, especially in moments such as this day, when T'than felt T'lana's energy vanish like a soap bubble - one moment there, the next moment, suddenly gone - as the ship slipped into ID space. There was a pang of melancholy he should not have felt; not amidst all the joy for Cadence's heartfelt words. With his eyes still fixed on the sky, his body instinctively found a way to get closer to hers, and his arms took the path of a thousand times around her.* Four months from today... your words will not be of farewell, but of welcome... *T'than kissed the side of her neck and took one deep breath, taking in all of her scent that once he had not been able to experience.* I love you... *It was not so much the words, but what radiated through him that spoke to her.*

C - *She was in his arms on their balcony - arms which had brought her comfort for as long as she could remember. To this day she thought about how lucky she was - that this Taelon had picked her out from so many - that through the many tangled lines of fate that they had found each other. Her life had been an adventure ever since...and she was ready for the adventure to continue. Standing on her toes she kissed him passionately, pulling back so he could see her seductive smile, and the gleam in her eyes.* Come, *she said, pulling him back inside, her clothing vanishing in pretty sparkles of light.* For the rest of the day... and the night... your love is all I want to wear...

~THE END~

~*~

To Everyone,

You have just read the culmination of four years work. It came through pain, pleasure and sacrifice and I would not change a thing given the chance to do it over again. I am sure that K'Nera shares this opinion.

We kept the series going because of your constant support. We could never have done it without you, and we thank you from the bottom of our hearts. 

I will miss not having this amazing story to write each day, and so for me, its ending is bittersweet. It comforted me during my times of stress or sorrow; knowing it was always there, waiting to let me enter this other world every night. I will miss it very much.

If you enjoyed reading it as much as we enjoyed writing it then, it means we were able to impart our love and dedication into the words.

Thank you for staying with us for so long! You helped make both the writing of the story as well as the story itself, a once in a lifetime experience.

With Love and Gratitude,

Cadence and K'Nera
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